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			Marie-Antoinette

			Key information

			
					Born: 2 November 1755 in Vienna.

					Died: 16 October 1793 in Paris.

					Role: Queen of France from 1774 to 1791.

					Key life events:	The second-youngest child of Francis I, Holy Roman Emperor (1708-1765) and Empress Maria Theresa (1717-1780), at the age of 14 Marie-Antoinette became a crucial pawn in the late 18th-century game of diplomatic alliances in Europe. Her mother, who wanted to secure an alliance with France, promised her in marriage to the dauphin Louis-Auguste (1754-1793), the grandson of Louis XV (1710-1774) and therefore heir apparent to the French throne. The two were married on 19 April 1770, first by proxy at the Augustinian Church in Vienna, and then at Versailles on 16 May 1770.

	When King Louis XV died on 10 May 1774, the dauphine became Queen of France and Navarre. The happy and cheerful new queen was in the middle of a brilliant society, among which were a few favourites. They lived a lavish life at the Palace of Versailles, the Petit Trianon and the Hameau de la Reine, surrounded by the schemes, gossip and intrigues of the court.

	Throughout the French Revolution, which began in 1789, she was the focus of the discontent of the populace, and her unpopularity grew until the royal family fled to Varennes on 20 June 1791, at which point all respect for her was lost. On 10 August 1792, revolutionaries stormed the Tuileries Palace and imprisoned Marie-Antoinette in the Temple, which became a prison, and then in the Conciergerie until her execution. She was guillotined in the Place de la Révolution in Paris on 16 October 1793.

	Her premature death at the age of 37, at the height of the revolutionary upheaval, made her one of the foremost legendary figures in the history of France. At once the target of criticism and a subject of compassion, she opened up an inexhaustible and controversial debate.




			

			Introduction

			Marie-Antoinette, Archduchess of Austria, grew up at the court in Vienna with her 15 brothers and sisters. At the age of 14, she married Louis-Auguste, the grandson of King Louis XV. Marie-Antoinette was now dauphine, and the young girl was released with no precautions into the middle of the intrigues of the court at Versailles, where countless rival factions opposed one another. When she became Queen of France on 10 May 1774, as the wife of the timid and simple Louis XVI, she led a frivolous and carefree existence centred around the theatre and games, away from all political wrangling. The victim of a smear campaign in the Affair of the Diamond Necklace which shook France in 1785-1786, she did not take care to protect her public image, which was gradually becoming tarnished.

			While the Estates-General were threatening the monarchy, her second son, the dauphin Louis-Joseph (1781-1789), died in June 1789 at the age of eight. Disoriented and swept away by the revolutionary upheaval, she struggled in the middle of events that she did not fully grasp. She was placed under house arrest in the Tuileries Palace in 1790, before escaping along with the rest of the royal family to go to Varennes. However, she was stopped on the way and brought back to Paris by force in June 1791, where she was imprisoned in the Temple. After the execution of Louis XVI on 21 January 1793, her children were taken away from her. On 2 August, she was finally led to the Conciergerie as a prisoner to await her trial. She was sentenced by the Revolutionary Tribunal on 16 October 1793 and guillotined on the same day.

			An iconic figure of the Royalist cause and exalted by Romantic historians during the 19th century, Marie-Antoinette nonetheless remains a controversial character, sometimes dismissed as an inconsequential beauty, sometimes seen as the Machiavellian influence behind the Counter-Revolution.

		


		
			The life of Marie-Antoinette

			A young archduchess in Vienna (1755-1770)

			Marie-Antoinette was the 15th and second youngest child of Francis III of Lorraine, who became Francis I, Holy Roman Emperor, in 1745, and his wife Maria Theresa, Archduchess of Austria and heiress to the vast Habsburg dominions. The mischievous and absent-minded young girl divided her time between the Hofburg Palace and Schönbrunn in Vienna, with her many brothers and sisters, in an atmosphere of moderate luxury and without the strict and oppressive etiquette of the French or Spanish courts.

			When Francis I died, his wife Empress Maria Theresa decided to take charge of her children’s destinies. Her eldest son, the future Joseph II (1741-1790) was chosen to become emperor and took his place alongside his mother. Maria Theresa chose a far better match for Marie-Antoinette than for her other children, promising her to the heir to the French throne. The Abbé de Vermond, a doctor at the Sorbonne, was selected to teach the future dauphine about the customs of Versailles. It was essential that she spoke French, and her appearance needed to be reviewed.

			By the spring of 1770, she was finally ready. Her wedding took place on 19 April at the Augustinian Church in Vienna, by proxy, as had been the case for King Louis XIV (1638-1715). A few days later, she said goodbye to her mother and left the court in Vienna, never to return. She was not yet 15, and had never met her husband.

