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To my parents



You have come at the right moment.
If you like fêtes and balls you will have enough of them; the Congress does not move forward, it dances.

—PRINCE DE LIGNE



PREFACE

May 4, 1814

The tall, sleek frigate HMS Undaunted slowly made its way toward the tiny fishing harbor. Two dozen exhausted rowers helped steer the graceful vessel to the hastily constructed wooden quay. Assembled crowds cheered themselves hoarse, and bouquets of flowers floated on the water to welcome the strangers. For on board was the new emperor of Elba, absolute sovereign of every bit of the sixteen-mile-long island.

Everyone was curious, straining to catch a glimpse of the short man in the old green coat, white breeches, and bright red top boots. He was instantly known by his walk, head down, body somewhat stooped forward, hands clasped behind his back, frantically pacing like some “wild animal in a cage.” Flakes of snuff frequently dangled from his lips, completing the ruffled, disheveled impression.

Only two weeks before, he had attempted suicide, downing a poisonous concoction of opium, belladonna, and white hellebore carried in a heart-shaped vial worn around his neck. The dose was certainly enough to be fatal, but its strength had been sapped during the brutal Russian winter. Now all the bitter memories of that disastrous time seemed worlds away. Certainly, the island at the other end of his spyglass was no Corsica. But the emperor was resigned to his fate, imagining what lay ahead on his sunny yet confined new home.

For Napoleon Bonaparte, that brilliant maniac, had been stopped after conquering most of the continent. Territory after territory had succumbed with astonishing rapidity to the bold “man of destiny.” The French tricolor had been raised everywhere from Madrid to Moscow; proud members of the Bonaparte clan had been placed on thrones all over the sprawling empire. By 1814, however, overextension, exhaustion, and too many military fiascoes had sent the monstrous edifice crashing down. Napoleon had been defeated, his empire shattered, and the entire web of international relations thrown into utter disarray. It was time to rebuild.

Kings, queens, princes, and diplomats would all pour into the city of Vienna in the autumn of 1814 for the highly anticipated peace conference. More than 200 states and princely houses would send delegates to settle the many unresolved issues. How were the victors to reconstruct the war-torn continent? How were they going to make restitution to the millions who had lost family members or suffered the horrors of Napoleonic domination? The Vienna Congress offered a chance to correct the wrongs of the past and, many hoped, create the “best of all possible worlds.”

Reasoned opinion predicted that all negotiations would be wrapped up in three or four weeks. Even the most seasoned diplomats expected no more than six. But the delegates, thrilled by the prospects of a lasting peace, indulged in unrestrained celebrations. The Vienna peace conference soon degenerated into a glittering vanity fair: masked balls, medieval-style jousts, and grand formal banquets—a “sparkling chaos” that would light up the banks of the Danube.

Indeed, while the peacemakers enjoyed themselves, hopes for a timely resolution were quickly fading. Secret intrigues, personal animosities, bitter hatreds, and a host of other unexpected obstacles would prevent the dazzling entourage from agreeing on just about anything. Waging peace, the delegates learned, would be as difficult as defeating Napoleon.

Suddenly, six months into the “happy, unfettered confusion,” a courier reached Vienna with a letter marked URGENT. It was slightly past 6 a.m., and the Austrian foreign minister, Prince Klemens von Metternich, was too tired to be bothered with yet another matter claiming immediate attention. He put the letter on his nightstand and went back to bed. An hour and a half later, he opened the dispatch, sent from an imperial and royal consulate general in Genoa (actually, it was Livorno). It read in full:


The English commissioner Campbell has just entered the harbor to inquire whether anyone has seen Napoleon at [Livorno], in light of the fact that he has disappeared from the island of Elba. The answer being in the negative, the English frigate put to sea again without delay.


To his horror, the truth dawned on the dazed insomniac. Napoleon Bonaparte had escaped and no one had any idea where he was headed. The Austrian minister scrambled out of bed, dressed “in a flash,” and broke the news to the congress. By the time the curtain fell at the Redoutensaal theater that evening, the hunt was on for the “most feared warlord since Genghis Khan.”

         

THE CONGRESS OF Vienna was indeed quite unlike any other peace conference in history. It was to be the first large peacemaking venture in almost 175 years, and it has been controversial ever since. In addition to the many issues and tensions, one of its most fascinating features is the explosive mix of delegates sent to the decadent Habsburg capital.

