







 

 

ALSO BY CAROLINE WEBER

Terror and Its Discontents:

Suspect Words in Revolutionary France


QUEEN OF FASHION



QUEEN OF
FASHION

[image: line]

WHAT MARIE ANTOINETTE WORE
TO THE REVOLUTION

CAROLINE WEBER

HENRY HOLT AND COMPANY NEW YORK




[image: pub]

Henry Holt and Company, LLC

Publishers since 1866

175 Fifth Avenue

New York, New York 10010

www.henryholt.com

Henry Holt® and [image: pub1]® are registered trademarks of
Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

Copyright© 2006 by Caroline Weber
All rights reserved.

Distributed in Canada by H. B. Fenn and Company Ltd.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Weber, Caroline, [date]

Queen of fashion: what Marie Antoinette wore to the Revolution / Caroline Weber.—1st ed.

       p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN-13: 978-0-8050-7949-4

ISBN-10: 0-8050-7949-1

1. Marie Antoinette, Queen, consort of Louis XVI, King of France, 1775–1793—Clothing. 2. Fashion—France—History—18th century. 3. France–Courts and courtiers—Clothing—History—18th century. 4. France—History—Louis XVI, 1774–1793. I. Title.

GT865.W37 2006

391.00944—dc22

2006041234

Henry Holt books are available for special promotions and premiums. For details contact: Director, Special Markets.

First Edition 2006

Designed by Kelly Too

Printed in the United States of America

1  3  5  7  9  10  8  6  4  2


For Tom, as always


 

To be the most à la mode woman alive seemed to [Marie Antoinette] the most desirable thing imaginable; and this foible, unworthy of a great sovereign, has been the sole cause of all the exaggerated faults that people have so cruelly ascribed to her.

—THE COMTESSE DE BOIGNE

These fashions are symbolic and women of quality will know perfectly well how to interpret them.

—LE JOURNAL DE LA MODE ET DU GOÛT
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INTRODUCTION

Designed for his 2000 Christian Dior “Masquerade and Bondage” collection, John Galliano’s “Marie Antoinette” dress tells an unexpected story. True to the architecture of eighteenth-century court costume, the gown features tantalizing décolletage, a rigidly corseted waist, a ladder or échelle of flirty bows on the bodice, and a froth of flounced skirts inflated by petticoats and hoops. Its splendid excess evokes France’s most colorful queen . . . even before one notices the embroidered portraits of the lady herself that adorn each of its hoop-skirted hip panels. (Plate 1.)

But the two portraits deserve a closer look, for it is they that tell the story. On the gown’s left hip panel the designer has placed an image of Marie Antoinette in her notorious faux shepherdess’s garb—a frilly little apron tied over a pastel frock, a decorative staff wound with streaming pink ribbons, and a mile-high hairdo obviously ill suited to the tending of livestock. In keeping with the Queen’s frivolous reputation, the embroidered ensemble is more suggestive of Little Bo Peep than of lofty monarchical grandeur. On the right hip panel, Galliano offers a depiction of the same woman, also devoid of royal attributes, but this time in a mode more gruesome than whimsical. Here, she wears a markedly plain, utilitarian dress, with a simple white kerchief knotted around her throat and a drooping red “liberty bonnet”—the emblem of her revolutionary persecutors—clamped onto her brutally shorn head. This image portrays the consort trudging toward the guillotine, to lay her neck beneath its waiting blade.

Galliano’s opposing vignettes elegantly express the French queen’s well-known trajectory from glamour to tragedy, from extravagant privilege to utter defeat. Yet the juxtaposition does more still. Weaving the arc of her roller-coaster existence into the very fabric of a dress, the designer posits what appears to be a direct relationship between Marie Antoinette’s frippery and her demise. He seems to imply that her destiny as an icon both of ancien régime frivolity and of revolutionary vengeance—of capricious, entitled masquerade and deadly political bondage—is closely intertwined with the history of her apparel. This is a formulation that I find revelatory indeed, for, like Galliano, I have scrutinized Marie Antoinette’s fashion statements. And I have discovered that they were, in every sense, accessories to the campaign she waged against the oppressive cultural strictures and harsh political animosities that beset her throughout her twenty-three-year tenure in France.

This is a work about the role of fashion in the life of Marie Antoinette, whose clothing choices—so influential in the last decades of the eighteenth century—played a part in determining both her own fate and that of the ancien régime as a whole. This is not a tale that other biographers have chosen to recount. From Edmund Burke in the eighteenth century to Stefan Zweig in the twentieth, many chroniclers of her life and times have cast Marie Antoinette as the icon of an exquisite but doomed social order, and not without reason.1 Indeed, her very presence in Galliano’s collection and in a host of other contemporary cultural media—from the fashion press to popular film, and from Madonna’s performances and posters to a Swiss watch company’s recent advertising campaign—confirms her undiminished ability to conjure up both the flamboyance and the folly of a vanished aristocratic world.2

But I think there is more to consider about this icon. In charting Marie Antoinette’s fateful course from the gilded halls of Versailles to the blood-splashed steps of the guillotine, historians rarely emphasize the tremendous importance that her public attached to what she was wearing at each step along the way. In a recent anthology edited by Dena Goodman, a group of contemporary scholars explores how “crucial political and cultural contests were enacted on the very body of the Queen.”3 In these analyses, Marie Antoinette’s sexuality, fertility, and other physical characteristics are shown to have been both pretexts and catalysts for the fierce debates about gender, class, and power that rocked the ancien régime and fueled the Revolution. Yet, curiously, Marie Antoinette’s costumes—and what they meant to the people around her—receive little extensive notice in Goodman’s volume, except in a few brilliant passages by Pierre Saint-Amand (who rightly suggests that “the story of Marie Antoinette can be read as a series of costumed events”) and Mary Sheriff (who analyzes a portrait of the Queen dressed in a particularly unusual ensemble).4 Apart from these two scholars, Chantal Thomas, whose superb book The Wicked Queen identifies Marie Antoinette’s modishness as one of the many reasons the French public turned against her, has stood virtually alone in considering “the crucial political and cultural contests” sparked by the Queen’s daring fashions.5

It is time for a still more detailed treatment of this issue, because a thorough reexamination of Marie Antoinette’s biography reveals the startling consistency and force with which her costumes triggered severe sociopolitical disorder. As Galliano’s gown suggests, the interplay between the consort and her public was an incendiary, ultimately fatal one. By examining the sartorial politics that informed her rise and fall, I hope to cast new light on this endlessly analyzed, inexhaustibly fascinating historical figure.

FROM THE MOMENT THE FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD AUSTRIAN-BORN ARCHduchess Maria Antonia arrived in France to marry the heir to the Bourbon throne, matters of clothing and appearance proved central to her existence. For the future and, later, reigning queen, a rigid protocol governed much of what she wore, how she wore it, when she wore it, and even who put it on her person. Designed to showcase and affirm the magnificence of the Bourbon dynasty, this protocol had been imposed by French monarchs on their courtiers, and on their consorts, for generations.

Even before she left her native Vienna for the court of France in the spring of 1770, the young princess received an intensive crash course in the Bourbon approach to looks, dress, and public image. She was redesigned from tooth to coif, and a renowned French dance instructor trained her to move gracefully while wearing high heels, hoopskirts, and a hefty, cumbersome train. Her appearance, her elders ceaselessly reminded her, would make or break her success as a French royal wife.

Yet from her earliest days at Versailles, Marie Antoinette staged a revolt against entrenched court etiquette by turning her clothes and other accoutrements into defiant expressions of autonomy and prestige. Although, as many scholars have pointed out, she did not evince a sustained interest in politics qua broad-reaching international or domestic policy, it is my belief that she identified fashion as a key weapon in her struggle for personal prestige, authority, and sometimes mere survival.6 Her efforts in this vein became increasingly complex and sophisticated as she grew to adulthood and adapted to the ever-changing political climate around her. But it was quite early on, as an adolescent newcomer to France, that she first made a striking bid to seize control of her sartorial image. Initiating a lifelong series of bold stylistic experiments (which one aristocratic contemporary described as constituting “a veritable revolution in dress”), she challenged received wisdom about the kind and the extent of the power that a French royal consort ought to possess.7

Traditionally, such power was severely curtailed by a principle known as Salic Law, which excluded women from the line of royal succession.8 Except in cases where a widowed queen acted as regent for a son still too young to rule on his own, the role of the French king’s wife was restricted principally to her ability to bear royal children. But for the first seven years of her marriage to Louis Auguste, who became King Louis XVI in 1774, Marie Antoinette found this avenue closed to her. Because of a combination of debilitating psychological and sexual reticence, her young spouse refused to consummate their union, and this put Marie Antoinette—married off to cement a political union between Austria and France—in a profoundly uncomfortable position.9 For as her mother, Empress Maria Theresa, never tired of reminding her, neither the Franco-Austrian alliance nor Marie Antoinette’s own place at Versailles would be secure unless she gave the Bourbon dynasty an heir. Until that day, the many French courtiers who deplored the alliance (designed to reverse a centuries-old enmity between the two nations) would not hesitate to push for her replacement by a more fertile princess.

Isolated and unloved by these scheming factions, the Austrian newcomer was thus faced with two options: concede defeat and return to Vienna in disgrace, or find another means of establishing herself in France. With the high geopolitical stakes of her marriage placing the first alternative squarely out of the question, Marie Antoinette began to combat her enemies with style. Through carefully selected, unconventional outfits and accessories, she cultivated what she later called an “appearance of [political] credit,” even as she faced continual failure on the procreative front.10 From the male riding gear she sported on the royal hunt to the white furs and diamonds she favored for sleigh rides, and from the monumental hairstyles she flaunted in all of Paris’s most fashionable haunts to the intricate disguises she donned for costume parties at Versailles, the startling fashions that Marie Antoinette unveiled announced her as more than just an inadequate spouse or the token of a foundering diplomatic effort. I will argue that these ensembles, too often dismissed as mere instances of the Queen’s ill-advised frivolity, identified her as a woman who could dress, spend, and do exactly as she pleased.

To some extent, this strategy was not new. The Sun King, Louis XIV—to whom Marie Antoinette was distantly related and whose exploits she studied as a child—had furthered his absolutist pretensions in part by adopting such imposing, awe-inspiring costumes that viewers had little choice but to concede his supremacy.11 He, too, had had a penchant for elaborate masquerade balls, oversized wigs, glittering gems, and hunting gear that connoted dominion over all creatures, great and small.12 More recently, Mesdames de Pompadour and Du Barry, mistresses to Louis XIV’s successor Louis XV, had made a show of their unrivaled influence on the crown by spending a king’s ransom on gowns and jewels. For them as for the Sun King, dress functioned as a compelling and efficient vehicle for communicating political power.

Yet, because she was neither a king nor a king’s mistress, Marie Antoinette’s sartorial posturing represented a striking departure from established court custom. For a French consort to modify the conventions of royal appearance, or to seek attention or empowerment on her own terms, was virtually unheard of. But this is exactly what Marie Antoinette did, in ways that became even more daring after she acceded to the throne in 1774.13 Her stature unchallenged by a competing royal mistress—for shy Louis XVI had none—the young queen promptly jettisoned the stagnant and dowdy royal style that had long functioned to evoke the timelessness of the Bourbon reign, and set out in heady new directions. Aided by a burgeoning class of gifted Parisian designers, the forebears to today’s superstar couturiers, Marie Antoinette cultivated looks that were playful and coquettish, ephemeral and unpredictable, alluring and modern.

On the more whimsical side, one of her signature vogues was the pouf, a thickly powdered, teetering hairstyle that re-created elaborate scenes from current events (such as a naval victory against the British, or the birth of an exalted French duke) or from imaginary country idylls (complete with windmills, grazing beasts, laboring peasants, and babbling brooks). Less ostentatious but equally novel were the saucy, unstructured chemise dresses that the Queen came to favor as a reaction against the stiff hoops and whalebone stays of standard court wear. Adopted as the unofficial uniform of the Petit Trianon—the private country retreat Marie Antoinette received as a gift from her husband shortly after their accession—these free-flowing shifts facilitated distinctly nonroyal shenanigans such as picnics on the grass, games of blindman’s buff, and frolics among pretty, perfumed flocks of sheep. Despite conservative courtiers’ protestations that the dresses made their noble wearers indistinguishable from serving wenches, the Queen and her companions reveled in the freedom and comfort their new garb afforded them.

Among the nobility and the moneyed bourgeoisie, even those women who found such innovations shocking in the King’s wife could not resist following her lead. “By one of those contradictions that are more common in France than anywhere else,” wrote a contemporary observer, “even as the people were criticizing the Queen for her outfits, they continued frenetically to imitate her. Every woman wanted to have the same déshabillé, the same bonnet, that they had seen her wear.”14 Propelled to notoriety by the ingenuity of designers to whom the public came to refer as her “ministry of fashion,” Marie Antoinette established herself as a force to be reckoned with—as a queen who commanded as much attention as the most dazzling king or mistress, and whose imposing stature had nothing to do with her maternal prospects.

Her celebrity, however, came at a price. Obsessively monitored by those around her, Marie Antoinette’s unorthodox styles prompted a backlash among courtiers who strenuously opposed her rise, and who bristled at her defiance of time-honored royal customs. These aristocrats, in turn, reviled her as a reckless Austrian interloper who was blithely overstepping the bounds of her queenly station, eclipsing her husband as the center of her subjects’ attention, and degrading his sacred authority in the process. They also charged her and her “ministry of fashion” with depleting France’s coffers, which, because of a recent series of domestic and international crises, could ill afford to be tapped for endless bonnets and frocks.

Flowing from the nobles’ palaces to the streets of Paris, often by means of vituperative underground pamphlets and caricatures, rumors of the Queen’s sartorial exploits also prompted outrage among her lower-born subjects. Outside the privileged world of Versailles, Marie Antoinette’s costly attire came to epitomize the vast economic inequalities that condemned so much of the French populace to abject misery. In addition, some of her critics resented her because they retained an expectation that the royal consort should respect the established limits of her position, should retain the air of docile conformity and anodyne polish that previous consorts (such as Louis XV’s late wife, Maria Leczinska) had reassuringly conveyed.15 Yet the new queen’s provocative garb revealed that she had no intention of doing any such thing.

The resulting paradox of Marie Antoinette’s career as a public figure was that despite her intuitive grasp of clothing’s potential to express status and strength, she repeatedly misjudged the responses her attire would elicit from her subjects. That she was performing for a twofold audience—aristocrats and commoners—almost necessarily meant that she could not hope to please all of the people all of the time. But more often than not, her rebellion in dress generated or exacerbated grievances among both contingents, to the point where the nobility and the populace, worlds apart on so many political issues, reached an explosive consensus about their hatred of Marie Antoinette. Like Claudius, the illegitimately enthroned “king of shreds and patches” thought by Shakespeare’s Hamlet to personify the whole of the rotten Danish state, this queen of poufs and feathers came to emblematize the worst aspects of royal privilege—and the best reasons for revolution.

[image: common]

IN THEIR SWEEPING REFORM OF FRENCH SOCIETY AND CULTURE, THE REVOlutionaries who toppled Louis XVI’s régime succeeded in obliterating not only a political system based on entrenched and iniquitous caste distinctions, but also the emblems—palaces and prisons, coats of arms and crowns—that gave these distinctions their material form.16 Unfortunately for the purposes of this study, the rebels’ destructive frenzy reduced Marie Antoinette’s own magnificent clothing collection to, precisely, a pile of shreds and patches. Before insurrectionary forces stormed Versailles in October 1789, the collection filled three entire rooms at the château: rooms that were open to the public, and that granted visitors a firsthand glimpse of the Queen’s countless accessories and gowns.17 After the October uprising, the monarchs were forced to relocate from Versailles to the Tuileries, their Parisian residence; a large number of Marie Antoinette’s clothes, undamaged in the invasion, were sent on to her there. Yet neither these outfits nor the new ones she commissioned while in Paris survived the Revolution’s subsequent turmoil.

In June 1791, during the royal family’s abortive attempt to flee the capital, a crowd of marauders reportedly broke into the Tuileries and looted the runaway consort’s armoires for articles that, during the revolutionary period, had remained billboards for her undiminished sense of monarchical prestige—and had thus continued to draw the people’s ire.18 Fourteen months later, on August 10, 1792, rioting hordes again laid siege to the Tuileries, this time sending the King and Queen into an imprisonment that ended only with their executions in 1793. With the exception of the diminutive, beribboned slipper she lost while fleeing the palace, and of swatches of ruined garments later preserved as relics by the monarchy’s loyalists, almost nothing of Marie Antoinette’s wardrobe escaped the onslaught intact.19

The fragments that remain—scattered, stained, and harrowing to behold—are woefully unequal to the task of re-creating the Queen’s fashions in all their grandiose glory. The history of Marie Antoinette’s costuming preferences can, however, still be gleaned from a variety of other eighteenth-century materials: from formal portraits to satirical cartoons, from fashion journals to pornographic pamphlets, and from her contemporaries’ recollections to her clothing purveyors’ and wardrobe manager’s account books. In addition, pieces of this history can be reconstructed from the research of those biographers who, while not focusing primarily on Marie Antoinette’s love affair with fashion, pay close attention to the vagaries of her costumes. Antonia Fraser’s well-known recent biography has been particularly helpful to me in this regard, for the splendid detail it offers about (and the concern it demonstrates for) the Queen’s style of dress. Like me, Fraser went through the none-too-self-evident process of obtaining permission to consult firsthand the few gazettes des atours—marvelous eighteenth-century “look books” containing fabric swatches and shorthand dress descriptions, on the basis of which Marie Antoinette selected her outfits each morning—that have been preserved in France’s Archives Nationales.20

Admittedly, determining with utter certainty what Marie Antoinette wore and when is made almost impossible by the distortions and omissions that inhere in even the most “neutral” of historical records.21 And when a subject generates as varied and severe a backlash as this controversial queen’s outfits invariably did, the lines between biographical fact and cultural fiction can be especially hard to demarcate. (The same holds true for Marie Antoinette’s actions in general; in charting the biographical elements most salient to her sartorial itinerary, I have therefore relied on the scrupulous research of generations of biographers, cited abundantly and gratefully throughout these pages.) Without purporting to resolve these difficulties with respect to Marie Antoinette’s clothing, I have tried to address them by documenting my sources as painstakingly as possible, and by highlighting the places where an observer’s overriding political agenda—be it anti-Austrian, antifeminist, pro-monarchist, or pro-revolutionary—calls the reliability of his or her claims most acutely into question.22

At the same time, I have made a conscious decision not to exclude from this study the distortions and fantasies that cropped up around the Queen’s clothed persona, for these, too, tell us something valuable about how that persona was represented and perceived.23 As Lynn Hunt has demonstrated in her work on revolutionary pornography, wildly exaggerated, often outright invented tales of Marie Antoinette’s nymphomania, lesbianism, and other sexual “perversions” not only belied the deep-seated misogyny of republican politics, but were marshaled by the Queen’s adversaries to build the legal case for her execution.24 Such fabrications, Hunt has shown, can have real political weight and real historical significance. They have the power to change lives—even to end them.

In much the same way, I take the view that both the ostensibly neutral and the obviously exaggerated accounts of Marie Antoinette’s costuming choices highlight these choices’ capacity to provoke commentary and generate upheaval on a grand scale. As Michael Ondaatje has written in the voice of another of history’s more elusive antiheroes, Billy the Kid, “blood a necklace on me all my life.”25 Reviled time and again for her crimes of fashion, Marie Antoinette might well have described herself in much the same way. Indeed, according to the biographer Carrolly Erickson, shortly after the guillotine sliced its own bloody version of a necklace into the Queen’s throat, wellborn women in Paris began tying “thin red ribbons around their necks as reminders of what they might soon suffer.”26 Even in death, the royal consort thus affirmed a powerful link between fashion and politics. But this was a link that, as the nation’s most conspicuous and controversial fashion plate, she had spent a lifetime forging. Always imaginative, if sometimes imaginary, Marie Antoinette’s wardrobe was the stuff of dreams, and the space of nightmares.