			A dauphine at Versailles (1770-1774)

			A procession of 57 coaches and 132 people then set off from Vienna on the 24-day journey across the Holy Roman Empire to France. The procession reached Strasbourg on 7 May 1770, then Lorraine, the homeland of Marie-Antoinette’s paternal ancestors, which has recently become part of France again, and Champagne. Finally, King Louis XV came to meet her on the bridge of Berne in the forest of Compiègne. He was accompanied by his grandson, who timidly kissed her on the cheek. On 16 May, she entered Versailles, where she married the dauphin. The wedding was followed by lavish festivities: an opera by Lully (French-Italian composer, 1632-1687), an opera by Rameau (French composer, 1683-1764), and enchanting fireworks in both Versailles and Paris. The celebrations continued until the middle of July.
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			Marie-Antoinette’s wedding celebrations in the opera hall at Versailles, 1770.

			Marie-Antoinette struggled to adapt to the strict rules of the formal etiquette at court, which forbade all intimacy. Furthermore, her husband neglected her to go out hunting. She was bored and trapped between the opposing tribes at Versailles, pulled between the parties of Étienne François, duc de Choiseul (1719-1785), Chief Minister of the King, Mesdames Tantes, the daughters of Louis XV, and the king’s mistress, Madame du Barry (1743-1793). She kept up an extensive correspondence with her mother, who offered her much advice about daily life and periodically urged her to ensure she was on the right side of the king’s mistress.

			
				
					Did you know?

					According to tradition, Marie-Antoinette, then the dauphine, introduced a new pastry to the court in 1770. This pastry took the form of a horn, symbolising the emblem of the Ottomans during the attack on Vienna: the crescent (croissant in French). The name viennoiserie, meaning pastry, then became popularised when the croissant was sold in Paris in the first Viennese bakery in 1837.

				

			

			A queen of France (1774-1789)

			On 10 May 1774, King Louis XV died. Marie-Antoinette became queen of France and Navarre. However, no heir had been born yet: her intimate relationship with Louis XVI was difficult because the king kept putting off the consummation of the marriage, which did not take place until seven years after the wedding. Obscene pamphlets circulated widely, claiming that the queen had all sorts of relationships with lovers or mistresses.

			Her life at court was marked by apathy and profound boredom, which she attempted to overcome by distracting herself: she divided her time between games, the theatre, the opera, masked balls, stays in royal castles, and outfits, each one more lavish than the last. She also surrounded herself with devoted favourites, such as Marie-Louise, princesse de Lamballe (1749-1792), and sought a degree of intimacy, preferring small evening meals at the Petit Trianon to official dinners. She also established a little model village, the Hameau de la Reine, on the edge of the park of the Palace of Versailles, where she found the charms of the countryside. Her search for a simpler life attracted increasing hostility at the conservative court.
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			The Hameau de la Reine.

			Her public image was further tarnished by the Affair of the Diamond Necklace, although in this case she was the victim of brazen scheming by unscrupulous individuals. She was increasingly mocked in popular songs, and experienced a degree of unpopularity within the monarchy.

			A woman in trouble (1789-1793)

			Starting with the meeting of the Estates-General in May 1789, she became the target of growing popular discontent. During the uprisings on 5 and 6 October, she was taken by force from Versailles to the Tuileries Palace in Paris, where she then had to stay with the royal family. Opposed to the new Constitutional Monarchy, she appealed for help from her brother Joseph II, now Holy Roman Emperor, and then his successor, her other brother Leopold II (1747-1792). As the situation showed no signs of improving, on 20 June 1791 she fled Paris with her family to join the regiments which had remained faithful to the monarchy, led by Monsieur de Bouillé (1739-1800), but she was stopped two days later in Varennes. This attempt to flee and France’s declaration of war on Austria on 3 August 1792 led to riots on 10 August. On that day, the Tuileries Palace was stormed and the royal family sought refuge at the Legislative Assembly, before being incarcerated in the Temple, which became a prison. After the Convention voted for the death of the king, who was executed on 21 January 1793, the queen was imprisoned in the Conciergerie and accused in turn.

			Her trial, which began on 13 October 1793, quickly delivered the death sentence. She was guillotined on the morning of 16 October in the Place de la Révolution, now Place de la Concorde, while popular anger desperately attempted to take away her dignity, which she would maintain until the very end. Her remains were placed in an unmarked grave designed to give her an undignified ending, as had been done on 21 January 1793 for her husband. It was not until 1815 and the restoration of the monarchy in France that the royal couple was buried in the Basilica of Saint Denis. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					Louis XVIII (1755-1824) built an expiatory chapel (Chapelle expiatoire) on the site of the Madeleine Cemetery, where Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette were initially buried, between 1815 and 1826. The chapel is in the current Square Louis XVI. This is the only place bearing the name of the last Ancien Régime monarch in Paris. 