Representing the Austrian hosts was the elegant, sophisticated, and vain Prince Metternich, a “Don Juan” who excelled in the arts of seduction. With Napoleon’s defeat and exile, France sent a diplomat every bit as polished and devious: Prince Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord. Almost all the scandalous accusations about him were true, Madame de la Tour du Pin acknowledged, but Talleyrand was still the most enchanting man she had ever known. His powdered wig, velvet coat, and red heels made him look like the last survivor of the ancien régime. “Shit in silk stockings” was Napoleon’s verdict.

The most volatile and hot-tempered of the delegations, however, was undoubtedly Prussia, the north German state that was, at this time, too strong to be a minor power, and yet not quite strong enough to be a great one. Their king, Frederick William III, came in person, bringing one of the largest, most educated, and hardworking delegations to town. The Prussians demanded compensation after their country had been unceremoniously carved up at the whims of the French invaders.

As for Great Britain, Foreign Secretary Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, made the journey himself. He was an aloof and eccentric gentleman, who had previously caused a scandal in London when, as a member of Parliament, he had hoped to end malicious political intrigues by challenging a rival cabinet minister to a duel. Now Castlereagh had turned his energies to strategy, all too aware that he represented an economic powerhouse with a royal navy in a league of its own.

Finally, the last of the great powers were the Russians, and they produced the greatest celebrity of the conference, at least at the beginning: the Tsar Alexander. Tall, blond, and sporting a dark-green uniform with a wide hat cocked to the side, Alexander was a man of sudden impulse and excess. His sexual appetites were insatiable, already rivaling those of his grandmother Catherine the Great. In addition, the tsar was growing increasingly mystical and unpredictable. “If he were a woman,” Napoleon once said, “I think I would make him my mistress.”

Such were the distinguished and worldly leaders who would come together for the unforgettable nine-month drama of the Vienna Congress—the greatest and most lavish party in history. They would plot, scheme, jockey for position, and, in short, infuriate each other as they competed in affairs of state and the heart. One participant, the young songwriter Count Auguste de La Garde-Chambonas, described the spectacle:


A kingdom was cut into bits or enlarged at a ball; an indemnity was granted in the course of a dinner; a constitution was planned during a hunt…Everyone was engrossed with pleasure.


Yet despite the unabashed frivolity, world maps were redrawn, the neutrality of Switzerland guaranteed, the freedom of the seas and international rivers proclaimed, diplomatic procedures established, and priceless works of art restored, along with many other achievements. And by the end of this historic gathering, the delegates accomplished what they had hoped to do—the peace was signed on June 9, 1815.

Set in ballrooms, bedrooms, and palaces, Vienna, 1814 tells the story of how these unlikely revelers created what Henry Kissinger called the longest period of peace Europe has ever known.



Chapter 1
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BREAD AND CIRCUSES

There is literally a royal mob here. Everybody is crying out: Peace! Justice! Balance of power! Indemnity! As for me, I am a looker-on. All the indemnity I ask for is a new hat.

—PRINCE DE LIGNE

Ornate rococo carriages rumbled through a landscape scorched by twentysome years of revolution and warfare. Dangers lurked everywhere on the poor, unlit roadways. Cutthroat highwaymen preyed on isolated travelers, and inns were hardly safe havens, either, often little better than “murderer’s dens.” Venturing out into the bleak postwar world was for “the fearless, the foolish, or the suicidal.” During the autumn of 1814, it was also for the idealistic and the idle. Hordes of pleasure-seekers would flock to Vienna for an unprecedented pageant.

The occasion was the Congress of Vienna, the long-awaited peace conference to decide the future of Europe. Kings, queens, princes, princesses, dukes, duchesses, diplomats, and about a hundred thousand other visitors would make their way to the central European city, swelling the population by as much as a third. No one, though, it must be said, really had an idea of what to expect. The invitation for the congress had been sent by way of an announcement in the newspaper.

The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars had ripped Europe apart. For the first time in history, enormous armies based on universal conscription had marched across the continent to wage a “total war.” France had set the standard for this comprehensive mobilization of the people with the famous decree of August 1793:


The young shall fight; married men shall forge weapons and transport supplies; the women will make tents and clothes and will serve in the hospitals; the children will make old linen into lint; the old men will have themselves carried into the public squares to rouse the courage of fighting men.