ONE
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PANDORA’S BOX

April 21, 1770. Fifty-seven richly appointed carriages, laden with more than twice as many dignitaries and drawn by more than six times as many horses, had filled the Hofburg’s majestic central courtyard since dawn.1 But when the imperial family stepped out of the palace at nine o’clock, the crowds began to separate, making way for Maria Theresa, the stout fifty-two-year-old Empress of Austria and Queen of Hungary. Stately and imposing in her black widow’s weeds, her daily uniform ever since her husband Francis Stephen’s death five years earlier, the woman sometimes referred to as King Maria Theresa marched grandly through the courtyard.2 Along with the usual cadre of courtiers and guardsmen, she was flanked by several of her ten living children, among them her eldest son and co-regent, the Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II, and her youngest daughter, fourteen-year-old Archduchess Marie Antoinette.

Stiff-backed imperial soldiers fired salvos from the ramparts; church bells pealed gaily throughout the city. Their voices raised above the din, court officials harangued the travelers and onlookers in German, French, Latin. Bella gerant alii, tu Austria felix nube. Although Marie Antoinette had lately been studying the classics with her private tutor from France, the Abbé de Vermond, she did not need to draw on his lessons to translate this particular line. It was the Hapsburg family motto, and her mother had repeated it to her often enough in recent months: “Let other nations wage war; you, happy Austria, achieve your ends through marriage.”

The aphorism suited this morning’s occasion, which celebrated one of pandora’s box Maria Theresa’s boldest diplomatic successes to date. This scheme involved marrying off Marie Antoinette to the Dauphin Louis Auguste, the fifteen-year-old grandson of France’s King Louis XV, and the heir to the Bourbon throne. Arranged by the Austrian empress, the French king, and their respective advisers, the union was designed to cement a strategic alliance first begun by the Treaty of Paris in 1756. Before then, Austria and France had long been at loggerheads—bitter adversaries as recently as the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748), in which France had fought alongside Austria’s hereditary enemy, Prussia. But seven years after that conflict, Frederick II of Prussia had done an about-face by signing a treaty with France’s own longstanding foe, England. Alarming to both France and Austria, this development prompted the two countries to broker a mutually expedient defensive pact.3

The Franco-Austrians’ inaugural joint military effort, the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), had proved disastrous, culminating in a resounding victory for Great Britain. Nevertheless, in its aftermath, Maria Theresa sought further to strengthen the ties between her nation and Louis XV’s. True to her family’s motto, the Empress decided to offer her youngest daughter as a bride for her Bourbon ally’s conveniently unwed heir. Louis XV’s most trusted and influential minister, the Duc de Choiseul, worked assiduously in support of the plan, and after years of delicate negotiations, the two countries agreed formally to the marriage. Now, on this spring morning, Marie Antoinette was to depart for France in triumph, a living emblem of her mother’s foreign policy.

A trim strawberry blonde with wide blue eyes, rosy cheeks, and a gentle demeanor marred only by the prominent lower lip that identified her as a member of the Hapsburg clan, the bride-to-be fought back tears as she prepared to take leave of her family and her home, jostled by hundreds of Viennese well-wishers who showered her with bouquets and other mementoes.4 Though visibly moved, the young archduchess made a concerted effort to smile, and navigated the crowd with grace.5 Ever since her engagement the previous summer, she had been working intensively with the legendary French dancer and ballet theoretician Jean-Georges Noverre. At the court of Versailles, Noverre had reiterated in their rigorous sessions together, the ladies do not walk—they glide. Yes, their whalebone stays are painful and their shoe heels high, but they float as if their bodies are weightless. As if their feet never touch the ground.6

For the journey she was about to undertake, Marie Antoinette’s ladies had dressed her in the sweeping folds of a grand habit de cour—the formal court dress of Versailles—cut from the most lustrous brocade that money could buy. With its lavishly beribboned, tight-fitting bodice, its voluminous hoopskirts draped over wide paniers (“baskets” fastened to the hips underneath the dress), and its long matching train hanging from stiff pleats behind her shoulders, the dress presented an impressive, if highly stylized, silhouette. Because Versailles stood as a beacon of style for virtually all the courts in Europe, the look was not unfamiliar to the Archduchess: she had sported modified versions of the habit de cour at official functions throughout her childhood.7 However, like the late Emperor Francis Stephen, her brother Joseph II was opposed to excessively strict court etiquette, and upon his accession began a vigorous campaign to reduce the elaborateness of Viennese court costume.8 Her assumption today of the grand habit thus represented a break with the relatively relaxed dress codes of her native milieu, and anticipated the world of unremitting formality that awaited her at Versailles.

ALTHOUGH HER COMPATRIOTS IN FRANCE WOULD LATER MAKE MUCH OF HER penchant for undignified, “Austrian” informality, Marie Antoinette’s Viennese upbringing had afforded her some degree of training in matters of ornamentation and artifice: even as children, Hapsburgs were not exempt from ceremonial court appearances.9 When she was just ten years old, she, Maximilian, and Ferdinand (two of her brothers who were closest to her in age) had danced in a ballet for the guests at the wedding of their brother the Archduke Joseph to Josepha of Bavaria. In Martin Mytens’s lovely painting of the performance—which Marie Antoinette later had sent to her in France as a cherished memento from home—the Archduchess strikes an impressively graceful pose despite the stiffness and girth of her elaborate, hoop-skirted costume. (Plate 2.) Years before her tutelage under Noverre, she had appeared “exquisitely poised, her famous deportment already in evidence”: a credit to her illustrious birth and her mother’s high expectations.10 Excelling in dance far more than in any other art form, the Empress’s youngest daughter thus gravitated at an early age toward a skill that would be crucial to her assimilation in France.

Another of the Archduchess’s fortuitous childhood pursuits was playing with dolls, a diversion that allowed her to practice manipulating and adorning the female form. Her interest in this pastime is captured in a 1762 portrait by her older sister, Archduchess Marie Christine, which today hangs in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, and which depicts the imperial family gathered for an intimate breakfast on Saint Nicholas’s Day. Most of the painting’s elements suggest the invitingly relaxed domesticity that, unlike their relentlessly formal counterparts at Versailles, Maria Theresa and her clan cultivated when not participating in state occasions. Surrounded by various members of her family, all celebrating the holiday in an unstuffy, comfortable manner, seven-year-old Marie Antoinette plays excitedly with a large doll in a fancy yellow gown.

At first blush, there scarcely appears to be anything unusual about the future Dauphine’s absorption in her doll, for Saint Nicholas’s Day was then, as it is today, a gift-giving holiday that children ecstatically devote to their new toys. What is unusual about the image, and what suggests something singular about Marie Antoinette’s relationship to this particular toy, is rather the outfit she is wearing. In marked contrast to her mother and her oldest sister, Marie Christine (whose outfit in the painting Antonia Fraser has aptly described as “more like that of a maid than [that of] an Archduchess”), the little princess is wearing an ornate robe à la française, a slightly less cumbersome variation on the ceremonial grand habit, identifiable by its tight, low-cut bodice and by the pleated train hanging from her tiny shoulders.11 (At Versailles, the robe à la française was worn on all but the greatest state occasions.) Nothing in the surrounding scene explains or justifies the young Archduchess’s hyperelegant costume—nothing, that is, except the presence of her doll, whose sumptuous attire she seems to be copying with her own.12 Whether an actual historical fact or an imaginative embellishment on the part of the artist, this odd detail is a suggestive one, for it links Marie Antoinette’s affinity for dolls—an affinity she would maintain throughout her girlhood—to what one observer described as her developing “ardor for new ensembles.”13

Thus attuned to the joys of playing dress-up, Marie Antoinette was eminently well suited for one of the key activities in which her mother enlisted her a few years later to prepare her for Versailles—shopping for the bridal trousseau. This required the thirteen-year-old archduchess to spend countless hours with dressmakers and milliners summoned from Paris to provide her with a suitably luxurious wardrobe. To showcase their wares, the fashion purveyors often relied on jointed wooden or plaster poupées de mode, or “fashion dolls”—precursors to both the store mannequin and the runway model—outfitted in doll-sized versions of the latest Parisian styles.14 Commonly known as Pandoras (“little Pandora” modeled morning and informal garb, while “big Pandora” was draped in ceremonial and evening wear), these dolls were crucial in disseminating the latest trends coming out of the city that was already recognized as the standard-bearer for international style.15 According to the historian Daniel Roche, “in times of war, the poupées enjoyed diplomatic immunity, and were even given cavalry escorts to ensure their safe arrival.”16

As the biographer Carrolly Erickson has noted, “scores of these dolls began arriving at the Hofburg as soon as [the Archduchess] turned thirteen, wearing miniature versions of the robes and gowns proposed for her”; and these included

ball gowns, afternoon dresses, robes and petticoats in a score of delicate shades, the silks embroidered with floral designs or silk ribbon appliqué, the borders trimmed with serpentine garlands of silver and gold lace, . . . already over-decorated fabrics [trimmed] with fields of artificial flowers, feathers, tassels and silk ribbon bows, rosettes and ruffles, passementerie and beading and costly metallic fringe.17

Even for a future queen, the trousseau Marie Antoinette accumulated was a spectacular one. In being fitted for these sumptuous gowns, Pierre Saint-Amand has observed, the young archduchess herself became something of “a miniature mannequin, . . . carefully prepared for the enjoyment of the French court.”18 Indeed, much like a poupée de mode, she was to serve as a valued object of exchange between two nations, transcending diplomatic grudges and fostering mutual cooperation and goodwill. But her adoption of the dolls’ lavish apparel had other implications as well. Marie Antoinette’s transformation into a living, breathing fashion doll both allowed her to participate actively in the magic of sartorial transformations, and subjected her in the most literal sense possible to her future compatriots’ exacting standards.

Indeed, her fittings with Parisian fashion purveyors were predicated on the notion that at the famously refined and discriminating court of Versailles, clothing was the currency of social acceptance and political survival. In fact, it was none other than the Duc de Choiseul, France’s strongest advocate of the Hapsburg-Bourbon union, who had stipulated the Archduchess’s wardrobe overhaul as a necessary precondition for the match. Louis XV himself had made it known that he could not possibly extend an offer of marriage on his grandson’s behalf without first knowing that Marie Antoinette was attractive enough to be a credit to his court—and Choiseul had good reasons for wishing to oblige his master on this point. As Choiseul (like the rest of the monarch’s subjects) was well aware, the King was a notorious womanizer, who had neglected his late consort, Maria Leczinska, in favor of a series of flashy mistresses.19 Although the King’s heir and Marie Antoinette’s future husband, Louis Auguste, evinced nothing but frightened malaise around the opposite sex, Choiseul apparently hoped that providing the boy with a pretty, glamorous bride would, as Pierre Saint-Amand has put it, “stabilize the Bourbon monarchy and put an end to its reputation for adultery.”20 However, when Choiseul first asked his chief contacts in Vienna—Marie Antoinette’s tutor, the Abbé de Vermond, and France’s ambassador, the Marquis de Durfort—about the girl’s physical appearance, both men complained of its many deficiencies. These, Maria Theresa and her emissaries were informed, would have to be remedied if the Austrians wished to secure their alliance with France.

The Empress took the directive seriously, sparing no expense to make her daughter a visibly worthy Bourbon bride. At a time when the wardrobe of an entire working-class French family had an average value of thirty livres, and when the collective wardrobe of a wealthy aristocratic couple was worth somewhere between two thousand and five thousand livres, Maria Theresa spent a staggering four hundred thousand livres on her youngest daughter’s trousseau.21 (According to Jean Sgard’s useful if highly approximate metric, a livre in Marie Antoinette’s day was probably worth between twenty and thirty U.S. dollars today.22) This amount far exceeded the sums the Empress had disbursed for all her other daughters’ trousseaus combined. Just as important, every garment purchased was French-made. Only in clothes that boasted such a provenance could Marie Antoinette hope to pass muster with the French king and his courtiers.

Choiseul and his emissaries also suggested alterations to the Archduchess’s physical person. During the marriage negotiations, they noted that the girl’s teeth were lamentably crooked. Straightaway, a French dentist was summoned to undertake the necessary oral surgeries. Although the interventions were excruciating, performed without anesthesia and requiring three long months to complete, the Archduchess was rewarded with a smile that was “very beautiful and straight.”23

Choiseul’s contingent also decreed that something had to be done about the princess’s hair. Marie Antoinette’s unruly mess of reddish-blond curls was habitually worn pulled back off her forehead with a harsh woolen band that ripped at her scalp. The band, however, was beginning to cause unsightly bald patches along the Archduchess’s hairline; what was more, because it created a towering “mountain of curls” atop the girl’s head, the style accentuated what French officials viewed as an unacceptably high forehead.24 To address these alarming problems, Choiseul’s stylish sister, the Duchesse de Grammont, came to the rescue by dispatching Larsenneur, who had served as hairdresser to Louis XV’s own queen, to Vienna to coif the Archduchess à la française.25 Re-creating the coiffure made famous by Louis XV’s beloved late mistress, Madame de Pompadour, Larsenneur tamed the Archduchess’s locks into a low, powdered upsweep studded with decorative gems. The resulting look softened her prominent forehead, saved her from further balding, and brought her directly into line with the tonsorial conventions of Versailles. What was more, the change made a strong impression on the ladies of Vienna who, like their counterparts throughout Europe, looked to France’s courtiers as paragons of style: before long, these women were “said to be abandoning their curls in favor of a style [called] à la Dauphine.”26 Already at age thirteen, Marie Antoinette had become a closely observed and avidly copied trendsetter.

Louis XV’s representatives also arranged for a French portraitist named Joseph Ducreux to travel to Vienna to do his part for the alliance. This painter was charged with documenting the effects of the Archduchess’s extensive makeover; for Louis XV had declared that he would not definitively agree to the union until he saw what the bride-to-be actually looked like. Before Ducreux’s arrival in January 1769, Maria Theresa had repeatedly stalled for time, putting off the Bourbon monarch’s requests “as if no artist could really capture the beauty of her daughter.”27 After Marie Antoinette underwent her metamorphosis, the Empress grew more compliant and eagerly sent Louis XV Ducreux’s first completed painting in April.

Unfortunately, the original canvas has been lost, but during the spring of 1769, Ducreux painted two more portraits in rapid succession, both of which were sent to Versailles and widely copied by French artists and engravers.28 (Plate 3.) The replicas that survive depict a fetching young dauphine with an impeccably French hairstyle and outfit that apparently dispelled the King’s doubts about her suitability once and for all—for he formally approved the match shortly after Ducreux’s first portrait reached his court. The make-over had done the trick. Now, it would simply be up to Marie Antoinette to maintain the image in which her elders had so painstakingly refashioned her.

AS SHE STEPPED OUT OF THE HOFBURG TO BEGIN THE JOURNEY TO HER NEW homeland, the Archduchess’s appearance did not, it seems, offer much obvious room for improvement. With her pompadour coif, her cosmetically enhanced smile, and her elaborate brocaded gown, she reportedly looked the very picture of the flawless French princess. And as she effortlessly maneuvered her outsized hoopskirts and train, she carried herself like one as well. Even her staunchest detractors at Versailles would later concede that Marie Antoinette knew how to glide with the best of them.29

All of a sudden, her light floating movements gave way to actual, if momentary, flight, as her handsome brother Ferdinand swept her up into the capacious berline that Louis XV had sent to fetch her. Designed by the Parisian carriagemaker Francien with detailed input from the Duc de Choiseul, the berline looked for all the world like a giant jewel box.30 Its front, side, and rear panels fashioned almost entirely of glass, and its ornate, garlanded trimwork wrought from white, rose, and yellow gold, drew whistles of admiration from the crowd. On its solid gold slab of a roof, “bouquets of flowers of gold in different colors waved gracefully in the slightest breeze.”31 Magnificent golden harnesses tethered a team of eight white horses to the carriage; the tall feathers in their manes bobbed in time as they snorted and pawed at the ground.32

Inside the berline, plush crimson upholstery depicted the Four Seasons, painstakingly embroidered in golden thread by a master craftsman named Trumeau.33 Of Spring, Marie Antoinette had already heard plenty of late. Over the previous week, she had been guest of honor at a seemingly unending series of state dinners and fêtes celebrating new beginnings, unspoiled youth, fruitful days to come. Yet amid all the merry-making, no one had thought to prepare the girl for the challenges her future held in store. She had simply been told that she had won the most glittering prize that anyone, even a Hapsburg archduchess, could possibly hope to obtain.34

Outside the berline stood the Archduchess’s family, the palace where she had spent her girlhood, the friends and servants she had known her entire life. With very few exceptions, she would never see any of them again.35 Through a wall of glass she stared out at the unsmiling Empress, who had recently consulted a psychic as to her daughter’s prospects for success at Versailles, only to be told: “Every pair of shoulders has its cross to bear.”36 With a last, pleading look at her mother, the young woman began to cry.37

The trumpeters sounded their horns, and the Swiss Guards fired their guns in a deafening salute. Escorted by blue-and-gold-liveried outriders who would accompany it as far as the city gates, the Archduchess’s carriage joined the vast, jostling cortège and rolled slowly out of the courtyard. In its wake, her childhood playmate Joseph Weber remembered, “the avenues and streets of Vienna resounded with expressions of sorrow.”38 Perhaps in an attempt to hide her emotion from the Princesse de Paar—a longtime friend of her mother’s, and her only companion in the oversized berline—Marie Antoinette busied herself with the little pug dog, Mops, that lay curled up in her lap.39 Still, spectators observing her passage noted with alarm that “her cheeks were bathed in tears.”40 According to Joseph Weber, her weeping became especially evident when the young girl poked her head outside the carriage window, craning her neck and staring back toward the Hofburg, until the Empress’s black-clad figure at last disappeared from view.

But Maria Theresa remained with her in spirit. As a parting gift, Marie Antoinette had received from her mother a tiny gold watch, which was to remain one of her most prized possessions, even when her jewel collection expanded to include far more extravagant pieces. Just as important, when the cortège stopped at Freiburg days later, the Archduchess received a letter her mother had apparently penned as soon as her berline left the Hofburg. Entitled “Regulation to Read Every Month,” the missive provided detailed, unstinting advice about how Marie Antoinette should conduct herself at Versailles. “You must not do anything unusual,” the letter commanded. “On the contrary, you must absolutely lend yourself to what the court is accustomed to doing.”41

Then, several lines later, the intimidating warning: “All eyes will be fixed on you.”42

ONCE SHE BECAME DAUPHINE, ALL EYES WOULD INDEED BE FIXED ON Marie Antoinette as a figure at the very center of court ritual. In the spectacular ceremonies of Versailles, regulations governing when, how, and in whose company she dressed would serve as constant reminders that her body not only belonged to the crown but existed as visible proof of its splendor. Especially since the long reign (1643–1715) of Louis XIV, opulent personal adornment had functioned to underscore the Bourbons’ absolute power. As subsequent historians have argued, even such seeming trivialities as “hair, embroidery, ribbons,” precious metals, gemstones, and lace—those indispensable features of the French royal costume—were instantly recognizable to the Bourbons’ subjects as “effects of force.”43 Wordlessly but eloquently, this ornamentation impressed upon all viewers their king’s ability to channel limitless resources into his own, and his family’s, supreme glorification. As the wife of the future French monarch, Marie Antoinette would have to embody this principle in every last detail of her appearance, and to present herself for the approval of countless tenacious stares.44

Yet even the most meticulously cultivated appearance could not guarantee that approval would be hers. Many French people blamed Austria for the failure of the Seven Years’ War, in which France had been forced to cede her Canadian and Indian colonies to England.45 In fact, a goodly number of courtiers at Versailles had since begun lobbying in earnest for a return to the kingdom’s previous, uncompromising distrust of Maria Theresa and her compatriots. That the new policy had been the work of the Duc de Choiseul, whose vast political influence and controversial positions on philosophy and religion had earned him countless enemies at court, made these individuals even more determined to overturn the Austrian alliance.