				

			

		


		
			Context

			France and Austria in the second half of the 18th century

			Enemy powers

			In the 18th century, relations between France and Austria were particularly difficult. When Charles VI, Holy Roman Emperor (1685-1740) died, and in accordance with the Pragmatic Sanction of 1713, the Habsburg hereditary possessions went to his eldest daughter, Maria Theresa. A war of succession ensued: Charles VII, the prince-elector of Bavaria (1697-1745), put forward a claim to the throne against her and was a serious pretender. England and the Dutch Republic backed Maria Theresa, whereas Prussia under Frederick II (1712-1786), who wanted to take over Silesia, and the France of Louis XV supported the prince-elector of Bavaria.

			France went to war against Austria on land and against England at sea. In 1748, it emerged from the conflict with no gains and greatly weakened. Even worse, it was betrayed by its Prussian ally, which signed a separate peace and managed to recover its territories. When Maria Theresa acceded to the imperial throne, her husband also became emperor. However, he had no power; this remained in the hands of his wife.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Exasperated by the massive waste of the War of the Austrian Succession, Voltaire (1694-1778) coined the expression “to work for the King of Prussia”, which became a French proverb meaning “to work for no gain or for the profit of someone else”.

				

			

			Reconciliation in war

			Soon, everyone was infuriated by King Frederick II, who embodied the growing power of Prussia. Austria, which had unwillingly been forced to give him the rich province of Silesia, wanted to recover it. Meanwhile, tensions between France and England, linked to their North American possessions, were running high. When Prussia offered its support to England, an incredible reversal of alliances ensued: France and Austria now shared common interests. The resulting conflict, the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), in which France and Austria fought side by side against mainly Prussia and England, was the most important conflict of the 18th century.

			At the end of the war, the Treaty of Paris (10 February 1763) established England as a colonial power and Prussia as a military power. France and Austria both emerged weakened. The former had lost its North American colonies and exhausted its troops, while the latter had definitively lost Silesia. The two powers needed each other now more than ever. 

			Strengthening the Franco-Austrian alliance

			Maria Theresa, who was now empress alongside her eldest son, Joseph II, Holy Roman Emperor, ensured the future of her children by securing positions for them which served her dual diplomatic aim: strengthening the alliance with France and standing in the way of Prussia. Through her daughters’ marriages, she increased the number of alliances binding Austria to France: her daughter Maria Christina (1742-1798) married one of the sons of the king of Poland, Albert Casimir, Duke of Teschen (1738-1822), who was both a neighbour of Prussia and brother of the dauphine of France; Maria Amalia (1746-1804) married Ferdinand, Duke of Parma (1751-1802), the grandson of Louis XV on his mother’s side; and Maria Carolina (1752-1814) married Ferdinand IV of Naples (1751-1814), a Bourbon on his father’s side and cousin of the future King Louis XVI on his mother’s side.

			Unfortunately, Louis, Dauphin of France (1729-1765), died, followed two years later by the dauphine Maria Josepha of Saxony (1731-1767). Once again, Maria Theresa needed to strengthen the French alliance by joining with the new dauphin, Louis-Auguste. She then offered him her daughter Marie-Antoinette’s hand in marriage, a particularly attractive union because it ensured that one of her daughters would become queen of France.

			The court

			The comfort of Vienna

			In Vienna, Marie-Antoinette was brought up in a simple court, where the imperial children were educated far from the crowd. The intimacy of the family setting was preserved thanks to rooms reserved for the emperor, the empress and their 16 children. The protocol adopted by the House of Habsburg in 1548 had been preserved and was strictly observed at the Spanish court. However, Francis and Maria Theresa found it boring and intended to raise their children close to them. The children’s governesses thus had to regularly report on their smallest actions and movement to the empress. However, the youngest children received less supervision.

			Countess von Brandeis, who was in charges of the youngest children, quickly succumbed to Marie-Antoinette’s charms. She forgave her all her whims and even did her homework for her. Consequently, she was soon replaced by Countess Lerchenfeld, who was considered to be stricter. This change proved necessary: at the age of ten, Marie-Antoinette still struggled to read and write German, her native language. She also had difficulty learning the basics of foreign

			
				
					
					
				

			

			The strictness of Versailles
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