By the end of the war in the spring of 1814, the suffering had been immense—a terrible ordeal that ruined states, wrecked economies, and ravaged families. As many as 5 million people were dead, and many more had been permanently or seriously disabled. Entire villages had been wiped off the map. Lands had been devastated, laws trammeled, and atrocities committed on a horrific scale.

The many issues arising out of this wreckage were, to be sure, tangled, thorny, and controversial. During the war, the Allied powers had understandably hoped to postpone the many difficult decisions until after victory. Now that Napoleon had been defeated, the only matter that had been officially decided was the question of France, which had been settled back in May 1814, after two months of wrangling following the capture of the capital.

According to the terms of the Treaty of Paris, France’s frontiers were redrawn as they had been on the first of January 1792. This meant that France would have to surrender the vast majority of its conquests, but not, in fact, all of them. Any territory that France had seized by that date twenty-two years before would be retained, including communities in the northeast, Chambéry in Savoy, the former papal enclave of Avignon, and even some colonies in the new world. Thanks to the treaty, France would actually possess more territory and a greater population than it had under Louis XIV, Louis XV, or Louis XVI.

The Allies had hoped that such generous terms would help the new king, Louis XVIII, establish himself on the throne, and at the same time, reintegrate his country peacefully into the international community. That’s also why the victors spared France many of the usual penalties inflicted on a defeated power. There was no indemnity to pay, no foreign occupation army to endure, and no limitation, in any way, on the size of the army. This was, in many ways, a remarkably lenient agreement.

Everything else, however, remained unresolved. The Vienna Congress would have to make some hard decisions about the former empire and its many satellite kingdoms. At stake was virtually all of western Europe, vast realms east of the Rhine, and some highly coveted islands from the Caribbean to the East Indies.

The most difficult of these questions, at least at the beginning, was the fate of Poland. Napoleon had called this country the “key to the vault,” and the so-called enlightened despots of the eighteenth century had tried to seize as much of its strategic territory as possible, carving it up no fewer than three times. By 1795, Poland had completely disappeared from the map, devoured, as Frederick the Great had said, “like an artichoke, leaf by leaf.”

Russia had ended up with the lion’s share of Polish territory, including Lithuania, Ukraine, Belarus, and eastern Poland. Austria had taken the ancient capital of Kraków, along with the rich agricultural region of eastern Galicia and the salt mines of Tarnopol. Prussia had seized Warsaw, Gdánsk, and the strip of territory running north to the sea later known as the “Polish Corridor.” For many, such a cynical and ruthless display of power politics was simply indefensible.

During the war, Napoleon had played on these sentiments, blasting the Polish partitions as “unforgivable, immoral, and impolitic.” He promised the Poles that if they could prove to him that they were “worthy of being a nation,” he would restore their country. But despite the many Polish sacrifices, Napoleon never did more than create the tiny Duchy of Warsaw, and exploit it ruthlessly. The Vienna Congress seemed an excellent opportunity finally to restore Poland, though finding a solution was not going to be easy.

Napoleon, moreover, had been a fertile kingmaker, placing family and friends on thrones all over the continent, from Italy to Holland to Spain. Napoleon had also created brand-new kingdoms in Germany, such as the Kingdom of Bavaria, Württemberg, and Saxony. What were the victors going to do with all the newly minted monarchs desperately clutching their crowns? What, for that matter, was going to happen to the older ruling families who had been ousted in the Napoleonic whirlwind and were now lobbying for a return to their kingdoms? The Vienna Congress was gearing up for an unusual battle royal for the thrones of Europe.

In addition, there was also a controversy brewing about the works of art that had been stolen. In only a few years, Napoleon and his Grande Armée had earned a reputation as history’s most audacious thieves. Countless masterpieces from Michelangelo, Raphael, Titian, and Rembrandt were carted up and carried off by Napoleon’s henchmen. The emperor’s goal was simple: to make the city of Paris, as he put it, “the most beautiful that could ever exist.” The Frenchman in charge of the art confiscations, Dominique-Vivant Denon, acted with a merciless efficiency, and transformed his museum, the Louvre, into an artistic “wonder of the world.”

Now all these sculptures, paintings, jewels, tapestries, and other stolen treasures were once again up for grabs. The French, of course, insisted on retaining their war trophies, and the Allied powers had tentatively agreed, adding a clause to the Treaty of Paris allowing France to keep its loot. But in the autumn of 1814 there was a new call to return the art to its previous owners, and this motion was particularly popular among the heavily despoiled lands such as Italy and the Netherlands.