Although loosely assembled under the catch-all name of “the French party,” the anti-Austrian faction at court belonged to two otherwise distinct social cliques. The first of these was the cabal of aristocrats supporting the King’s latest titular mistress, Madame Du Barry. Choiseul had benefited richly from the patronage of Du Barry’s predecessor, Madame de Pompadour, and after she died, those who loathed him had cast about for a royal mistress who would further their own interests at his expense. Led by the conniving Duc d’Aiguillon and the Duc de La Vauguyon, tutor to the young Dauphin, this group attempted to trounce the great minister by installing Madame Du Barry—a bewitching former prostitute with a taste for luxury items and few political ideas of her own—in Louis XV’s bed. On a personal level, there was no love lost between the new “favorite” (as the King’s maîtresses en titre or maîtresses déclarées were commonly known) and Choiseul, whose sister, the Duchesse de Grammont, despised Du Barry for her lowly birth and promiscuous background.46

Yet Choiseul’s foes recognized quite rightly that with the advent at court of another beautiful young woman, Madame Du Barry might not retain her monopoly on the notoriously fickle sovereign’s good graces. (In fact, in the initial stages of his marriage negotiations with Maria Theresa, Louis XV had considered putting himself forward as the bridegroom, before concluding that his grandson represented the more sensible candidate.) Marie Antoinette thus posed a threat to Madame Du Barry herself, and to the group whose social advancement at court went hand in glove with the favorite’s unrivaled standing there.47

The other important wing of the French party—more commonly known as the devout party, because of its members’ staunch religious convictions—was headed up by Louis XV’s three spinster daughters, Adélaïde, Victoire, and Sophie. Known collectively as “Mesdames” (the conventional name for royal female offspring) or “the Aunts” (because of their relationship to the heir to the throne), these pious, unattractive, and unhappy women despised Du Barry but, like her, had scores to settle with Choiseul.48 These ranged from his friendship with the late Madame de Pompadour, whom they had bitterly envied, to his successful persecution of France’s Jesuit priests, whom they had avidly supported.49 These factors trumped even Mesdames’ abiding hatred for the lowborn, simpering strumpet whose wiles held their father enthralled.50

For Mesdames as for the barrystes, then, Choiseul’s stance on Austria presented yet another urgent reason to plot his demise. More to the point, the bride he had imported for the Dauphin became a target for all manner of strategic backstabbing and intrigue. Should she fail to produce an heir or perform in an exemplary manner, perhaps Marie Antoinette could be sent back home to Vienna. Should this occur, Choiseul’s foreign policy (and his reputation) would be in tatters. This was the anti-Austrians’ secret hope.51

The fourteen-year-old archduchess’s future was also complicated by the fact that France was a terminally ailing kingdom. The nation’s coffers were woefully underfunded and many of its people underfed. Its ruler—once referred to as “Louis the Well Beloved”—had in recent times lost his nickname along with his subjects’ respect.52 Badly damaged by the Seven Years’ War, the King’s reputation had also deteriorated because of his autocratic and bullying style of government, as well as the unpopular tax reforms he had imposed on his subjects by means of special sessions called lits de justice. In these sessions, the King personally overrode objections leveled against his proposals by the parlements, the judiciary bodies charged, in principle, with the task of registering royal edicts. “Le roi le veult” (“the King wishes it”): at a lit de justice, this was the only justification offered for riding roughshod over dissenting parlementaires.53

Reported among the flourishing Enlightenment circles of Paris, where progressive-minded intellectuals advanced new ideas about mankind’s fundamental equality and heatedly debated the very legitimacy of monarchical rule, Louis XV’s recourse to the lit de justice became a prime example of absolutism run amok. But the King seemed quite happy to conduct his political affairs in the spirit of Pompadour’s infamous battle-cry, “Après nous, le déluge”54 (“After us, the deluge”). As this dictum implied, the serious problems that had developed during Louis XV’s rule gave him little cause for concern, for they would one day be someone else’s to deal with.

And then there was the issue, already considered by Choiseul, of the King’s extramarital shenanigans with Pompadour and Du Barry, who inspired loathing both within and beyond the court for the power they wielded, for the riches the King lavished upon them, for their complicity in his moral decline, and for the sheer, unjust arbitrariness of their exalted placement. For a long time and to a large extent, the French people succeeded in displacing onto these royal favorites many of their principal grievances against the monarch himself.

Louis XV, though, further alienated his subjects by indulging in sheer venal libertinism to boot. In addition to his official paramours, the ruler’s conquests included countless young women culled from the so-called vile classes, many of whom he maintained in private brothels not far from Versailles. Established in an area called the Parc aux Cerfs (that is, the Deer Park, where Louis XIII had hunted more acceptable game), these brothels offered proof of the “Well-Hated” ’s irreversible slide into immorality. It mattered little when Madame Du Barry, anxious to keep a closer watch on her lover, prevailed upon him to close the brothels down; as far as many of his subjects were concerned, the damage to the King’s reputation had long since been done.

SO IT WAS THAT WHEN MARIE ANTOINETTE SET A TINY SILK SLIPPER ONTO THE stage of French public life in 1770, she was, without knowing it, facing a restless and bifurcated audience. On the one hand, a court fraught with rivalry and vendettas viewed her as a handy pawn in its high-stakes struggles for power. On the other hand, a nation on the verge of revolt expected her to breathe new life into its decaying monarchy. Although different in many respects, these groups shared one implicit conviction: that the way the Dauphine looked was crucial to her prescribed role. One of the prints produced in the period leading up to Marie Antoinette’s marriage, a portrait of the bride dressed in a handsome robe à la française, expressed this view neatly in its caption:

With her beauty winning our hearts
And virtue decorating her,
Already France adores her;
She will establish happiness here.55

Maria Theresa could not have put it better herself. She had not spent 400,000 livres on her daughter’s trousseau for nothing, understanding as she did that in France in general, and at Versailles in particular, one should never underestimate the power of the Bourbon strictures equating princely beauty with virtue, surface appearance with underlying essence.56 Maintaining these equations would be one of Marie Antoinette’s most important, and least negotiable, duties as Dauphine. Her success or failure in “establishing the happiness” of her subjects would depend at least in part on her continued willingness to dress for success.

DRIVING AWAY FROM VIENNA THROUGH HER MOTHER’S TERRITORIES, THE fourteen-year-old archduchess certainly looked to be on her best behavior. Arrayed in her lavish French finery, she gave herself over to innocent pursuits inside the glass berline. She stared out the windows at the passing scenery. She hid her tears, smiling and waving on cue for the droves of people who had lined the roads to cheer her on. She chatted brightly with the Princesse de Paar, upon whom the Dauphine would later bestow, as a reward for her companionship on this journey, a dress bodice embroidered with more than twelve hundred diamonds of different sizes.57 And, hugging her little dog tightly for comfort, she reread her mother’s letter. In keeping with the advice it set forth, the girl was not doing anything out of the ordinary . . . so far.

But unusual times breed unusual measures, and when, after two and a half weeks of traveling, she reached the border between France and Austria, she would confront the first of many singular circumstances marking her reign as French fashion’s brightest star and its unhappiest victim. Meanwhile, back in Vienna, an anxious Maria Theresa was spending much more time than usual in prayer, imploring “the Almighty to avert a disaster that she alone had foreseen.”58 Time and again, this disaster would play itself out on the surface of her daughter’s well-dressed body. As a political cartoon would charge years later, in sending Marie Antoinette to France, the Empress had blown the lid off Pandora’s box.59


TWO
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STRIPPED

Storm clouds hung heavy over the Black Forest on the afternoon of May 7, 1770, as Marie Antoinette’s presentation carriage drew to a halt on the banks of the river Rhine, just across from the French city of Strasbourg. The evening before, at the Abbey of Schüttern, the royal traveler and her entourage had enjoyed their final night in Hapsburg territory, with local church and government officials addressing her in her native German and hailing her as a daughter of Austria. But now, the Archduchess was to leave her homeland once and for all.

With its front wheels parked on a bridge leading to a small island in the middle of the Rhine, and its rear wheels still on Hapsburg soil, the berline assumed, at the head of the fifty-seven-carriage cavalcade, a symbolically neutral locale between two kingdoms. Behind it lay Maria Theresa’s empire, figured most proximately by the nearby town of Kehl. Across the river, France awaited her new Dauphine.

When Marie Antoinette alighted onto that bridge from her fairy-tale carriage, she was, in strict geopolitical terms, neither here nor there. In the course of arranging for her journey, French and Austrian diplomats had argued intensely as to where the handover (remise) of the bride to Louis XV’s emissaries should occur. Representatives for each nation felt that to perform this important ceremony on the other’s territory would be to grant that state, and that sovereign, undue precedence over the other. At last, deadlock was averted when one of the negotiators recalled the existence of an obscure islet, the Île des Épis, between Kehl and Strasbourg, and proposed it as a stripped compromise venue. On this sandy and uninhabited piece of land, the diplomats ordered the construction of a pavillon de remise, built in haste from inexpensive wood but designed to resemble a miniature French château. The pavilion was divided into three parts. It contained a suite of rooms that opened out onto the right bank of the Rhine, built to house the Austrian contingent, and a matching suite facing the river’s left bank, established for the delegation from Versailles. These two wings were separated in the center by a large salle de remise, “the great hall in which the Archduchess would be definitively metamorphosed into the heiress of the throne of France.”1

The metamorphosis began as soon as Marie Antoinette entered the pavilion on the Austrian side, escorted by her “best man,” Prince Starhemberg, Envoy Extraordinary from Maria Theresa’s court. The building’s interior proved cold and drafty on this overcast afternoon, and presented an unwelcoming aspect despite its would-be luxurious décor: a motley profusion of furnishings on loan from the leading families of Strasbourg and from Louis XV’s own Garde-Meuble in Paris. Most notably, the latter source had supplied antique Gobelins tapestries to adorn the walls, but these hangings did little to insulate the space against the rising winds that whistled through the cracks of the pavilion’s crude wooden planking. Standing at the center of her large assembled retinue, the Archduchess’s slender frame was racked by uncontrollable shivers. Her cleavage-baring, snugly fitted formal grand habit de cour—beneath which she wore only a delicate chemise and a stiff assemblage of stays and paniers that gave the gown its exaggerated shape—offered little protection against the cold. Marie Antoinette, though, did not benefit long from even these comforts, for the first and principal task of the ladies who had accompanied her into the pavilion was to strip her naked.

From her heavy train to her voluminous skirts, from her ruffled lace sleeves to her ribbon-bedecked bodice, from the jewels in her hair to the buckles on her shoes, each of the articles painstakingly chosen to make the girl look French was removed, confiscated as a symbolic link to the House of Hapsburg. As one of her ladies-in-waiting at Versailles, Madame Campan, would later explain, Bourbon protocol required this ritual to ensure that the foreign bride-to-be “would not retain any trace of [her] court [of origin], not even her slip or her stockings.”2

The fact that this particular foreigner wore only garments confected in France did not exempt her from the traditional undressing ritual.3 Except for the little watch her mother had given her, which she somehow managed to hold on to as the ladies were confiscating her other possessions, “nothing was she to keep that might be endeared to her by memory, not a ring, not a cross, . . . [not] a buckle, a clasp or a favorite bracelet.”4 Parisian though these articles were, they apparently risked carrying with them unsuitable, Austrian associations. As such, they had to go, along with their owner’s favorite nonsartorial accessory, her beloved, tawny-colored pug. Mops, Marie Antoinette’s ladies informed her, would be sent back to Vienna instead of accompanying her hence; his dirty paws could simply not be trusted around a woman who, now more than ever, was going to have to look her best.

Whatever alarm this announcement may have caused Marie Antoinette went unnoticed as the women continued to dismantle her elaborate outfit, and to argue among themselves about which items each would take home as souvenirs of the journey. Some of these articles even found their way into the hands of the ladies’ French counterparts at the pavilion, later sparking instances of surprised recognition on Marie Antoinette’s part when they surfaced again, worn by members of her entourage at Versailles. Etiquette prevented her from protesting, much less from demanding the return of the purloined garments. She was supposed to bear the offense with the good grace befitting a future queen.

Like the women bickering over plum articles of her clothing, the men in the Austrian group were too preoccupied—with the logistics of the remise and of the long trip home—to pay much heed to the Archduchess’s mounting dismay as her undressing proceeded apace. Clustered around Starhemberg, they greeted the spectacle of her nudity with casual interest, only occasionally interrupting their conversations to evaluate a newly exposed body part or swath of skin. (Her breasts may have elicited particular interest, as, during the marriage negotiations, Louis XV had inquired specifically as to their size and shape, only to receive Maria Theresa’s assurances that the girl was young yet and would surely develop over time.5) All the while, a prisoner of the men’s appraising glances and the women’s officious ministrations, Marie Antoinette blinked back hot, angry tears. For the first time since she exchanged farewells with her mother on April 21, she began noticeably to buckle under the pressure of her new station.

No one had expected her to react in this manner. Trained from childhood to present to her subjects a façade of unimpeachable royal dignity, the ingénue had until this point acquitted herself admirably in the public eye. For the better part of a month now, she had endured an arduous eight-hour daily traveling schedule, during which she was on constant view through her carriage’s glass panels. Dutifully she had smiled at the crowds despite her ever worsening cold.6 In the evenings, she had sat, ramrod straight and still smiling, through interminable banquets and town celebrations held in her honor at each stop. She had listened to lengthy Latin declamations praising her youth and beauty. She had accepted bouquets from children dressed in quaint regional costumes. She had applauded appreciatively at countless musical performances, dance numbers, and fireworks displays.7 She had never, apparently, forgotten that all eyes were upon her.

And yet, stripped naked in front of the entire Austrian delegation, the Archduchess finally began to lose her composure. This nudity business was not simply one obligation among the many that now comprised her royal mandate—it was something much harder to handle, especially for a girl exhausted by traveling, sick with a cold, and endowed, as many of her acquaintances would later note, with an acute sense of modesty uncommon in individuals of her rank.8 “That day,” one of the noblewomen present for the remise was to recall, not without a twinge of disapproval, “she cried a great deal.”9

DESPITE HER TREMBLING AND HER TEARS, THE NAKED PRINCESS RETAINED plenty of the physical attractions about which Louis XV had inquired so insistently. The same observer who commented on her weeping also conceded that the petite, blue-eyed blonde had a beautiful complexion, which another contemporary described as “delicately nuanced with rose, [and] dazzling in its whiteness.”10 One of the ladies who turned out for the ceremony—a young Alsatian noblewoman called Henriette-Louise de Waldner, later to be known under her married name as the Baronne d’Oberkirch—similarly described Marie Antoinette’s exposed skin as “literally blending lilies and roses.”11

These compliments carried an underlying political message, for the rosy and lily-white color palette they invoked carried specific iconographical connotations. The rose, everybody knew, represented the House of Hapsburg, while the lily (fleur-de-lys) was the Bourbons’ equally recognizable emblem. (It appeared, for example, in the delicately shuddering golden bouquets that festooned the roof of Marie Antoinette’s traveling carriage.) Along with the metaphorics of springtime that had greeted the girl so often in Vienna—and that attached to her throughout her early years as consort—the twining of the Hapsburg rose and the Bourbon lily was a favorite image among the poets, orators, artists, and royal-wedding buffs of both countries. As one contemporary French quatrain announced:

The rose of the Danube and the lily of the Seine,
Mixing their colors, embellish both parts:
From a garland of these flowers, love forms a chain,
Happily joining the two nations’ hearts.12

Considered from this perspective, it was significant that the Archduchess’s luscious pink-and-white aspect appeared, to paraphrase Mademoiselle de Waldner, literally to blend the two nations’ hopes for a harmonious Franco-Austrian union. To be sure, this literal blending was expected, eventually, to take the form of royal offspring: as Dauphine, Marie Antoinette was expected to ensure the dynastic continuity of the Bourbon line. But even before fulfilling this reproductive mission, the girl embodied what Maria Theresa, in a letter to the French king, called “the sweetest pledge that exists between our states and Houses.”13 Two days after the remise, a young priest called the Prince de Rohan sounded a similar note in his encomium at the Strasbourg Cathedral: “[Madame la Dauphine] combines the soul of Maria Theresa and the soul of the Bourbons.”14

But Hapsburg and Bourbon were not to mix in altogether equal proportions. Certain commentators focused solely on “the dazzling whiteness of her complexion” and on the beautiful “white soul” it necessarily implied.15 More accurately than the rhetoric of floral blending, these accounts identified the Dauphine’s first political duty, which was to forsake the rose of the Hapsburgs for her new family’s fleur-de-lys. In her whiteness, she was a blank slate. Cleansed of her Austrian markings, she was ready to be overwritten with exclusively French monarchical codes and interests.

To initiate this process, she had been required before her marriage formally to repudiate her fatherland and adopt her betrothed’s national allegiance as her own—two actions that the patriarchal organization of the French royal family demanded of all its foreign brides. Like the rest of her Gallicizing makeover, Marie Antoinette’s conformance to this exigency had begun while she was still at the Hapsburg court, when she took a French name to match her new appearance. By birth, she was Maria Antonia Josepha Johanna, and she had gone by “Antonia” until the Abbé de Vermond, the French tutor selected for her by Choiseul to prepare her for her life as Dauphine, began addressing her as “Madame Antoine,” a moniker that had transmogrified into the similarly French “Marie Antoinette” shortly before she left home.16

On April 17, four days prior to her departure, she had officially renounced her hereditary succession rights as an archduchess of the empire. Two evenings later, dressed in a costly cloth-of-silver gown, she had married Louis-Auguste by proxy, with her brother Ferdinand standing in for the bridegroom.17 Held by candlelight in Vienna’s starkly majestic Church of the Augustine Friars—the same church where Marie Antoinette had been baptized as an infant—this service invested the bride with the legal title of Dauphine. The ceremony at the pavillon de remise was thus intended by its organizers to put the finishing touches on the Archduchess’s newly minted Frenchness.
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AS THE DRAFTS SEEPING THROUGH THE PAVILION’S SHODDILY JOINTED PANELS gave way to heavy rain, Marie Antoinette’s ladies-in-waiting hastened to complete their task. As a prelude to dressing the naked girl anew, they coated her hairstyle with an extra layer of powder, then applied thick white makeup to her face and fresh red circles of rouge to her cheeks: three requisite details among the ladies of Louis XV’s court, even those (like Marie Antoinette) whose naturally fair hair and rosy skin tone seemed to require no enhancement.18

After they had applied these touches, the women got to work on the girl’s clothing, slipping her first into a new, delicate batiste chemise, then cinching new whalebone stays tightly around her waist. Next they secured paniers over her hips and sheathed her legs in a pair of gold-embroidered stockings woven from pale, shimmering silk. Finally, they maneuvered to help her put on a weighty, gleaming ceremonial gown made from cloth-of-gold.19 Like the garment it replaced, this was a sweeping, formal grand habit. Its low-cut triangular stomacher was lavishly decorated with a “ladder” (échelle) of billowy satin bows, while additional flounces, ribbons, lace, gemstones, and silk flowers decorated the rest of the dress.20 A pair of high satin slippers, made for her by a leading French shoemaker and trimmed with diamond buckles, completed the look.21 On the surface at least, the Dauphine’s grand golden gown had taken the place of all “that might be endeared to her by memory,” and had transformed her definitively into a Française.22

Meanwhile, rainwater was gushing fast and furious through the pavilion’s flimsy ceilings and walls. Still a child despite her grown-up dress and high heels, the Dauphine stopped crying long enough to laugh at the sight of her ladies’ rapidly decomposing, waterlogged hairdos.23 Less offended by their charge’s laughter than fearful that her own artfully constructed coiffure would soon suffer the same fate, the ladies nipped her merriment in the bud by reminding her of what had to happen next. Now that she had given up her Austrian clothes, they informed her, she must rid herself of her Austrian retinue as well.

At her companions’ prompting, the Dauphine thus moved through the antechamber to take her leave of everyone except Prince Starhemberg, who was to accompany her into the central chamber for the signing of the formal actes de remise. Her slender body once again shook with sobs as she said her good-byes to the ladies and the gentlemen of her mother’s court, many of whom had waited on her since her infancy. Like Mops, now whimpering in the crook of a servant’s arm, these loyal longtime companions received particularly sentimental farewells from their mistress.

Such an outpouring of emotion constituted an unwelcome departure from the regal solemnity of the proceedings, so Prince Starhemberg respectfully but firmly cut short the girl’s effusions, leading her into the great hall just outside the Austrians’ door. There, three emissaries from Louis XV, the Comte de Noailles and Messieurs Gérard and Bouret, greeted her on a raised dais, positioned behind a long table draped in crimson velvet and designed to represent the Franco-Austrian border.

The rest of the Versailles delegation was waiting in state behind the closed door of a chamber just opposite the Austrians’ quarters; they would be presented to the Dauphine only after the signing of the documents spread out on the table’s surface. (The French courtiers’ curiosity could, however, scarcely brook such a delay. One of the group’s more enterprising women had deliberately caught the long train of her skirt in the doorway between the French antechamber and the central hall so that she and her compatriots would be able to sneak advance glimpses of their future queen.) Maneuvering carefully through the puddle-strewn salle, Starhemberg and Marie Antoinette stepped up to the dais and greeted the envoys of Louis XV.

The Comte de Noailles informed the Austrian pair that the King sent his regards, and that His Majesty greatly looked forward to meeting Marie Antoinette in Compiègne seven days hence. Like their sovereign, Noailles continued, the French people rejoiced at the prospect of a union between “two of the most ancient Houses in the universe,” and expected her to bring unprecedented “felicity” to the nation.24 Marie Antoinette accepted these compliments with a gracious nod, then allowed Noailles and Starhemberg to help her into the large thronelike armchair placed for her at the table’s center. This was no mean feat, given the outsized unwieldiness of the girl’s paniers and train. But, like the consummate courtiers they were, Noailles and Starhemberg tackled the job with aplomb. Once she was seated, the gentlemen followed suit and, reviewing the actes de remise arrayed before them, got down to the business of formalizing the exchange.

While they did so, Marie Antoinette seems to have been distracted by the sight of the Gobelins tapestries hanging on the wall behind the table. These, among the most precious ones borrowed from the French king’s Garde-Meuble and displayed with no apparent thought for their subject matter, depicted the mythological union of Jason and Medea, as originally shown in some celebrated “cartoons by Raphael.”25 Her classical instruction with the Abbé de Vermond must have prepared Marie Antoinette to recognize the narrative, for upon first noticing the wall-hangings, she cried out to no one in particular: “Oh, look! What kind of omen is that?”26 Ignoring her outburst, Starhemberg and his French counterparts continued their formalities; with the future of European geopolitics hanging in the balance, there was no time to acknowledge such girlish malaise.

[image: common]

ACCORDING TO AT LEAST TWO CONTEMPORARIES, HOWEVER, THE DAUPHINE’S somber-faced remarking of the tapestries seemed entirely understandable. The first of these contemporaries, a student at the University of Strasbourg named Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, had toured the pavilion just a few days before the remise and had been infuriated by the fact that some thoughtless French official had selected a wall-hanging showing “the most disastrous of all marriages” to greet the Austrian guest of honor.27 In much the same vein, Mademoiselle de Waldner railed against the “stupid tapestries representing Medea and Jason, their massacres and domestic quarrels.”28 What kind of welcome, she later asked rhetorically, were such images supposed to provide to a fourteen-year-old dauphine?

Yet Waldner, who unlike Goethe was present for the remise, did notice that Marie Antoinette looked less upset than “struck” by the tapestries—a reaction that invites the question of what kind of “omen” the Archduchess actually took them to be.29 For as her training with the Abbé de Vermond had surely taught her, Medea was, like Marie Antoinette, a princess brought by marriage into a foreign land—and a princess who used clothing to counter the challenges she faced there.

More precisely: Medea had left her home and family to marry Jason, who later, out of political expediency, decided to wed a different princess. Instead of accepting Jason’s reasons for the new marriage, Medea created a gown and a diadem of irresistible beauty, lined them with poison, and sent them to her rival as wedding gifts. These accoutrements promptly melted the woman’s flesh from her bones and destroyed her. After taking further revenge against Jason by killing the children she had borne him, Medea escaped in a chariot sent to her rescue by her ancestor Apollo, the god of the sun.

Marie Antoinette, not incidentally, boasted a quasi-divine, solar-oriented genealogy of her own. Through her late father, Francis Stephen, she was related by blood to her future husband’s own ancestor, Louis XIV, who had cultivated his image as Sun King by appearing as Apollo in court masquerades. (Plate 4.) On the maternal, Hapsburg side, she traced her lineage to Augustus Caesar, who had claimed Apollo as his father. When contemplating Medea’s machinations, the girl who had been greeted since birth as “the daughter of Caesars” might thus have identified something germane to her own predicament.30 The tale might have suggested to her that even a lonely princess could, with the right outfit, resist the humiliations into which other people callously tried to force her.

The time was surely ripe for Marie Antoinette to engage in reflections along these lines, given that her encounter with the wall hangings followed right on the heels of her public divestment. How, indeed, could she stop herself from staring in amazement, when the scenario she deciphered in the tapestries so starkly opposed the one from which she had just emerged? In the latter vignette, a dress was removed, and a princess surrendered her power in meekness; in the former, a dress was donned, and the royal heroine asserted her absolute power. Though they stood as negative mirror images, both scenes reflected the same notion: that a woman’s garb was a source of tremendous political potency, of transformational magic that was hers either to wield or to endure.

THE INK ON THE ACTES DE REMISE HAD BARELY HAD A CHANCE TO DRY BEfore the door to the adjacent chamber flew open, and French courtiers descended on the young bride by the dozen. Because protocol required that introductions be made according to rank, the exalted Comte de Noailles, whose wife Louis XV had appointed to serve as Marie Antoinette’s dame d’honneur and titular guardian, presided over the process. Like his wife, Noailles, who came from one of France’s greatest families, was a stickler for etiquette, and his presence ensured that the ceremony would come off as smoothly as a well-choreographed minuet.31 Under his direction, the aristocrats lined up to meet her: the gentlemen looking debonair in the powdered wigs, plumed hats, and red-heeled shoes of their class, the ladies in their rich court dresses moving with the impeccable grace that Marie Antoinette’s dance master, Noverre, had prepared her to expect. One after another, they bowed and curtseyed at their new mistress’s feet, pledging themselves loyally to her service.

Yet according to at least one account, not all of the Dauphine’s new compatriots were impressed by what they saw. The ladies, in particular, smirked at the sight of her “poorly chosen costume,” as they wrongly assumed that she was wearing an “Austrian [rather than] a French dress.”32 (Unbeknownst to Marie Antoinette and her mother, it was common practice for French clothing merchants traveling in the Holy Roman Empire to try to palm off their outmoded or second-rate creations on unsuspecting German boors.33 This phenomenon may have contributed to the French courtiers’ skepticism about the foreign girl’s ensemble.) What with her unimpressive outfit and her tear-streaked rouge, those who sympathized with the French party’s anti-Austrian stance had found their first grounds for complaint with the new dauphine. Gleefully they filed the information away for later discussion with like-minded cronies at Versailles.

They also clucked their tongues quietly when Marie Antoinette, overwhelmed by the emotion of the moment—and perhaps also by the ladies’ snide whisperings behind their fans—sought relief by flinging herself into the arms of the Comtesse de Noailles, to whom her mother had directed her to defer in all things.34 (By “deference,” Maria Theresa had not meant childish clinging; the Empress, who had never coddled her daughter, expected her to look to her new guardian for leadership, not love.) The prim, icy, middle-aged Comtesse “breathed etiquette,” as Madame Campan once quipped, to the point where “she seemed as though she might suffocate at even the slightest disturbance in the consecrated order of things.”35 Even Louis XV, when presented with a thorny protocol question, never failed to inquire: “Has Madame de Noailles been consulted?”

As the Comtesse knew full well, etiquette held the bodies of French sovereigns to be so sacred that casual physical contact with them bordered on the unthinkable. An impromptu hug between a dauphine and a subject—even one as well-born and universally respected as Madame de Noailles—thus represented a gaffe of the highest order, and Marie Antoinette’s new guardian recoiled to see it perpetrated on her watch. The rest of the French retinue now had another juicy piece of gossip to carry back to court.

Not yet aware of her faux pas, Marie Antoinette still clung to the Comtesse’s waist and asked for guidance in adapting to her new position. In response, Madame de Noailles pursed her lips and briskly pulled the girl to her feet. Thereupon she curtseyed to her royal mistress and informed her in prickly tones that the show must go on. If Marie Antoinette really wanted to acquit herself well, she would take care to avoid, now and in the future, any further infractions of the rigid and unremitting propriety that etiquette demanded. This was what being a Bourbon wife called for—this and nothing less.

The Comtesse’s harsh—and, of course, public—rebuke made clear that in Marie Antoinette’s new life “there was no place for sentiment, which [was] not tabulated among the logarithms of courtly procedure.”36 She would find compassion in no quarter here. By the same token, her guardian’s insistence that appearances be maintained at all costs likely heightened a dawning sense that her new life would be the stuff of surfaces, manipulation, theater. Hadn’t her mother reminded her that in France, she would always be at the center of a large spectacle, and that she must never give her audience reason to fault her? The Dauphine released her hold on the grim-faced dame d’honneur, drew herself up with all the dignity she could muster, and said, in a clear, unwavering voice: “Forgive me, Madame, the tears that I have just shed for my family and my homeland. From this day forward, I shall never again forget that I am a Frenchwoman.”37

Madame de Noailles received this speech with a curt nod to signal that the crisis had abated. Ceremonial presentations resumed as before, and as soon as they were completed, the Comte de Noailles led the Dauphine out of the pavilion. The rest of the court followed behind. As the last of the group exited the building, the roof over the salle de remise collapsed under the weight of the accumulated rainwater.

Outside the ruined pavilion, a clutch of indigent peasants from the surrounding region of Alsace huddled in the rain, hoping to see the Dauphine. As she stepped lightly into her berline, a liveried page carrying her golden train high above the mud, they cheered uproariously. Then they stayed behind to pillage the building from which she had come. Most of the tapestries and other furnishings that had adorned the place disappeared in the mêlée.38

FROM THE ÎLE DES ÉPIS, A STATELY PARADE OF FRENCH CARRIAGES, WITH Marie Antoinette’s berline at its head, moved across the Rhine for the first of the marriage celebrations to be held on French soil. Through the now diminishing rain, Marie Antoinette rode to Alsace’s capital city, Strasbourg, passing beneath lavishly garlanded gates and along roads lined with three companies of adolescent soldiers. The young men, dressed in the picturesque costumes of the Cent-Suisse guard, fired salvoes into the air as the procession moved past them and through the entrance to the Place Broglie, beneath the great triumphal arch erected in the Dauphine’s honor.39 At the top of the arch “were juxtaposed the arms of France and Austria joined by a blue and yellow ribbon bearing the optimistic inscription: Perpetua imperiorum concordia—‘the perpetual concord between the two empires.’ ”40 Across the city, the bells of Strasbourg Cathedral pealed out a jubilant welcome.

At length, the Dauphine’s carriage stopped before the towering Archepiscopal Palace, where the head of one of France’s foremost princely houses, the Cardinal Louis Constantin de Rohan, would play host to her for the night. This venerable churchman received Marie Antoinette on the palace steps, flanked by the city’s chief magistrate, Monsieur d’Antigny. After the Cardinal’s opening salutations in French, Antigny undertook to greet the Dauphine in her native tongue. Eager to compensate for any missteps committed during the handover ceremony, and to prove herself a Frenchwoman through and through, Marie Antoinette interrupted the well-meaning magistrate with a modified version of the speech she had just made to Madame de Noailles: “Please, my good sir, do not address me in German; from this moment on, I understand only French.”41 Pronounced with that hint of a German accent she would never manage to lose, the Dauphine’s utterance delighted the crowds filling the town square. Like her “superb clothes sent from Paris,” widely deemed “a thousand times more charming” than those she was thought to have worn before the remise, her gracious words confirmed the spectators’ hopes that the Austrian princess would, indeed, adopt the nation’s interests as her own.42

Accordingly, the people of Strasbourg took great pains to make their Dauphine’s introduction to France a memorable one. After her interview with Rohan and Antigny, thirty-six young shepherds and shepherdesses, selected for their good looks and picture perfect in their sweet rustic costumes, offered her baskets overflowing with fresh flowers. Municipal representatives showered her with dozens more bouquets, and twenty-four maidens from Strasbourg’s most eminent families, dressed up in colorful Alsatian garb, scattered still more blossoms beneath her feet. Particularly charmed by this last group, Marie Antoinette paused to ask each girl her name and to give a posy to each one as a memento.43 The luckiest of them all received the gift of the fan the Archduchess was carrying with her that afternoon: an intricately carved, gem-encrusted ivory piece decorated with sprightly Rococo scenes.44 Charmed by her generosity and grace, the people of Strasbourg heartily welcomed the foreign princess to their city.45

Their effusive, beautifully orchestrated reception could not have been further from the tense solemnity of the remise. Everywhere the Dauphine looked, she saw beautiful faces smiling up at her—no insignificant pleasure to a young woman who, one of her hairdressers would later remark, could not endure the company of unattractive people.46 Little did she know that in this case, an ordinance had been passed in advance of her visit, “forbidding every person afflicted with any disgusting disorder to appear in her way.”47 According to Goethe, this decree had caused some disgruntlement among the population at large, but the end result was spectacular. The seamless show of beauty that greeted Marie Antoinette in Strasbourg revealed to her that the French national obsession with appearance was not without its benefits.

It was in this Alsatian city, too, that she first tasted the enjoyable side of French theatrics: hard-edged and daunting during the remise, uplifting and joyful in the festivities that followed. An eighty-foot-high screen, painted with life-sized porticoes and verdant formal gardens, had been hung across the Archepiscopal Palace’s elegant façade, and transformed the whole of the Place Broglie into a glorious stage set in the round. When night fell, the rain clouds that had dogged Marie Antoinette’s trip across the Rhine dispersed once and for all, and hundreds of lanterns were hung out to illuminate the city’s streets and rooftops. Similarly lighted from its spire to its foundations, the pink sandstone of the Strasbourg cathedral, according to Mademoiselle de Waldner, “resembled a single flame, its ornate ornamentation shining like a constellation of stars.”48

Fireworks depicting various mythological characters (though not, in all probability, Jason and Medea) cast more dazzling lights in the darkness, and their reflections danced across the surface of the river that ran alongside the Cardinal de Rohan’s palace.49 Ferrying back and forth across the shimmering waters, the city’s boatmen further enhanced the scene by hanging “lampions like great red oranges [from] their masts, or [waving] colored torches” in their hands.50 Some of them even gathered their boats together beneath the Dauphine’s windows, their crafts laden with various kinds of shrubbery and forming an exquisite “floating garden” for her amusement.51 Even the wine flowing in the fountains and the oxen being roasted in the streets could not compete with such marvelous visions. Mademoiselle de Waldner was surprised to notice that even the most impoverished revelers largely ignored the free foodstuffs, so awed were they by the splendor of their transformed surroundings.52

Although no stranger to extravagant parties, Marie Antoinette seems to have been similarly enthralled.53 Miraculously ablaze in the middle of the night, the city appeared so magical as to resemble no other place on earth. “It looked,” Waldner reminisced years afterward, “like the end of the world.”54 But for Marie Antoinette, the festival represented a new beginning: an introduction to a place where extravagant spectacle outstripped all other considerations.

THE FOLLOWING DAY, THE DAUPHINE AND HER ENTOURAGE ATTENDED SERvices at the Strasbourg Cathedral, where her host’s nephew, the Prince Louis de Rohan, officiated on behalf of the Cardinal, who had already left for nearby Saverne to make arrangements for the evening’s festivities there. Viewed with the hindsight of history, the encounter in the cathedral was a momentous one, for the younger Rohan, an inveterate roué with an unshakable sense of social entitlement, was fifteen years later to do irreparable harm to Marie Antoinette’s reputation. Yet if any traces of Rohan’s malevolence or loose morals were evident in his oration, his regal addressee appeared to pay them no mind. On the contrary: when he brought his remarks to a close, she treated the prince to a dazzling, appreciative smile.55 In her effort to grasp the intricacies of the social hierarchy in which she was now enmeshed, she had rightly intuited that as one of France’s leading noblemen, Rohan was someone, as Antonia Fraser has put it, “with whose claims—or pretensions—Marie Antoinette as Dauphine would have to learn to cope.”56

As Dauphine, Marie Antoinette was in fact coping better and better with each passing day. After she and her 160-person entourage left Strasbourg, they embarked on the weeklong trip to meet Louis XV and his family in the forest of Compiègne. Over the course of her journey, the princess impressed her new subjects at each stop along the way. In all the towns she visited, residents welcomed her with great circumstance and pomp—more fireworks and flowers, more pretty faces and enthusiastic speeches. To express her gratitude, the Dauphine presented to her hosts an image of exemplary royal decorum. The mistakes of the remise were a thing of the past. With her French clothes and her French speech, she everywhere elicited euphoric shouts of “How pretty she is, our Dauphine!” and she responded to the compliments with winning modesty and grace.57 “It did not take long,” her old friend Joseph Weber asserted, “for everyone to be convinced that the beauty of her soul was equal to the beauty of her person.”58

THE DAUPHINE’S TRIUMPH REACHED ITS APOGEE ON MAY 14, WHEN NONE other than the King himself deemed her “French graces” as exquisite as any he had seen.59 Louis XV, Louis Auguste, and select members of the court had ridden out that afternoon to meet the young traveler in the forest of Compiègne, not far from the royal residence of that name. When her carriage pulled in to the sun-dappled clearing, the girl emerged on the arm of the ugly but urbane Duc de Choiseul, to whom the King had granted the privilege of joining her for the final stage of her journey.

Having first prettily acknowledged Choiseul as “the author of [her] happiness,” Marie Antoinette glided through the phalanx of princes and dignitaries that stood in state, and swept a deep, impeccable curtsey at Louis XV’s feet. When he bade her stand, she addressed him initially as “Majesty,” then, more tenderly, as “Grandpapa.” It was an instance of familiarity that no doubt displeased the Comtesse de Noailles, but the King seemed to find it endearing.60 He kissed the girl lustily on both cheeks, looked her up and down for good measure, and with an approving smile stepped aside so that his grandson might do the same.

Louis Auguste, by contrast, seemed not so much excited as intimidated by the sight of his new bride. As the assembled courtiers noted—some with alarm, others with thinly disguised glee—he was visibly reluctant even to approach her. Etiquette required that he kiss her on the cheek; but unlike his grandfather, he did so as brusquely as possible, and then shuffled off to one side, leaving Louis XV to flirt with her.61 Retaining her composure, Marie Antoinette gamely fielded the King’s gallantries and greeted the rest of his entourage. But after the glowing reception she had received from virtually everyone else over the course of her journey, the younger Bourbon’s standoff-ishness must have given her pause. Louis XV shared her befuddlement, remarking afterward that in his failure to respond to his bride’s obvious charms, his grandson “was not a man like other men.”62

Or, at the very least, the young bridegroom was not a man like his grandfather the King. In contrast to the dark-eyed, dashing Louis XV, who even at sixty retained his legendary smoldering good looks, the fifteen-year-old Louis Auguste was nearsighted, maladroit, and grossly overweight. As the Comte de Mercy-Argenteau, Maria Theresa’s ambassador to Versailles, reported with distaste: “Nature seems to have denied everything to Monsieur le Dauphin.” Everything, that is, except thick-lidded, watery blue eyes, a shambling gait, a nervous bark of a laugh, a hoggish appetite, and, in consequence of this last characteristic, a corpulent physique. The young man had, moreover, never wanted or expected to be King: only the premature deaths of his father and two older brothers had made him Dauphin, and he seemed curiously determined not to look or act in accordance with his role.63 According to the court’s crueler wags, as he waddled through the halls of Versailles he resembled nothing so much as “a peasant who had just left his plough.”64

Nature had been equally unkind to the next members of the royal family presented to the Dauphine: Mesdames Adélaïde, Sophie, and Victoire. Like their nephew, these unmarried daughters of the King were physically unattractive and socially awkward—described by Horace Walpole, having met them at court, as “clumsy, plump old wenches [who never] knew what they wanted to say, and wriggl[ed] as though they wanted to make water.”65 Madame Campan—who served as reader to the trio before becoming a member of Marie Antoinette’s retinue, and who later wrote one of the most detailed insider’s accounts of life at late eighteenth-century Versailles—confirmed Walpole’s opinion in her own humorously unflattering recollections of the three women. According to Campan, hefty Victoire had by the age of thirty-seven gained so much weight as to merit her father’s teasing childhood nickname for her, Piggy (Coche). Although “remarkably lean,” Campan remembered, the thirty-six-year-old Sophie was “horridly ugly” and known to the King as Grub (Graille).66 Both Sophie and Victoire had painfully nervous temperaments. Forced during her early convent education to do penance in the burial vaults at Fontevrault Abbey, while a madman shrieked wildly from an adjacent cell, Victoire was susceptible to paralyzing nervous attacks. Sophie was terrified of crowds and storms, and had an unsettling tendency to dart around Versailles “like a frightened hare”—this was Campan’s bemused simile—when something had rattled her.67

At thirty-eight the oldest of the bunch, Adélaïde was stronger-willed, though scarcely more attractive in body or demeanor. Her slovenly personal grooming and generally shabby, shopworn appearance earned her the paternal sobriquet Rag (Loque). At the same time, she adored beautiful clothes, and was almost poignantly vain about her physical charms, despite the fact that these had been limited at best even in her youth and had faded quite speedily thereafter.68 According to the Marquis de Ségur, Madame Adélaïde was also “absurdly proud of her royal rank,” opting not to marry a foreign prince in order to maintain her lofty standing as a Daughter of France.69 Her sisters had followed her lead, as they did in the political vendettas Adélaïde directed against their father’s foreign minister. Even before the new dauphine’s arrival, the group had been gearing up for the latest of these vendettas, which aimed at precipitating both Choiseul’s and his protégée’s fall from grace.70

Over the years, Louis XV himself had done little to secure his daughters’ cooperativeness or garner their support for his decisions. Although it was rumored that he had conducted an incestuous dalliance with Madame Adélaïde when she was young, the King opted to spend as little time as possible with her and her sisters. Their piety, in particular, seemed to him unspeakably dull; so he kept his ceremonial daily visits to their rooms to a bare minimum, and made no secret of the fact that he infinitely preferred the company of his prettier, more fun-loving mistresses.71 Even on the trip to meet Marie Antoinette, he had ruffled the three princesses’ feathers by inviting the Comtesse Du Barry to join in a banquet he hosted the night after the meeting in the forest of Compiègne. Du Barry had never before been accorded the privilege of dining with the royal family; Mesdames were incredulous that the King would grant her this honor on so solemn an occasion as his grandson’s nuptials.72

It was at this dinner, held at La Muette, Louis XV’s hunting lodge in the Bois de Boulogne, that the Dauphine got her first look at the Comtesse Du Barry. Conspicuous among the dinner guests for her extravagant clothing and jewelry, her lisping baby talk, and her scandalous habit of perching on the arm of the King’s chair, the favorite caught Marie Antoinette’s attention straightaway.73 When she asked “what [were] that woman’s functions at court,” Madame de Noailles’s quick-witted nephew, the Duc d’Ayen, proffered a euphemism: “To amuse the King.” “Well, then I shall be her rival!” the younger woman replied, not catching the innuendo.74 For Mesdames, however, the girl’s rejoinder evoked a galling scenario—already anticipated, to their horror, by the fact that since meeting the Dauphine, their father could, Madame Campan observed, “speak of little else but her graces.”75 Such talk did not endear the newcomer to Madame Du Barry or her group of friends, either. With Choiseul’s Autrichienne riding intolerably high, Mesdames and the barrystes had more reason than ever to seek her destruction.