Indeed along with the official delegations, there were many informal and unofficial representatives, often self-appointed, that came to press their own hopes and projects. As the form of the congress had been vague, many believed that they had a right to participate in the decision making and arrived fully expecting to do so. These private delegations would be selling everything from constitutions to songs. One American entrepreneur, Dr. Justus Bollmann, arrived with a whole portfolio of projects, including a plan to create the first steamship company on the Danube.

There were delegations coming from Frankfurt, Lübeck, and Prague to protect the rights of Jewish minorities, so recently granted under Napoleon and now at risk of being repealed. One group wanted the congress to launch a crusade against piracy around the world, from the corsairs infesting the Mediterranean to the buccaneers raiding the Caribbean. Representatives of publishing firms came to Vienna to address another kind of piracy, “the gang of robbers known as literary pirates” who unscrupulously preyed “with impunity against authors and publishers.” The hope was to create an international copyright to protect intellectual property.

Everyone, it seemed, had a vision of how the postwar world should best be reconstructed. The problem, however, was that the peacemakers were far more divided than it was imagined. And all the underlying differences, which had been so successfully suppressed in the life-and-death struggle against Napoleon, would now reemerge in Vienna with a vengeance.

         

THE HABSBURG CAPITAL was a good choice for the world meeting. Geographically and culturally, Vienna was the heart of Europe. Until as late as August 1806, Vienna had been the center of the Holy Roman Empire, the gigantic, ramshackle realm that had been dismantled by Napoleon. After nearly a thousand-year run, looming over central Europe at times with a menacing and other times tottering presence, the Holy Roman Empire was no more. Imperial majesty and grandeur, however, had far from faded.

“The city proper,” one traveler noted on entering Vienna’s gates, “seems like a royal palace.” Grand baroque mansions lined the narrow, twisting lanes that snaked their way through the old medieval center. Spires, domes, towers, and neoclassical columns carved in bright white stone, each roof and facade looked more sumptuous and elaborately adorned than the next. Rows of large bay windows predominated, overlooking one of the greenest capitals in Europe, a fact that was due at least partly to the foresight of the eighteenth-century emperor Joseph II, who had decreed that a tree must be planted for every one cut down.

Vienna had indeed an aristocratic flair that many other cities like London lacked, or like Paris had lost since the revolution. Austrian, Hungarian, and Bohemian aristocrats lived there, often in mansions with their own ballrooms, riding schools, and sometimes even private opera houses. Many French émigrés fleeing the revolution had also settled there, though most were considerably poorer now, and lived in cheaper third-and fourth-floor apartments.

The merchant class, if that term can be used about such a small group, was not that visible in Vienna, and the town’s artisans overwhelmingly geared their production to meeting the demands of court and society, making saddles, harnesses, carriages, clocks, musical instruments, and other luxuries. The biggest source of production was still wine, which always found a ready market in a town where residents, as one historian put it, “lunched until dinner, and then dined until supper.”

The vast majority of the events at the peace congress would take place in the old town, still encircled by its city walls, which ran roughly along the lines of today’s sweeping boulevard, the Ringstrasse. According to legend, the thick stone walls had been constructed using ransom money for King Richard I, “the Lion-Hearted,” who was captured in 1193 on his way to the Second Crusade. In reality, the walls were built and rebuilt almost incessantly over the centuries, as they withstood various sieges, including two particularly frightful ones from the Turks. After the last attack from the French in 1809, the city walls were not being reconstructed, and the remaining bastions would serve at the congress mainly as a fashionable walkway affording some excellent views of the town.

Vienna was built on a large plain where the Danube divides and can be easily forded, as the Romans who founded a camp there in the first century discovered. During the Middle Ages, the small town lay on the exposed eastern rim of Charlemagne’s empire, a fact that survives in the German name for Austria, Österreich. Historically, Vienna has long served as a crossroads between east and west. Crusaders, merchants, friars, and many other travelers would pass through the town, traveling east along its river—the mighty, muddy Danube, flowing on its two-thousand-mile journey from the Black Forest to the Black Sea.