MARIE ANTOINETTE ARRIVED AT VERSAILLES ON THE MORNING OF MAY 16. (Plate 5.) Constructed on a far more imposing scale than either the Hofburg or Schönbrunn, the eleven-hundred-room Hapsburg castle just outside Vienna, this monumental château boasted a limestone façade over a quarter mile long. Its solemn, grandiose architecture bore the imprimatur of the great seventeenth-century architect Jules Hardouin-Mansart, enlisted by Louis XIV to make Versailles—originally a mere royal hunting lodge—the most magnificent palace in Europe. And so it was. From an unruly swath of marshland twelve miles east of Paris, Louis XIV had summoned forth waterways, parterres, and magnificent geometrical gardens that extended as far as the eye could see. Though several of the statues and fountains around the palace had fallen into disrepair during Louis XV’s reign, and though, one contemporary visitor complained, poor sanitation caused “the park, the gardens, even the château [to] turn the stomach with dreadful odors . . . [of] urine and fecal matter,” the overall effect was one of unmatched, unimaginable grandeur.76 Even the stables that flanked the castle’s series of imposing central courtyards were massive, capable of housing twenty-five hundred horses under their mansard roofs.

The palace itself was home to between two thousand and four thousand inhabitants, who vied for the supreme privilege of landing one of its 226 sumptuous apartments—or one of its five hundred less comfortable, but still prestigious rooms.77 On a particularly crowded day, Versailles could accommodate up to ten thousand people: from the most august grandees to the lowliest domestic staffers, and from foreign dignitaries and their entourages to merchants hawking their wares in makeshift stalls. The castle was even open to tourists, provided that male visitors dress in the requisite hat and sword of the King’s gentlemen. (A would-be visitor lacking his own could rent them for a small fee from the palace concierge.78)

The Sun King had conceived of his incredible château above all as a place where his courtiers could remain constantly under his watchful eye—and he, in turn, under their awestruck gaze.79 During his youth, Louis XIV had found the nobility dangerously resistant to the authority of the crown. In the last quarter of the seventeenth century, he brought them to heel by installing them at his newly expanded château as full-time worshippers in the cult of his own transcendent splendor.

Louis XIV codified daily life at Versailles in a way that both emphasized his divinely anointed status and forced the aristocracy into a role of worshipful subordination. Court etiquette construed virtually all gestures performed by the King and his family members as sacred rites, in which aristocrats served both as spectators and as officiants. On the surface, the duties assigned to the members of nobility might have appeared trivial enough: removing the sovereign’s shoes at night or pouring out water for him to rinse his hands in the morning. But Louis XIV transmuted these functions into tokens of supreme prestige: “imaginary compensations”—as the cultural historian Jean-Marie Apostolidès has called them—for which court aristocrats competed fiercely among themselves, and which disguised their loss of real political power under the King’s absolutist rule.80 As the biographer and historian Olivier Bernier has explained of this system:

Because the nobles [at Versailles] found themselves busy arguing abstruse points of precedence, the length of cloaks worn as a sign of mourning, or the exact placement of the cushions in the Royal Chapel, they had no time left to think of revolting against the government as their ancestors had so often done.81

Furthermore, as Bernier’s reference to cloaks reveals, clothing externalized not only the King’s own power but also each aristocrat’s place in the delicately calibrated court hierarchy. When Louis XIV adopted a special coat with slashed sleeves to mourn the death of his father-in-law, for instance, he passed a law that prevented anyone but his courtiers from wearing the same ensemble.82 Similarly, the monarch invented an outfit called the patent coat, which he distributed to only seventy of his favorite men. And “when they wore these blue coats with gold embroidery,” recounts the fashion historian Mila Contini, the seventy chosen ones “could follow the King without needing any further permission”—a mark of unusual freedom and extreme privilege.83 This set of distinctions was still alive and well in the eighteenth century, when a prominent nobleman, the Comte de Ségur, observed that “courtiers in France were even more the slaves of fashion than of the prince.”84 Indeed, for the denizens of Versailles, clothes and other seemingly superficial emblems remained concrete measures of their success . . . or failure. In this rarefied world, the surface was the substance. And the appearance of power, legible in everything from a slashed sleeve to a patent coat, was the real thing.85

WHEN MARIE ANTOINETTE FIRST ALIGHTED FROM HER CARRIAGE IN THE château’s grandiose central courtyard, she had little time to ruminate on the peculiar culture of her new home. Because renovations were not yet finished on the grand set of first-floor apartments she was supposed to occupy, the Comtesse de Noailles hastily ushered her through the riot of ormolu, marble, ebony, ivory, glass, statuary, paintings, and tapestries that crowded the gargantuan palace, and into a temporary set of rooms on the ground floor.

Previously home to the Dauphin’s late mother, Marie Josèphe, the suite consisted of “two antechambers, a large cabinet or library, two smaller sitting-rooms, an oratory, a bedroom and a bathroom.”86 Apart from some pretty boiseries on the walls and a pair of frothy paintings that hung over the bedroom doors—pictures of Venus, the goddess of love, cavorting with her son Cupid’s paramour, Psyche—Marie Antoinette’s new abode boasted few notable charms. Left almost untouched since Marie Josèphe’s death from tuberculosis in 1767, the rooms were gloomy and dark; many of the sumptuous gilded furnishings were still draped with slipcovers or caked in dust. The ceiling, also heavily gilded but cracked and crumbling, threatened imminent collapse.

If this last architectural feature suggested a throwback to the pavillon de remise, the Dauphine’s memories of the latter building may have resurfaced even more forcefully when her ladies began her toilette. Here, as at the remise, the princess had to stand half dressed and shivering while a large clutch of attendants briskly coated her hair with powder, her face with pasty white makeup, and her cheeks with large, precisely defined circles of rouge. Here, as at the remise, the women laced her into a stiff, fitted bodice and paniers and outfitted her in a richly brocaded grand habit.87 Only the gown represented a notable departure from the exchange ceremony on the Rhine, insofar as the one provided for her today had been cut from luminous, white-hued cloth-of-silver: the traditionally prescribed material for a dauphine’s wedding gown.

Already resplendent on its own, the silver gown was enhanced by masses of exquisite white diamonds, which she had received as wedding gifts from her mother, and which accentuated her official standing as the most important woman at court.88 The ensemble would have been a masterpiece but for one tiny detail—a detail that may have made the girl’s wedding toilette more upsetting even than the stripping at the border. For the dressmakers who had confected the wedding gown had misestimated her measurements, and cut the bodice far too small.

Try as they might, Marie Antoinette’s helpers could not close the dress in back; there remained, as one of the wedding guests observed, “quite a broad stripe of lacing and shift quite visible, which had a bad effect between two broader stripes of diamonds.”89 This was a not insignificant glitch, for the bride was supposed to embody the splendor of the dynasty she was joining. Yet with thousands of people anxiously awaiting the Dauphine’s appearance—scheduled to occur at one o’clock sharp—and with no other cloth-of-silver gown on hand as a substitute, there was little choice but for her to appear as she was. The palace clocks chimed one. On a cue from Madame de Noailles, the princess commenced her bridal march in the ill-fitting gown, her “lacing and shift” exposed for all to see. As she stepped out of her apartments, the façade Marie Antoinette had worked so hard to uphold began to crack. After just a few hours at Versailles, the perfect princess was already coming apart.

All the same, Marie Antoinette put on a brave face as she walked upstairs to join Louis XV and his family in the Cabinet du Conseil. Here for the first time, she met the Dauphin’s two younger brothers, the Comtes de Provence and d’Artois, and his two sisters, Clothilde and Élisabeth, as well as several princes of the blood—who, apart from the King’s immediate family, were the most important personages at court. Once these presentations were made, the group processed through the palace’s vast, glittering Hall of Mirrors, where some six thousand splendidly attired aristocrats had gathered to watch them pass.

Reserved for important court occasions, the hall drew its name from the seventeen gigantic arched mirrors that lined its eastern wall. These captured the light both from the sun streaming through the windowed arcade on the opposite wall, and from the thousands of candles that flickered in the gallery’s crystal chandeliers and golden torchères. (The artificial light would soon prove more a necessity than a decorating touch, as black thunderclouds had begun to clog the summer sky—“surely a bad omen,” the aging Duc de Richelieu, who supported Madame Du Barry, hypothesized aloud.90) Crowded among the room’s tall marble statues and heavy gold furniture, blossoming orange trees in thick silver pots filled the air with their fragrance. Overhead, gilt-framed frescoes depicted the heroic exploits of Louis XIV, who had presided over the hall’s construction, and whose ubiquitous sunburst cipher had been stitched in gold onto the rich white damask drapery that lined the vaulted windows.

Typically, the room’s bedazzling attractions were enough to impress upon both Frenchmen and foreigners the Bourbon monarch’s unparalleled glory. But today, they were no match for the slender maiden gliding along its lustrous parquet floors. “From the first steps she took into the long gallery,” Madame Campan wrote, “she drew six thousand pairs of eyes to her person.”91 Indeed, even with her stays and laces visible—and how unnerving it must have been for Marie Antoinette to see them reflected, a million times over, in the hall’s countless mirrors—the bride cut a breathtaking figure as she made her way to the King’s Chapel. While her magnificent diamonds refracted the sun- and torchlight in every direction, her natural dancer’s movements and her glowing skin elicited murmurs of admiration throughout the massive gallery, as did the way in which she intuitively granted a nod or a smile to each person whose rank merited such favors.92 With this admirable performance, Campan opined, the Dauphine “looked better than beautiful to every eye”—though this assessment no doubt overlooked whatever hostile or resentful murmurs the Dauphine’s arrival may have prompted from members of the French party.93

When the bride, groom, and royal family reached the King’s Chapel, the spectators poured in behind them for the religious ceremony. As viewed from the chapel’s overcrowded pews and teeming second-story loges, the lithe and lissome Marie Antoinette, kneeling under the silver canopy stretched over the altar, offered a welcome contrast to that of poor Louis Auguste, who was manifestly uncomfortable in his opulent gold wedding suit (reportedly worth over 64,000 livres).94 At least, this was the opinion of one of the wedding guests, the Duchess of Northumberland, who complained that the Dauphin was “not so well in his own Clothes” and “appear’d to have much more timidity than his little Wife. He trembled excessively during the service and blushed up to his Eyes when he gave the Ring.”95 Though the bride momentarily betrayed her own nervousness during the signing of the marriage register (she allowed a large inkblot to fall as she wrote one of her middle names, Jeanne), she made a quick recovery and ignored bystanders’ murmurings about the dark future the blotch betokened.96

After another round of formal presentations, the party adjourned to the recently completed salle de spectacles for the royal family’s public dinner, where Marie Antoinette continued to hold the assembly’s rapt attention. The renovations to the salle—a lavishly gilded room lit by more than three thousand flickering candles—had been terrifically expensive and had taken the King’s architect, Ange-Jacques Gabriel, over two years to complete.97 But although the results were, as one spectator effused, “a hundred times more admirable than the Seven Wonders of the World,” the thousands of guests perched in the room’s gold-trimmed loges to watch the royals eat kept their eyes trained on the Dauphine.98 Beneath the painting of Apollo that graced the hall’s high, gilded ceiling, the daughter of the Caesars did her exalted lineage proud. In marked contrast to Louis Auguste, hunched greedily over his food, Marie Antoinette hardly ate a bite, sitting elegant and upright “like a statue of Beauty.”99

Likewise, when the storm that had been gathering over Versailles finally broke, drenching the revelers and driving them indoors from the illuminated gardens, Marie Antoinette’s poise did not falter, nor did her bandbox beauty suffer from the change. In the newspaper Le Mercure galant, one Mademoiselle Cosson de la Cressonnière published a quatrain echoing the adulation that the bride had elicited at her nuptials, and reprising the optimistic imagery that adorned the walls of her new apartments:

Bearing the wishes of her court,
She comes, by noble marriage led;
’Tis Psyche in the bloom of youth
Conducted here to Cupid’s bed.100

Irritating as this widespread approval must have been for Marie Antoinette’s foes, it was the matter of sending her off “to Cupid’s bed” that may at last have brought them some consolation, if only by affording them a chance to watch the mask of graceful serenity slip from her face once and for all. The bride and bridegroom’s conveyance to their wedding chamber for the coucher, the ceremony of getting into bed, essentially reprised the events that had left Marie Antoinette exposed and vulnerable on the banks of the Rhine. Every bit as demeaning as the rites that had attended the remise, the rituals surrounding the wedding night turned the goddess of love back into the frightened princess who, just two weeks earlier, had been dismayed by an altogether different mythological figure.

Marie Antoinette’s preparations for her wedding night began, as had the remise, with a quasi-public undressing effected by a large retinue of women. In this case, not only her ladies-in-waiting but also all the highest-ranked princesses of the court participated in the undoing of the Dauphine’s hairdo, the dismantling of her intricate wedding ensemble, and the donning of her virginal white peignoir.101 Crammed panier to panier into the room reserved for the toilette, dozens of ladies unfamiliar to the bride fell into line to ready her for the coucher. As the most recently married princess of the blood, the young Duchesse de Chartres held the nocturnal toilette’s ultimate privilege, that of handing the embroidered nightdress to the Dauphine. But etiquette dictated that the garment pass through other privileged hands, as well, before arriving at the naked bride’s body. To a princess at whose home court the ceremonies of the bedchamber were relatively uncomplicated, largely private affairs, this procedure may have come as something of a shock.102

But worse was yet to come. Having dressed their charge for bed, the Dauphine’s ladies propelled her out into the wedding suite where, according to a royal custom that dated back to the Middle Ages, the bride and groom had to get into bed “before the whole world.” This assembly included the Archbishop of Reims, Louis XV, the princes and princesses of the blood, foreign princes and dignitaries, the dukes, duchesses, peers, and peeresses of the realm, and the many other nobles whose titles afforded them Rights of Entry to the royal bedchambers. (These rights, needless to say, fell into the broad category of “imaginary compensations” by means of which the Sun King had managed to subordinate his nobles.) Though he was known to hate being the center of attention, the nightgown-clad Louis Auguste bore the ordeal without much fuss, facing his audience with an air of somnolent, bovine stolidity.103

Marie Antoinette, however, clutched desperately at the collar of her scanty peignoir and blushed to the roots of her hair.104 According to one of her new attendants, the fifteen-year-old Mademoiselle de Mirecourt, the Dauphine was “violently upset by all the public attention.”105 Scarcely waiting for the Archbishop to finish sprinkling holy water on their bed, the bride dove beneath the gold-embroidered coverlet in horror. A short moment of respite came when the curtains on the great four-poster bed drew closed around her and her husband. No sooner had this occurred, however, than the curtains flew open again, so that the courtiers, reassured that the royal marriage was indeed poised for consummation, could formally take their leave of the pair.

AS IT HAPPENED, THE NEWLYWEDS DID NOT CONSUMMATE THEIR UNION THAT night. The next morning, the servants who changed the couple’s bed linens, finding no signs of blood to attest to the virginal Dauphine’s deflowering, spread the news that no new royal offspring should be expected anytime soon. Following the lead of the Spanish ambassador, who bribed these servants to let him examine the sheets firsthand, diplomats from a host of foreign courts, including Austria, hastened to inform their sovereigns that the Bourbon-Hapsburg alliance had not yet been cemented in full.106 Inadvertently or otherwise, Louis Auguste himself summed up the situation by noting in the journal he used to tally his successes and failures on the royal hunt: “May 17: Nothing.”107

And yet, like another famous “nothing” from Louis Auguste’s hunting diary—he would make the same pithy entry on July 14, 1789, when the people of Paris stormed the Bastille and set the Revolution on its world-changing course—this entry neglected to account for the fact that Marie Antoinette’s traumatic bedtime appearance before the court established the tenor and the terms of her sojourn in France. Along with the remise, this incident may well have impressed upon her that her body was not hers to control; that the very garments she wore could be taken from her against her will. By the same token, if clothing could be turned against her to such mortifying effect (as it was when she found herself stripped of it in mixed company), then it also represented a possession worth reclaiming, a power worth exploiting. On the basis of Marie Antoinette’s own subsequent reports that Louis Auguste had not so much as touched her hand, many biographers have speculated that on the couple’s first night together, the young man fell asleep straightaway, ignoring his baffled new bride.108 This scenario leaves room for the related possibility that while her husband dozed, the Dauphine was free to replay over and over in her mind the humiliations she had thus far endured in her new homeland—and maybe, just maybe, to dream a little dream of Medea.


THREE
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CORSETED

The wedding celebration continued for nine more days and nights, with gambling in the Hall of Mirrors, dancing in the ballroom, and banqueting, opera, and ballet in Gabriel’s salle de spectacles. On the festivities’ final evening, Louis XV launched a fireworks display—postponed from the first night because of heavy rains—by flinging a flaming spear from an open window in the Hall of Mirrors.1 The spectacle involved a volcanic eruption of fireworks over the palace gardens’ Temple of the Sun, and culminated in the simultaneous detonation of twenty thousand rockets that crashed through the darkness like falling stars.2 Afterward, 200,000 revelers in the castle’s gardens spent the night dancing alongside the reflecting pool and fountain known as Apollo’s Basin. Illuminated by scores of multicolored lanterns, the trellises, allées, archways, and obelisks that encircled the basin were reported as being “far more brilliant than when lit by the sun in all its splendor, [and outstripped] everything that one reads of Fairyland.”3

As the festivities’ guest of honor and its animating spirit, Marie Antoinette sparkled just as brilliantly as the Fairyland that had been created in her honor. To a certain extent, that sparkle was literal: on her wedding day, Louis XV had presented her with the coffer of jewels that tradition reserved for the Dauphine of France. Covered in richly embroidered crimson velvet, the coffer was nearly as tall and three times as wide as its new owner, whose hands shook with excitement as she unlocked it with a tiny golden key.4 Inside, glittering on the robin’s-egg-blue silk lining, she found a magnificent array of necklaces and earrings, fans and snuffboxes, bracelets and buttons—corseted all glittering with diamonds and other precious gemstones, and valued collectively at almost 2 million livres.5 One of the collection’s most stunning pieces was a necklace of priceless oversized pearls first worn in the seventeenth century by Louis XIV’s mother, Anne of Austria, an ancestress Marie Antoinette happened to share with her bridegroom. Along with the set of splendid white diamonds she had brought with her from the Hofburg as part of her trousseau, these treasures became additional ornaments for the Dauphine’s already resplendent court costumes. Even among a sea of courtiers “clad in brocades, silks, and other gorgeous robes, [and] flashing with jewels,” the Austrian newcomer shone the brightest.6

A handful of the more critical wedding guests remarked that the girl’s frame seemed far too slight to support such a hefty abundance of gems.7 Nonetheless, in a palace where a trim torso was de rigueur, universally enforced through the adoption of whalebone stays, the girl’s very delicateness redounded to her credit, as did her fair hair, wide blue eyes, and already much touted alabaster complexion.8 Royal marriages always spawned tributes to the bride’s physical charms, whether or not she actually deserved them, but in Marie Antoinette’s case, the poets’ encomia did not seem far off the mark. So “luminous and fragile” did she appear, according to her new lady-in-waiting, Mademoiselle de Mirecourt, that “we dreamed we were watching Spring incarnate.”9

Her bearing provided viewers with additional grounds for approval, for, in Madame Campan’s words, it was “simultaneously graceful and imposing.”10 By most accounts, her posture was indeed perfect, and she had a way of carrying her head that, her contemporaries agreed, marked her as a queen even in a room full of other great ladies.11 Of course, Marie Antoinette had worked slavishly to win this acclaim: it had taken hours of training with Noverre before she could perform the “Versailles glide” without a misstep. Moving in such an airy, effortless fashion was no mean feat under the best of circumstances, much less among the profusion of obstacles littering the floors of the Bourbon court. Cleanliness did not feature heavily inside the palace, and those navigating its passageways had to steer clear of everything from the feces of palace pets to scraps of food dropped by careless servants to mud tracked in by peddlers and tourists. The long, cumbersome gowns of the formally attired court ladies also posed problems; the folds of a noblewoman’s train—which, the courtier and noted writer Madame de Genlis complained, was always “of immoderate length”—tended to snag at the heels of nearby ladies’ slippers.12 Accidental contact caused severe mortification for everyone involved. But for Marie Antoinette, it was as if these pitfalls didn’t exist: “she walked as if on wings.”13

She danced more elegantly still. On May 19, the Dauphine and her husband were called upon to perform the first minuet at a dress ball held in the great, gilded salle de spectacles. Encircled by several thousand lookers-on, the heir to the throne shuffled through the dance in obvious discomfort, blushing and scowling in his usual unappealing way. His bride, by contrast, seemed only to become more graceful as the music played on, and in a world where the Bourbons’ physical splendor was supposed to mirror their political supremacy, such easy elegance made a strong impression. During her début minuet, her movements were reportedly “so natural and so graceful that the immense hall was filled with nothing but murmurs of admiration.”14

Insofar as they augured good things for the Franco-Austrian alliance, the Dauphine’s public triumphs met with the approbation of both Louis XV and Maria Theresa, who had instructed her ambassador Mercy to send her regular dispatches about the girl’s doings—dispatches that were to be kept secret from everyone at Versailles, including Marie Antoinette herself. “Our archduchess has surpassed all my hopes,” Mercy informed the Empress shortly after the wedding. “The whole court and the general public are full of nothing but praise for her.”15 Louis XV in particular, he added, “remains very satisfied with Madame la Dauphine, and is always caressing and complimenting her in a very graceful and touching way.”16 Maria Theresa in turn wrote to her daughter to commend her for having “captured everyone’s hearts,” and reminded her that the King’s heart was especially important quarry. She enjoined Marie Antoinette to “love him, obey him, try to anticipate his thoughts; you cannot do too much [on that front].”17

Marie Antoinette took this advice to heart, flirting prettily with Louis XV every chance she got, and calling him her “dear Grandpapa” in defiance of more formal rules of address.18 To ingratiate herself further, she informed him that she “would be charmed to accompany him on the little voyages he had a habit of making” to his nearby residences at Choisy and Compiègne, Meudon and Fontainebleau—trips that usually featured regular hunting expeditions with the Dauphin, and in which the King readily included her.19 (Marie Antoinette did not yet ride well enough to participate in these outings on horseback, so she followed the princes and their fellow hunters from the safety of an elegantly appointed calèche.) Although also something of a novice with a needle and thread, the Dauphine proudly announced her plan to embroider a vest for Louis XV and made winningly self-effacing little jokes about how long the project was taking her: “I hope that with the grace of God it will be finished in a few years.”20 When she extended this deadline to twenty years, her “dear Grandpapa” laughed and told her she should really try to complete the vest before he died. Even the girl’s sewing mistakes drew indulgent smiles from the jaded old monarch.
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MARIE ANTOINETTE WAS RIGHT TO HEED HER MOTHER’S COUNSEL IN CULTIvating Louis XV’s affections, because for her as for the other members of his court, all blessings flowed from him and him alone. As a result, competition for the King’s favor created an atmosphere of bitter acrimony and infighting at the château.21 A scandalized Mercy described the French court to his Empress as an “abode of treachery, hatred, and revenge . . . , [fueled] by intrigues and inspired by personal interest.”22 And while Marie Antoinette’s exalted position alone sufficed to earn the jealousy of those thousands of less fortunate courtiers striving for advancement, her special rapport with Louis XV made her particularly unpopular with the members of the French party, for whom each of the Dauphine’s little victories scored points not just for her, but for Austria and Choiseul.23

Mesdames the Aunts remained at the forefront of this hostile group, but their long years at Versailles had taught them the importance of dissimulation and tact. Jean de La Bruyère, the great moralist of seventeenth-century Versailles, had written: “Do not ever hope for candor, frankness, fairness, . . . benevolence or generosity from a person who has spent any time at court,” and Louis XV’s daughters had learned this lesson well.24 They had little trouble concealing their animosity from the girl—despite the fact that etiquette obliged Marie Antoinette to spend hours every day in their company, from visits to their apartments each morning to obligatory card games at night. In her presence, the older women behaved sweetly enough; but behind her back, they railed against the girl they dubbed l’Autrichienne.25

In their effort to win their niece’s trust, the Aunts benefited from the fact that she had always taken orders from a strong older woman—Maria Theresa, who, in the letter Marie Antoinette had retrieved at Freiburg, had explicitly ordered her daughter to follow Mesdames’ lead in adapting to life at Versailles. With their veneer of piety and the august rank they enjoyed as Children of France, the sisters seemed to the Empress the most trustworthy mentors their new niece could hope to find. And this was precisely how they presented themselves to the Dauphine. They even gave her a key to their apartments, to encourage informal as well as formal visits. Such increased intimacy would enable them to gather valuable information against Marie Antoinette, information they could use to undermine her in the King’s eyes. By adopting them as her surrogate mothers, the unsuspecting princess would make their job that much easier.26

The Aunts and their coterie of stodgy (if vindictive) friends were not the only ones who blanched to see the Dauphine dazzle. On the opposite end of the court’s social spectrum, the wanton and beautiful Comtesse Du Barry, herself a longtime victim of Mesdames’ vicious prattle, shared the older women’s antipathy to Marie Antoinette. The rambunctious, impudent, lowborn royal mistress differed from Mesdames and their pious cronies in just about every way, except in the hatred that she, too, bore the Duc de Choiseul. Seconded by those in his cabal, the foreign minister incensed the Comtesse not only by crowing at having brought the girl to France, but by commenting pointedly on her obvious superiority to all the court’s other noted beauties.27

With her striking combination of pale blond curls and sultry, violet-colored eyes, Du Barry was unaccustomed to competition from other women at court. (“You are the King’s divinity,” the legendarily lusty Duc de Richelieu was fond of reminding her.28) By the same token, she was aware that her lover bored easily. Like her predecessor Pompadour, Madame Du Barry had thus, in the words of one court memorialist, built her career on “dissipating his ennui by every means possible.”29 She organized licentious private parties for Louis XV and his friends, behaved with a saucy vulgarity that her lover found titillating, and shared with him the latest, illicitly published satirical verses and pornography (even when such publications took aim at her personally). The favorite’s choiseuliste detractors maintained that she actually went so far as to place other young lovelies in the King’s bed, so that she might control him even when he strayed from her side. His interest in Marie Antoinette, though, was something the Comtesse could not control, and so posed a notable threat to her position. Behind closed doors, palace gossips gave voice to Du Barry’s worst fear: that before long, the old roué would look to his own granddaughter-in-law for a piquant change of pace.30

Adding insult to injury, the princess soon adopted the choiseulistes’ habit of treating Madame Du Barry with open disdain. The favorite did not know it, but Marie Antoinette’s coldness was the handiwork of the Aunts, who had exultantly filled their nephew’s wife in on Du Barry’s scandalous past.31 Born Jeanne Bécu, the favorite was the illegitimate daughter of a promiscuous seamstress and a badly behaving monk. After a few years of education in a convent, she took a job as a shopgirl in a fashionable Parisian accessories store, but found a more lucrative sideline in a series of brothels, where she charged 24 livres for a night of love.32 It was in this milieu—which Jeanne herself later flippantly described as her “Seminary of Debauch”—that the young prostitute became involved with an aristocratic but cash-strapped libertine named Du Barry.33 When her new lover brought her into Louis XV’s sights, he realized he stood to win the King’s favor (and thereby resolve his own financial difficulties) by installing her as the newest maîtresse en titre. This was in 1768, four years after Madame de Pompadour’s death, and although the King had been deeply afflicted by his trusted mistress’s passing, his well-known sexual appetites made it highly unlikely that her post would remain vacant forever.

Acting fast, Du Barry arranged a marriage of convenience between the fifteen-year-old Jeanne and his brother, the Comte Du Barry, with Jeanne’s own father officiating at the ceremony. The farce endowed Jeanne with an aristocratic title, and thus qualified her to receive the King’s official attentions. Mesmerized by her beauty, which even the worldliest of noblemen concurred in finding “celestial,” Louis XV eagerly installed her in Pompadour’s place.34 In April 1769, he arranged for her formal presentation at court—a ceremony usually reserved for the flower of the nobility—where the former shopgirl and prostitute shocked the world by mincing in among her betters with a hundred thousand livres’ worth of jewelry on her person, and diamonds on the soles of her shoes.35 But the King’s courtiers weren’t the only ones who recoiled to see a lowly tramp rise so high. Thanks in part to the efforts of the choiseulistes, who funded the publication of underground pamphlets about Du Barry’s lubricious exploits (real and exaggerated), French commoners also became outraged at her ascendancy.36 From the salons of Versailles to the streets of Paris, malcontents complained that Louis XV’s new favorite would turn the very throne room into a Seminary of Debauch.

For the Aunts, passing such gossip on to Marie Antoinette had two related advantages. First, it would help them instill in the girl such a hearty aversion toward the Comtesse that Du Barry would face social humiliations beyond any she had previously known. Second, and more important, they seem to have hoped that the Dauphine’s inevitable dislike of the favorite would get her into serious trouble with Louis XV.37 Too naïve to detect this double game, Marie Antoinette played right into Mesdames’ hands. Having received a fairly strict religious upbringing, she was obligingly horrified by the details of Madame Du Barry’s salacious history and concluded that it would be indecent for her to acknowledge the favorite’s existence.38 In one letter to Maria Theresa, she justified her conduct by describing the King’s lover as “the stupidest and most impertinent creature imaginable”—and this was not an opinion she felt compelled to confine to the printed page.39 Whenever she encountered “the creature,” the Dauphine’s naturally haughty-looking lower lip—which the Cardinal de Rohan had already noticed at Strasbourg as being “scarlet as a cherry, but thick . . . , which one knows is the distinctive trace” of the Hapsburgs, curled into an unmistakable sneer.40 She refused to address so much as a word in the favorite’s direction, even when the King was looking on. Much to the Austrian ambassador’s dismay (for Mercy realized that no good could come of snubbing the King’s mistress), the Dauphine “made frequent jokes in public” at Du Barry’s expense.41 Laughing at these witticisms for reasons their young niece did not suspect, the Aunts encouraged her in the erroneous belief that hers was the course of righteousness.

Given her influence on the King, Du Barry’s enmity could prove lethal to the already friendless Dauphine. The Aunts recognized, however, that it would take a more flagrant scandal to turn their father against the girl in earnest, for his propensity toward boredom and his sexual profligacy were not his only defining qualities. Another, his daughters knew as well as anyone, was a peculiar apathy that their enemy Choiseul once described as a “total inertia of the soul.”42 Louis XV excelled at making hot chocolate and prided himself on his knack for cutting the top off a boiled egg with one neat swipe of his spoon.43 Apart from these talents, his sexual romps, and his passion for the hunt, very little interested him enough to rouse him from his indolence.

So the Aunts bided their time as, humiliated by the Archduchess’s public slights, Du Barry retaliated by criticizing the girl sharply and frequently, and by sharing her views with “all those whose political ambitions had been thwarted, hurt, humiliated by Choiseul’s ministry.”44 This group included not only the Duc d’Aiguillon, widely believed to be Du Barry’s secret lover, but also the Duc de La Vauguyon, a singularly mean-spirited man whose chief claim to fame had been serving as Louis Auguste’s boyhood tutor. Having worked actively to establish Du Barry as the King’s favorite, the two barryste ringleaders did not appreciate seeing her power diluted—by Choiseul’s protégée, no less—and they joined the favorite in running down the Dauphine whenever the King was within earshot.

Perhaps most notably, to neutralize the slew of compliments the Austrian princess had garnered for her elegance and beauty, the barryste crew referred to her as “that little redhead” (red hair being infinitely less desirable than Du Barry’s own much admired blond), and pronounced with mock regret that the Dauphine “had no figure to speak of.” Not surprisingly, the favorite’s verdict was harshest of all: “I see nothing attractive in red hair, thick lips, sandy complexion, and eyes without eyelashes,” she sulkily informed Louis XV. “Had she who is so beautiful not sprung from the House of Austria, such attractions would never have been the subject of admiration.”45 In a court where appearance was everything, these were fighting words, and like all gossip at Versailles, they quickly became fodder for widespread discussion. First making the rounds of the Oeil-de-Boeuf (the heavily trafficked antechamber outside the King’s apartments, named for its “bull’s-eye”-shaped window), the slurs quickly spread throughout the palace. But to the joy of both wings of the French party, it soon became apparent that caustic assessments of the girl’s looks were not the only ammunition they had at their disposal.
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IN HER FIRST FEW MONTHS AT VERSAILLES, THE DAUPHINE REMAINED LARGELY ignorant of these intrigues, as she was distracted by a different problem, one that had the whole of the court chattering about the state of her marriage. Aristocrats whispered about it in out-of-the-way salons and allées.46 Servants mulled it over in the stables and the vegetable gardens. Visiting diplomats described it in their eagerly awaited dispatches to princes back home. Choiseul assessed the situation by declaring with characteristic bluntness: “unless [the Dauphin] changes, he will end by becoming the horror of the nation,” a pronouncement by which Louis XV said he was “moved very deeply,” though the sovereign also expressed hope that the worrisome circumstances would improve “when we least expect it.”47 Maria Theresa adopted a similarly optimistic stance when she chalked the issue up to her new son-in-law’s “extreme youth and shyness.”48 Marie Antoinette, for her part, ventured no such opinions or theories, but simply reported the facts to her tutor, the Abbé de Vermond. Paraphrasing her remarks to the Empress’s emissary, Starhemberg, Vermond recorded that “since the occasion of their meeting in the forest of Compiègne, Monsieur le Dauphin had not only not kissed her, but had not even touched her hand.”49 Louis Auguste, in short, had still made no effort to consummate his marriage.

According to a medical expert whom Maria Theresa consulted on the matter, this qualified as “strange behavior,” even though the fifteen-year-old Dauphin was indeed, as the Empress had put it, still quite young, and even though the timidity she had accused him of was indisputably one of his most marked character traits.50 Orphaned at the age of thirteen, both of his parents having died of tuberculosis, Louis Auguste had grown up under the more or less exclusive tutelage of the Duc de La Vauguyon, who had kept him isolated from other courtiers on the grounds that as a Bourbon prince, he was superior to them all. According to one critical contemporary, the greatest legacy of the boy’s lonely upbringing was a “dread [of] conversation and [a] shyness so deeply rooted in [his] soul that it was impossible to cure” him.51 In addition, La Vauguyon had instilled his pupil with a profound suspicion of Choiseul and the House of Austria—a sentiment that Louis Auguste’s late father, Louis Ferdinand, one of the foreign minister’s most implacable enemies, had fervently shared.52 Between his antisocial character and his ingrained Austrophobia, it was thus perhaps not altogether startling that Louis Auguste should panic when confronted with the gregarious and attractive female emissary of the choiseuliste alliance.

Even so, in the context of a royal union, sex was a nonnegotiable duty, and all the more so in France at that particular time. Under the kingdom’s previous two sovereigns, Louis XIV and Louis XV, the immediate heirs to the throne had met with untimely deaths, leading to worrisome generation gaps in the succession. Louis XV, great-grandson to the Sun King, had acceded to the throne at age five, after the deaths of his grandfather, father, and two older brothers, while Louis Auguste had lost two older brothers as well as his father before becoming Dauphin. Even with two younger brothers waiting in the wings—the Comte de Provence, aged fourteen, and the Comte d’Artois, aged thirteen, both slated to marry within the next few years—Louis Auguste had his work cut out for him. He and the Dauphine needed to start a family, without delay.

Yet delay Louis Auguste did, leaving both partisans and enemies of the Austrian alliance obsessively to monitor what Madame Campan called his undiminished “indifference and coldness”53 toward his wife. Etiquette required that he dine with Marie Antoinette in public and join her and the rest of the royal family for daily gatherings in the Aunts’ apartments. But when not at these command performances, the young man fled his bride with the terrified haste of a man swarmed by bees. He devoted his days to the hobbies that had filled his bachelorhood: hunting in the parks around the royal residences, and tinkering with locks and clocks in his private workshop, under the tutelage of a gruff professional smith named François Gamain.

Both pastimes excluded Marie Antoinette. Her inexperience as an equestrienne barred her from participating fully in her husband’s beloved hunting jaunts; and she herself dismissed the idea of joining him in his smithy, on the grounds that she would be as incongruous there as “Venus at Vulcan’s forge.”54 Here again, the princess found in classical literature an apt point of reference for her own life: Venus, the comely goddess of love, and Vulcan, the malformed blacksmith god, were among mythology’s most improbable—and most unhappy—married couples. Stubbornly absorbed in his rough-and-tumble pursuits, Louis Auguste appeared all too willing to hold up his end of the analogy, leaving Marie Antoinette as pure and untouched as the painted images of Venus that gamboled across her bedroom walls.

Nor did the Dauphin’s aloofness abate after dark. Instead of visiting his wife in her chambers, as princes with a dynastic mission were expected to do, Louis Auguste elected to spend most evenings in his own rooms, where he tried to deflect his attendants’ inquiring stares with bizarre, infantile antics. For the ceremonial preparations he had to undergo before bed each evening, he developed a favorite prank involving the blue sash he wore over his coat as a mark of his adherence to the Order of the Holy Spirit. As his gentlemen attempted to remove his clothing, the Dauphin would grab the sash with both hands, wave it in the air like a lasso, and attempt to loop it through the earring of a nearby courtier or valet. If the sash reached its target, he would then proceed to rip the man’s earlobe with a swift, gleeful tug.55

Such outbursts made it difficult, if not downright impossible, for the assembled crew to perform their prescribed functions—removing his coat and shoes, putting slippers on his feet, changing him into his nightgown, tucking his hair into a nightcap—with anything resembling gravity or ease. Like all other princely rituals, the coucher was supposed to affirm both the Bourbon family’s dignity and the courtiers’ own prestigious role in upholding it. By behaving in a manner that belied the nobility of his station and compromised his attendants’ ability to serve him, Louis Auguste compounded the scandal emanating from his other “strange behavior.”