With a population reaching some quarter of a million, and ranked third in size behind London and Paris, Vienna enjoyed a reputation for being a joyous and sensuous, if also irritable and somewhat cranky, place. “Vienna is the city of the world where the most uncommon raptures are experienced,” as the French émigré Baronne du Montet put it. Another admirer, the songwriter Count Auguste de La Garde-Chambonas, who had traveled extensively in his search for adventure, called Vienna enthusiastically “the homeland of happiness.” That autumn, the visitors to the peace conference would see exactly what he meant.

Hosting the congress officially was the emperor of Austria, Francis I, the last person ever to be crowned Holy Roman Emperor. Born in Florence, Italy, Francis was head of the Habsburg family, Europe’s oldest and arguably most illustrious dynasty, occupying the throne in virtual unbroken succession since the thirteenth century. The single exception to this six-hundred-year dominance was Charles VII of the Wittelsbach family, who ruled briefly in the early 1740s, before the crown reverted to the Habsburgs (or more correctly, as they were known, from then on, the House of Habsburg-Lorraine).

Emperor Francis stood about medium height with high, sharply chiseled cheekbones, snow-white hair, and the infamous Habsburg jaw that jutted out from his bony face. He was only forty-six years old, though he looked considerably older. He had already weathered twenty-two stormy years on the throne, facing first the French Revolution and then Napoleon. Indeed, Emperor Francis looked tired and worn-out, or as one put it, “If you blew hard, you’d blow him to the ground.”

As insiders knew, Francis was popular among the people and the court. He was called “Papa Franz” and “the father of his country,” and was celebrated in music, including Joseph Haydn’s “God Save Emperor Franz!” (the melody still used for the German national anthem). Some family members called the white-haired emperor Venus, the goddess of love. This was admittedly something of a Habsburg eccentricity, though the emperor was a well-known lover of statues, seals, and antiquities, and he looked out with a gaze as dreamy and blank as any ancient sculpture.

When the emperor was not trying to make order out of the managed chaos of the administration, which far too often seemed to run in circles after yet another rubber stamp, Francis enjoyed the music of this great Musikstadt. The emperor played the violin in the family string quartet, sometimes accompanied by his foreign minister, Metternich, on the cello. Francis also liked to make candy, tend to his plants in the palace hot-houses, and study the large collection of maps in his library. The emperor possessed a knowledge of continental geography that, among the sovereigns coming to the congress, was unmatched. His large book collection, which at his death reached forty thousand volumes, would form the core of the Austrian National Library.

The headquarters for the social maelstrom of the Vienna Congress would be Emperor Francis’s palace, the Hofburg, or as it was known, the Burg. Originally a functional four-tower fortress built into the old city wall as part of the city’s defenses in the late thirteenth century, the rambling palace had grown to occupy several blocks in the city center as the Habsburg rulers continually added new wings and courts.

Emperor Francis had decided to open up this palace to his fellow sovereigns. After some consideration about rank and status, in order not to ruffle any royal feathers, the emperor had offered the Russian tsar the fanciful white and gold paneled rococo suites on the third floor of the Amalienburg, a late-sixteenth-century addition to the palace named after the wife of Emperor Joseph I, and recently renovated. It was a superb suite with extravagant gilded mirrors, crystal chandeliers, and damask-covered chairs atop shining parquet floors.

The king of Prussia was to have a suite on the third floor of the Schweizerhof, the old medieval center of the castle, the courtyard of which had originally been intended for jousts. At its entrance stood the sixteenth-century Renaissance “Gate of Virtue” with a crowned Habsburg eagle flanked by two large resting lions. This wing had served as the favorite dwelling of the Austrian empress, Maria Ludovika, who moved to another part of the palace in order to make room for this royal guest.

Three other kings, two empresses, a queen, and many princes would also be housed in the palace. The king of Denmark, the tall, thin, and talkative Frederick VI, would also be lodged in the Schweizerhof, and the large, stern, melancholy king of Württemberg on the second floor of the Amalienburg. By the end of the month, the king of Bavaria, Maximilian I Joseph, the popular “Good King Max” and the founder of the Oktoberfest celebration, would take over suites in the early eighteenth-century wing known as the Reichskanzlei, or the Imperial Court Chancellery.

Every night at the palace, some forty or fifty banquet tables would be set at a cost that, it was whispered, ran to wildly exorbitant amounts. They were certainly elaborate affairs, sometimes involving as many as eight courses. The first was usually soup and hors d’oeuvres, brought out in large tureens and platters by wigged and liveried servants, and placed on tables adorned with court silver, crystal, and often gigantic gilded bronze centerpieces that incorporated many flowers and candles.