MEANWHILE, THE YOUNG MAN’S RETICENCE IN THE BEDROOM WAS MAKING it downright impossible for Marie Antoinette to be, as the elderly salonnière Madame du Deffand put it, “a real dauphine.”56 But according to Maria Theresa, Louis Auguste’s evasions did not relieve the Dauphine of her own marital obligations. Marie Antoinette, the Empress declared in her regular missives to France, could not content herself with charming Louis XV; she must also please her husband, and clinch the Franco-Austrian alliance by giving birth to a royal heir. “Everything depends on the wife,” the Empress proclaimed, “on her being compliant, sweet, and amusing” toward her husband: a consort’s “only business [must be] to please and obey” her man.57 Having governed a vast empire while her own husband amused himself with horses and mistresses, Maria Theresa herself had not exactly lived by this advice. But for her daughter, she seemed to envision a more traditional path, directing the girl to combat the Dauphin’s reserve with gentle but prodigious “caresses and cajoling.”58

The young woman responded by declaring to her mother and anyone else who saw fit to inquire “that she was trying to win [Monsieur le Dauphin]’s confidence, and that she hoped to succeed in this.”59 She seems to have intuited that this reluctant future king suffered from a debilitating sense of his unsuitability for the role, especially when compared with the dashing Louis XV.60 Compassionately, Marie Antoinette tried to bolster the boy’s low self-esteem by announcing both in and outside of his company that she found him “more and more loveable each day.”61 With the King’s permission, she began taking riding lessons on a donkey, so that she might one day be able to follow the royal hunt. She acted as peacemaker in the bitter fights Louis Auguste had a habit of getting into with his middle brother, the Comte de Provence, who mocked him cruelly for his clumsiness and lack of wit. And whenever she caught her husband emerging from his workshop, she extended her pretty white hands to him in an affectionate greeting, pretending not to notice how badly his own hands had been blackened by the forge.62 Where other courtiers looked upon him with barely disguised impatience or scorn, Marie Antoinette welcomed him with a smile.

Nonetheless, for the first few months of the marriage, the Dauphine’s overtures had little discernible impact. Apart from hunting and smithing, the only topic Louis Auguste appeared willing to broach with his wife was their latest meal. As a rule, he consumed vast amounts of food each time he sat down to eat—downing at least “four cutlets, a chicken, a plateful of ham, half a dozen eggs in sauce, and a bottle and a half of champagne [in the mornings] before setting out to hunt.”63 Often these excesses drove him to serious bouts of indigestion, during which she cheerfully stayed by his side to tend to him.64 Yet despite his frequent digestive troubles, the Dauphin returned ceaselessly to the same topic: the cooks were not feeding him enough. Trying to be as “sweet, compliant, and amusing” as her mother had commanded, his wife fielded these complaints with an empathetic air. Still, neither their tone nor their content was at all conducive to romantic intimacy.

Once the court embarked upon its annual summertime tour of the King’s smaller châteaux in the region around Versailles, Marie Antoinette tried a different tack. One Sunday in July, while the court was at Choisy, she detained the Dauphin alone and confronted him directly about their sex life. “Since we must live in intimate friendship,” she explained, “we must trust one another in speaking frankly about everything.”65 For all his shyness, her husband seemed grateful that she had raised the subject, and said that he shared her point of view. As Marie Antoinette later reported to Mercy, the Dauphin professed “that he was not ignorant of what was involved in the state of marriage, that from the beginning he had hatched a plan from which he had not wanted to deviate, and that once the court traveled from Choisy to [the royal residence at] Compiègne in August, he would live with her in the intimacy that their union required.”66 More specifically, Louis Auguste promised her that when he turned sixteen (his birthday would coincide with the visit to Compiègne), “all would be accomplished,” and that he would visit her bedroom more frequently thereafter.67 Like Versailles, Choisy was no place to keep a secret, and the château soon buzzed with news of a rapprochement. All signs seemed to point toward a happy resolution.

But the signs were misleading. For reasons Louis Auguste either did not know or did not care to explain, his sixteenth birthday came and went with no change whatsoever in the status quo. On a sporadic basis, the Dauphin might show up in Marie Antoinette’s rooms—only to have his courage fail him. During these visits, Madame Campan recorded, the youth would simply crawl into bed without speaking to or touching his wife, and the next morning, he would try to sneak out while Marie Antoinette was still in slumber.68 But more often, he left his wife to spend the night alone. By the summer’s end, the scene that greeted the ladies who waited upon the Dauphine each morning was invariably the same as it had been back in May. Drawing back the curtains on the immense four-poster, they would find the girl all by herself, clinging pitifully to her little pug. Prince Starhemberg and Mercy had had Mops sent back to her from Vienna as a concession to the Dauphine’s loneliness.69

FOR THE DAUPHINE WAS LONELY INDEED, ALTHOUGH SHE WAS ALMOST never alone. Whereas in Vienna, she had spent her days frolicking with her many brothers and sisters, she was now, like her husband, surrounded at all times by a large, official entourage.70 Handpicked by the King, the group was presided over by Marie Antoinette’s dame d’honneur, Madame de Noailles, and the Mistress of the Robes (dame d’atours), the Duchesse de Cossé-Brissac (whose husband had secured her the post through his close ties to none other than Madame Du Barry). Serving alongside these ladies were twelve noblewomen whose principal function was to accompany their mistress everywhere (dames pour accompagner Madame la Dauphine, known after her accession as dames du palais de la Reine). Like the dames d’honneur and d’atours, these women’s positions were known as charges d’honneur, bestowed as a function of their families’ exalted lineage and court connections. Charges at this level carried with them substantial pensions and, because they allowed for unequaled access to the future queen, unquantifiable, priceless prestige.

Serving beneath the dames were sixteen Women of the Bedchamber (femmes de chambre), recruited from the ranks of the local haute bourgeoisie. “The first four [of these women] performed their service by twos, for alternate fortnights, replaced in emergencies by their deputies among the twelve under-women.”71 (It was to this group that Madame Campan—whose father-in-law served as Marie Antoinette’s personal librarian—proudly belonged.) The femmes de chambre in turn relied on the assistance of a cadre of femmes rouges or “red women,” so called because of the distinctive red uniform they wore to perform their duties.72

Marie Antoinette also had a hundred officers and valets to manage her finances and run her household, two hundred servants to oversee the preparation and service of her meals, and a small cadre of priests to tend to her spiritual needs. Against her enemies’ wishes, the tutor whom Choiseul had assigned to Marie Antoinette while still in Austria, the Abbé de Vermond, had been permitted to follow her to Versailles to continue her studies. “Six equerries, nine ushers, two doctors, four surgeons, a clock-maker, a tapestry-maker, eighteen lackeys, a fencing master, and two muleteers” rounded out the picture.73 Like Marie Antoinette’s ladies, these staffers shared a single objective: to serve the future Queen of France, upon whose benefaction their livelihood depended. Beset on all sides by their zealous ministrations, Marie Antoinette soon found she “could not make a gesture, take a step, utter a word without triggering a reaction in the attendants who never left her.”74

Whereas she had grown up in a court marked by at least occasional lapses into bourgeois informality and comfort, Marie Antoinette was now treated with the unremitting solemnity accorded to all Bourbons under Louis XIV’s system of etiquette. As Madame Campan observed, the protocol to which the princess was forced to adhere turned her into both an idol and a victim: an idol because her entourage had to worship her like a goddess, but a victim because their staunch service robbed her of whatever privacy she had enjoyed in Vienna.75 Indeed, in the seventeenth century, the court moralist La Bruyère had expressed this paradox in much the same way when he asserted that at Versailles, “kings want for nothing except the pleasures of a private existence.” This was certainly true for the young dauphine.76

Even at her bath time, Marie Antoinette found she could not escape her retinue, though she tried to preserve what Madame Campan described as her “excessive sense of modesty” and privacy by wearing a long cotton gown into the bathtub itself.77 Such gestures, however, presented a flimsy defense against her courtiers’ avid stares. Undergoing this awkward experience day after day—for unlike her French compatriots, the Dauphine evinced a “Germanic” devotion to regular baths—she was repeatedly confronted with the truth of her mother’s maxim: “All eyes will be fixed on you.”78 Her body, she was learning, was most definitely not her own.

This drastic shift from her old way of living left the Dauphine tremendously nostalgic for Austria: “I swear to you,” she wrote to her mother in July, “that I have not received one of your dear letters without having tears come to my eyes. . . . I ardently wish I could see my dear, my very dear, family for at least one more instant.”79 And in another missive, she confessed forlornly: “My heart is always with my family in Austria.”80 These proclamations may have stemmed more from homesickness than from outright filial affection—years later, Marie Antoinette would admit that she “feared [Maria Theresa] more than she loved her”—but still, the girl’s sense of isolation seems to have been acute.81 The Abbé de Vermond, who was just about the only familiar face Marie Antoinette encountered in her new household, detected “moments of sadness” beneath the sunny demeanor she tried to maintain in public.82 “My heart,” Vermond admitted to one Maria Theresa’s closest advisers, “is absolutely wrung by all this.”83

Initially, the Dauphine tried to make the best of the situation by cultivating friendships with the ladies who flanked her night and day. Though the majority of these women were far older than she, and not prone to spontaneous fits of hilarity, Marie Antoinette was thrilled to discover among some of her younger dames and their friends a spirit of merriment not unlike the one she had been given to indulging with her brothers and sisters back home. These newfound companions of hers, noted one contemporary,

loved pleasure and hated restraint, laughed at everything, even the tattle about their own reputations, and recognized no law save the necessity of spending their lives in gaiety, behind a thin and sometimes deceptive screen of decorum, which concealed badly, or not at all, certain caprices which came near to creating scandal.84

Marie Antoinette’s capers with this group ranged from chasing butterflies in the palace gardens to going for donkey rides in the forests around Versailles. Above all, though, her new chums encouraged her in making fun of the absurd characters who abounded at court. Among their favorite targets were the grotesquely dowdy, laughably self-important ladies of the older generation. Looking like creatures from another century (often their ceremonial court costume was just about that old), these women became known in the Dauphine’s irreverent circle as “turned-up collars,” “packages,” and “centuries.”85 Failing to grasp these elders’ importance as tireless purveyors of gossip and strict arbiters of politesse, Marie Antoinette dismissed them out of hand. “When one has passed the age of thirty, I don’t know how one dares show oneself at [Versailles],” she sniffed.86 Though the remark won her many unseen enemies among the palace’s éminences grises, even within her own retinue, her young friends laughed and laughed.

In a similarly ill-advised manner, the Dauphine also enlisted her clique to join her in mocking Madame Du Barry, whose infantile lisp lent itself to parody and whose crude way of speaking and eating betrayed her lowly origins. Pompous despite her unimpressive background, the favorite had fifty footmen in her service and insisted upon being accompanied everywhere by “an exotic Bengali page [named] Zamor, who strutted along behind her in a pink velvet jacket and trousers, a white turban wound around his head, a small sword at his side.”87 Madame Du Barry’s Blenheim spaniel, Dorine, boasted a similarly outrageous getup: a diamond-and-ruby-studded collar and leash, gifts from the King of Sweden.88 Sometimes the Comtesse pushed her whims to insulting extremes, as for instance when she forced a visiting papal nuncio to bring her shoes to her while she luxuriated, half-dressed, in her bed.89 Certainly, the money that Louis XV lavished upon her enabled her to dress like a queen—she had an income of 150,000 livres a year—and she spent it with abandon on dresses and jewels.90 In fact, whenever she could she liked to combine these two indulgences, with jaw-dropping results: according to Olivier Bernier, “at a time when a well-to-do noble family could live luxuriously on 30,000 livres a year,” Du Barry spent 450,000 livres on a single diamond-encrusted dress bodice.91

These pretensions provided Marie Antoinette and her companions with endless amusement. On one occasion, the Comtesse de Grammont, a dame pour accompagner Madame la Dauphine who was related to Choiseul by marriage, took the merriment so far as to step deliberately on Du Barry’s train, tearing it “to atoms, [then] laughing most immoderately” with her friends.92 More frequently, the Dauphine and her clique were content to titter none too subtly behind their fans whenever Du Barry, trailed by Zamor, entered their sights.

The young ladies’ irreverent antics attracted the notice not just of the unhappy favorite, but of the King himself, whose intermediaries warned the Dauphine that his forbearance would not last forever. (Maria Theresa, briefed by Mercy, urged her daughter to make peace with the favorite, pleading with her at least to “say one word to her—about a dress or some bagatelle of that sort,” possibly on the grounds that at least the two adversaries had a love of pretty clothes in common.93) But these admonitions fell on deaf ears. Marie Antoinette’s escapades with her irrepressible dames remained just about the only bright spots on her otherwise dreary social horizon.

In the months that followed her wedding, the Dauphine also sought camaraderie among the children of her female attendants. Although Versailles was not traditionally a child-friendly place, its highest-ranked princess insisted on reviving her old girlhood games with the few youngsters who did cross her path. Two of them, the five-year-old and four-year-old sons of her femmes de chambre Madame Miséry and Madame Thierry, respectively, “never left Madame the Dauphine’s apartments and caused a fair amount of disorder there”—to the chagrin of just about everyone but the Dauphine herself.94 (Even the boys’ mothers were horrified.)

Homesick for her two youngest brothers, Ferdinand and Max, Marie Antoinette amused herself by watching the little fellows “stain her dresses, tear down her wall-hangings, break her furniture, and throw her apartments into complete disorder,” as Mercy wrote disapprovingly to the Empress.95 For more sisterly diversion, she took up with Madame Miséry’s twelve-year-old girl and with a lovely four-year-old daughter of still another of her women.96 Together, the three girls would kneel on the floor of the royal apartments, playing dolls for hours on end, just as Marie Antoinette had done as a child back in Austria.

Despite the Dauphine’s fondness for such interludes, they proved shortlived, thanks to the intervention of the Comtesse de Noailles, who did not miss a single opportunity to make the Austrian girl toe the Bourbon line and to remind her that she was, as Maria Theresa herself had put it, “a foreigner who, in every instance, [should] want absolutely to please the nation.”97 The Comtesse therefore railed against the girl’s donkey-back jaunts because court protocol had no established precedent dictating how courtiers should behave “when a Dauphine of France falls off a donkey.”98 Marie Antoinette found the grievance a laughable one and baptized the older woman “Madame Etiquette” to register her contempt. But a mocking nickname from a poorly behaved Hapsburg princess was hardly enough to put Madame Etiquette off her mission.

Madame de Noailles objected in particular to Marie Antoinette’s overfamiliar relationships with her staff members’ offspring. Banishing the children from the Dauphine’s quarters, the dame d’honneur announced, would reestablish the suitably dignified calm that had reigned there under the previous Dauphine, Louis Auguste’s late mother, Marie Josèphe. (This princess had showed an exemplary docility with respect to court conventions, as Madame Etiquette liked to remind her unruly charge.99) To the Comtesse, the doll-playing was sufficiently horrifying to merit the attention of Louis XV himself. Far less stringent than his great-grandfather, Louis XIV, about matters of etiquette, the King’s first instinct was to dismiss Madame de Noailles’s complaint out of hand. Marie Antoinette was still so young; why not allow her to have some innocent fun? Besides, was it not far better for the Dauphine to busy herself with dolls than with politics?100

This rhetorical question betrayed the ever-growing influence of Madame Du Barry and her circle, who laced their criticisms of “the little redhead” with hints that she had come to court with the sole objective of establishing Austrian interests above France’s own. Compared to threats of this nature, a bit of child’s play did not at first present itself to Louis XV as cause for concern. However, as the Comtesse continued to barrage him with grievances about the Dauphine’s “careless[ness] in matters of dignity and outward appearance,” he conceded that his granddaughter-in-law must indeed find a way to rein in her “natural gaiety . . . when she is holding her court.”101

THE SOVEREIGN’S COMMAND, WHICH MARIA THERESA FORCEFULLY REPRISED in her letters, did not allow Marie Antoinette much room for maneuver, as “holding her court” accounted for practically all of her time. Etiquette demanded that the Dauphine follow the same kinds of choreographed public rituals as those her husband was always trying to subvert. Beginning with her lever, ending with her coucher, and including just about everything in between—trips to mass, public meals, formal receptions, audiences, and visits—her day followed a strict, all-consuming schedule.102 This regimen took literally the importance of “outward appearances,” so that even the actions constituting her toilette served as a focal point for the court as a whole. “At eleven each morning,” she wrote to her mother on July 12:

I have my hair done. Then at noon, they call in the chamber . . . and I put on my rouge and wash my hands in front of everyone [devant tout le monde; also: “before the whole world”]. Then the gentlemen leave and the ladies stay, and I get dressed in front of them.103

Although describing one of the key features of her imprisonment in court routine, the language the Dauphine used here was deceptively neutral. Early on, Maria Theresa had warned her not to risk the expression of any personal feelings in her missives, lest unfriendly parties intercept the letters, and Marie Antoinette quickly came to share this aversion to prying eyes. (Arguably, her fears for her privacy were well founded: less than two months after her arrival, she caught the hateful Duc de La Vauguyon listening outside her bedroom door during one of Louis Auguste’s rare visits there.104) The girl thus framed her updates in bald, uncomplaining terms that, as her mother had recommended, “all the world [again: tout le monde] might read,” and which no one could turn against her.105

Yet, notwithstanding the bland way in which she described it, the ceremony of the Dauphine’s toilette was extremely arduous, for it was supposed to overlay on her person all the established, outward signs of monarchical grandeur. This, indeed, was why she had had to be a blank slate upon arriving at court: there were layers upon layers of accoutrements that she, as a Bourbon princess, had to be primed to accommodate—beginning, in her toilette, with an intricate hairdo. To bring the Dauphine into conformity with court fashion, Monsieur Larsenneur, who had first waited on her in Vienna, had to tease her locks into shape by “frizzling” them with hot irons and curling papers.106 He then piled them onto a scaffolded construction of wool and wire, and blew powder over the whole confection with a large instrument resembling fireplace bellows.107 While Larsenneur did this, the women of Marie Antoinette’s retinue were obliged to hold a mask over her face and a peignoir over her morning gown so that the heavy powder would not coat her skin or her clothes. The whole affair took at least an hour and represented a stunning departure from the years when an Austrian governess would simply scrape the girl’s hair back with a cloth band and call it a day. At Versailles, the Dauphine was discovering, her appearance was a collaborative effort, subject to the ministrations of many hands, and to the opinions of many people; for her image was also the image of the Bourbon clan, whose magnificence underpinned and upheld the entire social order.

The application of rouge also put the Dauphine through her political paces, for it was also a highly public event, at which just about everyone with Rights of Entry to Marie Antoinette’s chambers (granted as a matter of course to people of importance at Versailles) tended to put in an appearance. In keeping with the codes of the court, the Dauphine had to extend the appropriate greeting to each person who came into her chamber while her ladies were slathering makeup onto her cheeks. Depending on the rank of the person arriving, Antonia Fraser has noted, Marie Antoinette was expected either “to nod her head or to incline her body or—most graciously of all, when faced with a prince or princess of the blood—to make as if to rise without actually doing so.”108 Needless to say, Madame de Noailles grilled her charge relentlessly on the subject of the various courtiers’ positions and of the type of salutation each was entitled to receive. Welcoming every spectator to her toilette with a different, intricately nuanced gesture thus required serious concentration on Marie Antoinette’s part and left her vulnerable, when she slipped up, to the criticisms of her guardian and the court as a whole. This aspect of the ceremony, too, pointed up the highly politicized nature of Marie Antoinette’s standing as a focus for “all eyes.”

Logistics and politics became even more unwieldy when it came time to dress Marie Antoinette in her robe à la française. Custom held that the Dauphine could reach for nothing herself—which, for instance, meant that unless Madame de Noailles, who as dame d’honneur held the privilege of handing her a glass of water, was nearby, the princess had to go thirsty. A similar logic subtended her toilette, which Madame Campan described as a “masterpiece of etiquette” even by the extreme standards of Versailles:

If the dame d’honneur and the dame d’atours were both present they performed the principal service together, aided by the première femme [de chambre] and two other women; but there were distinctions among their different roles. The dame d’atours handed [the Dauphine] her underskirt and presented her with her dress. The dame d’honneur poured out the water for [the Dauphine] to wash her hands and passed her the chemise. When a princess of the blood was present, she took over this last function from the dame d’honneur, who could not however hand her [the chemise] directly. Rather, the dame d’honneur had to pass [the chemise] back to the première femme, who in turn presented it to the princess of the blood.109

Like the carefully nuanced greetings that punctuated the application of the Dauphine’s rouge, this elaborate sequence emphasized—to her and to all other participants—the deep ceremonial and political importance with which the stylized presentation of her body was invested.