Guests progressed through a number of other dishes, usually including beef, ham, venison, pheasant, partridge, or some other meat. Years later, the choice of wine and entrée became much more standardized: oysters with Chablis, boiled beef with Rhenish wine, roast meat with Bordeaux or perhaps Tokay, the delicate dessert wine from imperial vineyards in Hungary. Fruits, sweets, cakes, and a wide variety of pies, cheeses, or jellies often followed. Ice cream was served only when Emperor Francis was present, and some six hundred rations of coffee, in mammoth kettles, were set aside daily for the sleep-deprived guests.

The kitchens that turned out such feasts for the congress were a sight unto themselves. In the main kitchen, accessed by a staircase underneath the court chapel, there was a giant spit, large enough to roast an ox, and joined with several other spits that could turn a few geese, ducks, hares, or pheasants. Cauldrons and copper pots and charcoal fumes dominated in the scorching heat—the fire on the largest spit so large, one said, it seemed a vision of hell. In other smaller rooms, a team of chefs, under-chefs, cooks, and other kitchen staff chopped, spiced, and diced on “the poor animals like the devil treats the soul of the damned.”

To make sure that his elegant guests were entertained in style, the emperor had appointed a Festivals Committee, and made it responsible for planning, promoting, and managing all the official entertainment. The committee would set the busy social calendar that, as the emperor insisted, should be lively and fresh. The Festivals Committee would be continually challenged to find new or more interesting ways to enhance the “pursuit of pleasure” and make sure that the mood of “universal rejoicing” did not falter—all this for an elite crowd used to the very best and sharply critical when their high standards were not met.

The Festivals Committee was, by most accounts, one of the hardest-working committees at the congress. It would organize a series of lavish balls, banquets, masquerades, hunts, and the whole “preposterous extravagance” that later, more sober generations would come to associate with the Congress of Vienna.

Catering to the whims of their houseguests for an uncertain length of time would sometimes be exasperating. Vienna wits soon put these difficulties in perspective, while also poking fun at the early impressions made by the celebrated guests who would so readily accept Emperor Francis’s generosity.



	
The Emperor of Russia:
	
He makes love for everyone.


	
The King of Prussia:
	
He thinks for everyone.


	
The King of Denmark:
	
He speaks for everyone.


	
The King of Bavaria:
	
He drinks for everyone.


	
The King of Württemberg:
	
He eats for everyone.


	
The Emperor of Austria:
	
He pays for everyone.




For a short time, indeed, Vienna would be the capital of Europe, the site of a massive victory celebration, and home to the most glamorous gathering since the fall of the Roman Empire. Palaces and parks, opera houses and ballrooms—the entire town would turn into a shimmering baroque playground. There had been large peace conferences before, but never anything like this. The Vienna Congress was to be the most spectacular peace conference in history. It was also, with its extravagance and decadence, going to be one of the most controversial.



Chapter 2
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TWO PRINCES

Good heavens, Madame. Who could resist loving a man with so many vices?

—COUNT FRANÇOIS-CASIMIR MOURET DE MONTROND, DESCRIBING HIS FRIEND TALLEYRAND TO ONE OF HIS MISTRESSES

Silverware was hastily polished, white tablecloths were pressed, and napkins starched and folded. The wine cellars were stocked with the region’s finest wines, including some bottles of Tokay, one hundred years old, costing about a year’s salary for a junior lecturer at the University of Vienna. Many distinguished arrivals would soon pour into town, as one put it, “like peasants to a country fair.”

Imperial carriages received a fresh coat of paint, dark green with a yellow coat of arms on the door, and their coachmen were outfitted in matching yellow livery. All three hundred of the carriages, soon to be placed at the disposal of the guests, would sport a uniform appearance, which would hopefully help avoid unpleasant squabbles over precedence. This was a wise decision, though at least one member of the Naples delegation, Signor Castelli, would have preferred more glitz, comparing his carriage to a “slow-rolling maid’s chamber.”

In the center of the bustle was Austria’s foreign minister, Prince Klemens von Metternich. He was forty-one years old with curly blond hair, pale blue eyes, and the slender toned physique of a fencer. He stood above medium height, and had a handsome, delicate face and a gift for sparkling conversation. Metternich was hailed as the “Adonis of the Drawing Room.”