The underlying political nuances of the toilette were thrown into especially strong relief whenever a noblewoman who had not been present for the beginning of the ritual entered the Dauphine’s apartments once it was already under way. On these occasions, the new arrival had to be incorporated into the process according to her place in the court pecking order. If the latecomer ranked above the princess who was on the verge of handing Marie Antoinette an article of clothing, then the latter woman was obliged to return the garment to the première femme de chambre, so that the entire process might begin again. It was unthinkable that a lady of august standing could simply stand by while her social inferior usurped her right to perform the final honors in getting the Dauphine dressed. As Madame Campan averred, “All of the ladies scrupulously observed these usages, which they viewed as their [sacred] rights.”110 At the same time, none of these privileged women seemed the least bit concerned that while they performed their rightful duties, Marie Antoinette herself had to stand naked in their midst for extended periods of time—“her arms crossed over her chest and looking very chilly.”111

On one especially cold morning, when the late entries of various countesses and duchesses caused even more than the usual number of stops and starts to her toilette, Marie Antoinette abruptly gave voice to her exasperation, exclaiming, “Oh this is odious! What an inconvenience!”112 Uttered as they were in extended company, these words ruffled feathers among the Dauphine’s proud, entitled entourage, and report of them spread quickly through the palace. The Comtesse de Noailles was horrified as ever—but in this case, she had a point. Given her continued failure to conceive a child, to gain her husband’s friendship, or even to behave civilly toward the King’s mistress, Marie Antoinette’s position was precarious enough as it was. By disrupting her toilette, with its emphasis on making visible the sublimity of her station, she gave the French party further rationale for claiming that as Dauphine, she was an irredeemable failure.

AFTER HER INTERVIEW WITH THE DAUPHIN AT CHOISY IN JULY, DURING which he had pledged to live with her “in all the intimacy that their union required,” Marie Antoinette had run straight to the Aunts, to whom this information came as unwelcome news.113 Like the Comte de Mercy, in whom Marie Antoinette had also confided, they suspected that if Louis Auguste came to love her, the Dauphine would “be able to dominate him completely.”114 It went without saying that a baby would shore up her position—and, by extension, Choiseul’s—considerably. And so, while Mercy, Maria Theresa, and the choiseulistes rejoiced at this prospect, Mesdames took it as an impetus to nip the Archduchess’s triumph in the bud.

As usual, Madame Adélaïde took the lead. Despite her portliness and her often unkempt appearance, this daughter of the King remained, as a Bourbon family friend, the Comtesse de Boigne observed, “highly preoccupied with anything pertaining to her toilette . . . [and] had an extreme need for inventiveness and luxury” in her wardrobe.115 Already it had been impressed upon the Dauphine that at the court of France, “a woman could not be seen wearing the same dress or jewels on several consecutive occasions.”116 Apparently, this discovery prompted her to seek sartorial guidance from an adviser she assumed to be more sympathetic than Madame Etiquette. Madame Adélaïde readily seized the opportunity to put her newest plan into effect.

The scheme drew its inspiration from Marie Antoinette’s recent clashes with the Comtesse de Noailles and targeted specifically the domain of the young princess’s toilette, which, along with the codified social interactions to which it subjected the Dauphine, had the added significance of imposing on her the identifying markers of her class. The huge circles of rouge and the high, powdered coiffure she evoked in her letter to Maria Theresa did not function so much to beautify the princess—whose blooming complexion and fair hair scarcely required such embellishments—as to symbolize her royal standing. Custom identified adornments such as heavy rouge as the province of high-born ladies, just as it conferred the wearing of red-heeled shoes (talons rouges) on male grandees.117 In the case of both rouge and talons rouges, the exuberant hue served to set nobles apart from their more drably attired social inferiors and to call attention to their own enviable stature.118 (One eighteenth-century Englishman visiting France took note, recalling: “The First time I saw the Ladies all rouged . . . they seem’d to me to look like a long Bed of high-colour’d full-blown Peonies in a garden.”119) By suffering to have her cheeks reddened “before the whole world,” Marie Antoinette thus repeated yet another crucial symbolic gesture: she publicly assumed the signs of aristocratic power.

The whalebone stays into which the Dauphine’s attendants laced her at her toilette fell into the same important category. Like rouge, the stays emphasized her membership in the ruling caste as distinct from any other social group. A tightly corseted body evinced “the norms of stiffness and self-control” valued by aristocrats; in sharp contrast, the body of a lower-class individual, as the historian Daniel Roche has observed, tended either to be “bent by hardship and toil, or [to] enjoy a freedom unrestricted by etiquette.”120 Well-born children of both sexes were therefore put into stays early—often by age two—to “prevent deformities of the skeleton” and “keep the waist under control.”121 When boys reached the age of six, they traded their stays for breeches, but female aristocrats remained corseted all their lives.

But if the whaleboned bodice was universal at Versailles, Marie Antoinette’s position required her to wear it in a particularly inflexible form known as the grand corps. In the costume symbolism of the court, this was a mark of supreme distinction: France’s greatest princesses alone had the right to wear the grand corps on a regular basis.122 Other noblewomen were allowed to don it only on the day of their presentation at court (the solemn ceremony at which the scions of the aristocracy were formally “presented” to the King and Queen), and, after that, at specially designated formal functions. The Marquise de La Tour du Pin, who served as a dame du palais after Marie Antoinette’s accession, described the rarefied grand corps as follows:

It was a specially made corset, without shoulder straps, laced up the back, but tight enough so that the lacings, four fingers wide on the bottom, allowed for a glimpse of a chemise of such fine batiste that it would be readily apparent to everyone if one’s skin underneath was not sufficiently white. . . . The front of the corset was laced, as it were, with rows of diamonds.123

In Marie Antoinette’s case, whiteness of skin was ostensibly not a concern; her “lilies and roses” complexion was said to show beautifully beneath the thin chemise that peeked through her lacings. Looking good in the corset and feeling good in it were, however, two different matters entirely. The Marquise de La Tour du Pin recalled her own experience of the grand corps as “extremely bothersome and fatiguing”; indeed, even more than the regular corset, the stiff and tight-laced grand corps severely restricted its wearer’s movements, especially around the arms.124 Digesting one’s food and breathing were rendered equally challenging, and the bodice caused frequent fainting among the court’s prominent ladies, especially expectant mothers, for even pregnancy did not exempt one from the corps. According to the corset’s nonnoble critics, who saw it as a badge of loathsome class vanity, other common side effects included heart palpitations, asthma, vapors, “stinking breath, consumption, and a withering rottenness.”125

Though the Dauphine did not suffer from the worst of these symptoms, she resented the basic discomforts that the grand corps imposed. The simple corps she had grown accustomed to wearing while in Vienna was noticeably more flexible than the one she now had to endure each day at Versailles. Even her mother, who rarely acknowledged personal discomforts suffered for the sake of political glory, conceded that “those Paris-made corsets [were] far too stiff” to make for sensible wear, and offered to send Marie Antoinette some Austrian ones in their stead.126 Given that she was quite thin enough to slip into her formal gowns without the grand corps, it did not take long before the Dauphine was questioning why she had to don it at all. “No one else, so far as she knew, wore such a garment [every day], so pray why should she do so?”127 Particularly in the heat of her first French summer, Marie Antoinette approached the rigid bodice more as a torture device than as an indispensable emblem of her rank.128

As the Dauphine’s trusted confidante, Madame Adélaïde had no trouble getting her to admit her aversion to the stays, and this became the basis for her new plan of attack. The court was of course already buzzing with stories of Marie Antoinette’s etiquette infringements; by June, just a month after her wedding, these tales had even begun to circulate in Paris, where many of the court’s denizens maintained splendid houses, and where the girl’s enemies triumphantly spread the news of her failures.129 If the Dauphine could be led to attract still more scandal to her name, through a continued eschewal of the grand corps, then perhaps she could be eliminated before Louis Auguste made good on his promise to bed her.

THE AUNTS WASTED NO TIME IN PUTTING THIS STRATEGY INTO EFFECT. Though as Children of France they, too, were required to wear the grand corps, they abruptly stopped doing so and urged the Dauphine to follow suit. Because they were aging spinsters, however, Mesdames had the option of keeping their corsetless state hidden during public appearances. They took to “enveloping themselves right up to their chin” in billowy black taffeta capes—especially, Madame Campan noticed, whenever the King was around.130

But neither Louis XV nor his courtiers paid Mesdames the same level of attention as they did Marie Antoinette, whose physical charms were expected to remain on constant display. In any event, not even the most loose-fitting taffeta cape could have protected the Dauphine from her guardian’s eagle eyes. Present whenever the princess was getting dressed, Madame de Noailles could not help but notice—and fixate on—the girl’s abandonment of the grand corps. By August 4, this irregularity was sufficiently public knowledge that the Comte de Mercy felt compelled to raise it with the Empress: “The dame d’honneur says that there is no way of convincing Madame la Dauphine to wear a corset.”131

To a woman who viewed “even a pin misplaced on a court gown [as] a tragedy,” this unprecedented rejection of the corset betokened nothing short of an apocalypse.132 Madame Etiquette made it known that Marie Antoinette’s “waist [was] growing misshapen, and her right shoulder out of kilter,” a verdict that other courtiers rapidly disseminated far and wide.133 “In the palace and beyond its walls, . . . the chief topic of conversation was the awful fact . . . that one of the future queen’s shoulder blades was more protruding than the other.”134 Insofar as this news seemed to reveal the Bourbon princess’s unwillingness to adapt to her role, it was received as important political gossip in other European courts. Fifteen years later, in fact, an English lord touring Marie Antoinette’s apartments after she and her family had been sent to jail asked to examine a bodice of hers that revolutionary looters had left lying on the floor. (Plate 10.) He explained to his puzzled French companions that he had long ago heard tales of the young woman’s misshapen right shoulder—attributable to her avoidance of the grand corps—and was curious to see whether her bodice was padded to disguise the deficiency.135

Another foreigner to weigh in on the affair of the corps, Maria Theresa’s friend the Countess Windischgrätz, focused less on the alignment of Marie Antoinette’s shoulders than on the general slovenliness that the missing undergarment occasioned. After her presentation at Compiègne in early August 1770, the Countess informed acquaintances in Paris, Brussels, and Vienna “that the Dauphine was très mal mise [very badly dressed] and that her figure was not good.”136 Whether she knew it or not, in eschewing the corset, the princess was playing with fire.

THE COMTE DE MERCY, FOR HIS PART, WAS ACUTELY AWARE OF THE DANGERS the girl’s conduct posed for her future at Versailles and, by extension, for the Franco-Austrian alliance. After doing some discreet detective work, he established that Madame Adélaïde and her sisters had played a major role in the trouble. Identifying them as thoroughly “dangerous people,” he notified Maria Theresa that her daughter would be far better off if she were to “behave exactly in the opposite manner to Mesdames her Aunts,” who were deliberately setting the girl on the path to her own destruction.137 This information prompted the Empress to reverse her initial view of the women as appropriate mentors for her daughter. Agreeing with Mercy about the Aunts’ perfidy, she enjoined him to save the Dauphine from their clutches: “I am counting on your prudence in advising her so that she avoids any further missteps.”138

To do so, however, Mercy needed to talk to Marie Antoinette in private, and that proved virtually impossible. As an ambassador to the court of France, he enjoyed Rights of Entry to the Dauphine’s chambers for ceremonies like the toilette. Insofar, though, as these took place “before the whole world,” they provided him with no chance to broach such a delicate subject as the Aunts’ double-dealing. Complicating matters further, etiquette dictated that Marie Antoinette visit Mesdames’ apartments several times a day, and because she had no other friends to call on, this was one Bourbon practice the Dauphine seemed all too eager to embrace. During the court’s retreat at Compiègne, she spent most of her time with them. Whether on her long, donkey-led processions or on her recreational carriage jaunts in the forests around the château, the Dauphine was almost constantly flanked by the three older ladies.139

So it was not until August 24, 1770, three weeks after he had first written to Maria Theresa about the corset problem, that Mercy managed briefly to dodge the Aunts’ blockade. With the court’s stay at Compiègne drawing to a close—preparations were being made for a short trip to Chantilly on the twenty-eighth, before the return to Versailles on the thirty-first—Mercy took advantage of the hubbub to steal a few moments alone with the Dauphine. “I begged her,” he informed the girl’s mother afterward, “to watch herself very closely” in the future.140

By this point, however, the damage had largely been done. Both at Versailles and in Paris—for the French party was by no means above the choiseulistes’ tactic of leaking damning gossip outside the bounds of the court—wags made clever quips about the Dauphine’s rejection of “that belt, that precious ornament,” and snickered openly about her conflicts with her guardian.141 Even the Abbé de Vermond, who disliked Bourbon etiquette for the relatively low place it assigned him in the court hierarchy, recognized the enormity of his pupil’s transgressions. The Dauphine’s “refusal of the corset [and] the disfavor of the Comtesse de Noailles,” he warned her in mid-September, had set “all of France complaining.”142

To savvy Maria Theresa, that the French had gone from praising her daughter’s comely, successfully Gallicized appearance to disparaging her as an unwashed, sloppy, and disrespectful foreigner could not but come as a threat to the Bourbon-Hapsburg alliance. After fielding reports from Mercy about the Dauphine’s conduct, she wrote to Marie Antoinette chiding her for “tak[ing] poor care of yourself, apparently even when it comes to cleaning your teeth; this is a key point, as is your figure, which [people say] has worsened.”143 Closer to home, Madame Campan likewise discerned the political dangers that the Dauphine’s physical negligence entailed; the femme de chambre noted in horror that the stalwarts of the French party had grown so emboldened as to entertain openly “the possibility of a divorce.”144

Still, in order to justify such an extreme outcome as sending Marie Antoinette back to Vienna, her detractors would have to advance a somewhat subtle argument. Given the Dauphin’s own history of etiquette violations, they could not exactly claim that he had shunned Marie Antoinette just because she had abandoned her corps. What they could and did do, though, was to keep the court and the public focused on the girl’s untamed midsection—which, in light of each of Louis Auguste’s widely publicized brush-offs, came to stand not just for diminished beauty and disrespected etiquette, but for chronic infertility as well. Maria Theresa herself adopted this line of reasoning when she wrote admonishingly to her daughter later that fall: “Reassure me about the corsets you are wearing, or else I will worry about it, for fear, as they say in German, of auseinandergehen, schon die Taille wie eine Frau, ohne es zu sein.”145 For fear, as they say in English, of letting yourself go and gaining a fuller, more womanly waistline, without in fact being a wife.

More than Vermond’s solemn lectures, Mercy’s furtive hints, or the Comtesse de Noailles’s ceaseless nagging, the Empress’s German aphorism appeared to hit home. A few months into her corset embargo, the Dauphine finally seemed to grasp that she had no business claiming unprecedented freedoms for herself when she was not yet “a real dauphine.” Her relations with Louis Auguste grew steadily friendlier over the course of the autumn, as he began, despite his reticence, to “allow himself some little caresses, and one day even felt bold enough to give her a kiss.”146 Yet these little signs of the Dauphin’s growing regard did little to quell the relentless gossip-mongering of his wife’s detractors. “The possibility of a divorce”—or, more precisely, an annulment, which European princes sometimes secured to rid themselves of childless wives—still lingered menacingly on the horizon.

That fall, it became public knowledge that the Dauphin’s younger brother Provence was going to marry Marie Joséphine, a Savoyard princess, in May of the following year. Ever vigilant about possible shifts in the court’s delicate balance of power, the nobles of Versailles went into a frenzy of speculation. Would the new royal bride displace Du Barry, or the Dauphine, in the King’s affections? Would an alliance with Savoy alter in any way the administration’s stance on Austria? And, most worrisome of all from Marie Antoinette’s perspective: would Provence manage to sire a child ahead of the current heir to the throne?147

Provence—who resented the Dauphin and Dauphine for outranking him in the succession—bragged mercilessly about the sexual prowess that he, in contrast to his hapless brother, planned to display as a bridegroom. Louis Auguste was humiliated, and Marie Antoinette aghast.148 Should the Comtesse de Provence bear a child before her, the Dauphine’s own inadequacy as a consort would become more glaringly obvious than ever, and her superfluity at the court of France would be beyond question. To the extent that she allowed her waistline to grow progressively thicker “without in fact being a wife,” she was only reminding both herself and the nation of this mortifying fact. And so, in the middle of October, the Dauphine capitulated. Summoning Mercy to meet with her alone, she confessed that she had been horribly “upset by some reports about her position and her person, and she cited the question of the corset.”149 From that moment on, Mercy reported, she “finally agreed to wear a corset quite regularly.”150

ACCORDING TO MARIA THERESA’S AMBASSADOR, THE DAUPHINE’S CHANGE of heart led to a swift improvement in her political fortunes. On October 20, just a few weeks after she surrendered to the grand corps, he informed Maria Theresa that “recently the King has increased his tenderness, his attention, and all the marks of his caring friendship for Madame la Dauphine.”151 Four months later, Mercy reiterated: “His Majesty again takes a friendly tone with Madame la Dauphine and kisses her hands very often. When [she] ignores Mesdames’ advice, the King is enchanted and displays a level of tenderness that he does not show toward any of his other children.”152 Unfortunately, Mercy lamented in the same dispatch, “nothing has yet come of Monsieur le Dauphin’s supposed plans to live with Madame la Dauphine in the intimacy that their union requires.”153 Still, Marie Antoinette’s reinstatement in Louis XV’s good graces went some way toward fortifying her position and protecting her from the possibility of annulment or divorce.

The Dauphine’s readoption of the corset had another, equally significant result. “Madame la Dauphine’s figure,” Mercy wrote in February 1771, “has been nicely restored by the usage of whalebone stays, and [she] now observes quite carefully all matters pertaining to grooming and dress.”154 This development had the immediate advantage of silencing the slew of negative publicity the French party had generated about Marie Antoinette’s looks. No longer could Mesdames’ or Du Barry’s coteries justly impugn her appearance; her newfound scrupulousness, strict and unyielding as any grand corps, placed her beyond their reproach.

Still, disappointment among the French party did not mean unreserved happiness for Marie Antoinette, upon whom the corset affair appears to have had a sobering, if illuminating, impact. As Maria Theresa reminded her in the scandal’s aftermath, the court culture of the Bourbons was founded on a strict equivalency between symbolic glory and political strength. And because the Aunts had knowingly encouraged her to upend this equation, she must no longer look to them for assistance in honoring it.

Do not be negligent about your appearance. . . . I cannot caution you enough against letting yourself slip into the errors that the members of the French royal family have fallen into of late. They may be good and virtuous, but they have forgotten how to appear in public, how to set the tone [for the nation]. . . . I therefore beg you, both as your tender mother and as a friend, not to give in to any further shows of nonchalance about your appearance or court protocol. If you do not heed my advice, you will regret it, but it will be too late. On this point alone you must not follow your [French] family’s example. It is up to you now to set the tone at Versailles.155

As was often the case, the Empress’s advice was in equal parts intimidating and constructive. Her gloomy forecast—“you will regret it, but it will be too late”—put no balm on the wounds of a girl whose recent “shows of nonchalance” had already attracted so much scandal to her name. At the same time, however, by encouraging her daughter to step to the forefront of French court life, and to do so by means of a carefully cultivated appearance, Maria Theresa gestured toward a new strategy for survival. If Marie Antoinette could not defy the exigencies of “appearance and court protocol,” perhaps she could turn them to her advantage. With Du Barry cornering the market on the King’s erotic appetites, and the future Comtesse de Provence poised to unseat her as the mother of the next Bourbon heir, it behooved the Dauphine to find another way of shoring up her tenuous position at Versailles. And Versailles was a place where, as everything from the corset hullabaloo to the publicity and ceremony of her daily toilette had taught her, matters of costume were monitored as closely and taken as seriously as royal sex (whether recreational or dynastic).

This being the case, it seems not inappropriate to suggest that a heightened attention to the styling of her body presented itself to Marie Antoinette at this stage as a viable, alternative path to political security. It was her cross to bear that her husband’s embargo on the marriage bed continued to disqualify her as “a real dauphine.” But with a little more savvy about the way she looked and dressed, she could at least do her best to resemble a real dauphine—to appear, as one courtier later expressed it, “as if she had been born for the throne.”156 In a court where appearances were indeed everything, perhaps the appearance of majesty would suffice.
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