It was hard to believe that this elegant and sophisticated man who had spun so many webs of intrigue for the Austrian Foreign Ministry had not been born in the country whose policy he was now crafting. He had not even seen Vienna itself until after his twenty-first birthday. Metternich was a Rhinelander. He was a native of the city of Koblenz, located on the bank of the Rhine in a region renowned for its towering cathedrals, its terraced vineyards, and its creative blend of Franco-Germanic culture that fostered such an easygoing lifestyle.

Metternich’s real name was a tongue-twisting mouthful: Klemens Wenzel Nepomuk Lothar von Metternich-Winneburg-Beilstein, each designation harkening back to a distinguished ancestor or an extensive family estate somewhere in central Europe. Metternich’s father, Franz Georg Karl, had been an imperial count of the Holy Roman Empire, one of only four hundred families that enjoyed a privileged status. His mother, Maria Beatrix von Kagenegg, had been a lady-in-waiting for Empress Maria Theresa. Yet by the standards of the time, the Metternichs barely ranked among the elite. There was a definite pecking order, and a number of princes, margraves, dukes, and electors all floated on a social plane high above the count. For many years, Vienna’s crème de la crème would not let Metternich forget this tenuous status.

He had gained a social boost, however, when he married into one of Vienna’s most distinguished families. His wife, Countess Eleanor von Kaunitz—or Laure, as he called her—was a granddaughter of Prince Wenzel Kaunitz, the famous Austrian minister who guided foreign policy for some forty years in the eighteenth century. “I cannot understand at all how any woman can resist him,” she had said of Metternich, swept away by his charm. After overcoming her family’s considerable resistance to the match, they had married in September 1795. By most standards, this was not a happy marriage.

Metternich, a notorious harlequin, would have many love affairs over the years, including one with Napoleon’s younger sister Caroline, and another with the wife of the French marshal Jean-Andoche Junot. Metternich, indeed, never overcame his weakness for romantic liaisons, those “secret dashes in hired cabs, rendezvous in ghostly grottoes, and moonlight scampering in and out of upper-storey windows.” Laure had to settle for amiable compatibility.

While this arrangement was certainly not uncommon among aristocratic families, Metternich was considerably more affectionate with their children. The oldest, seventeen-year-old Marie, was his favorite, with her wit, charm, and good looks that already reminded many of her father. Victor, aged fourteen, was the only surviving son in the family, an excellent student already tapped for a career in the Austrian bureaucracy (two other boys had died in infancy). The two youngest were ten-year-old Clementine and three-year-old Leontine. “If I had not been a minister of state,” he said, “I would have been a nursery governess.”

What had brought Metternich to Vienna for the first time, in November 1794, was the turmoil of the French Revolution. Fanatical armies had swarmed into the Rhineland on a rampage of destruction, intent to wage war on the aristocracy and its sleek, lacy decadence. The Metternichs, epitomizing this target, were forced to flee for their lives. The family estate on the Rhine was ruined, and their property plundered.

No surprise, Metternich would long be horrified of war, “that hateful invention” that released humanity’s most savage urges and almost invariably ended with all sorts of barbaric crimes. Later experience only confirmed these early impressions. In 1809, when the time had seemed right to attack Napoleon, Austria was quickly squashed and almost annihilated as a power. Next time, Metternich knew, Austria might not survive.

It was during that same year of defeat that Metternich was given his chance to manage foreign policy. After a grand tour through the embassies of Dresden, Berlin, and then Paris, Metternich had been named Austrian foreign minister. His career in the five years before the congress had certainly been controversial.

Metternich had arranged the marriage of the Austrian emperor’s oldest daughter, Archduchess Marie Louise, to Napoleon, a move highly unpopular in many Viennese circles, which still regarded Napoleon as the devil incarnate and the match as a bitter humiliation. For Metternich, this was a necessary evil that would strengthen Austria, ally it to the continent’s strongest power, and allow more time to heal her wounds. Equally controversial, when the French empire started to unravel, Metternich seemed slow to abandon Napoleon and the alliance that, he believed, had kept Austria alive.

Critics were indeed quick to point out Metternich’s many shortcomings. He seemed a flippant and frivolous lightweight. One year’s essential priority in his foreign office might be discarded the next with an astonishing ease, suddenly dismissed as “antediluvian,” as the prince referred to outdated concerns. His policy had a tendency to fluctuate and infuriate, with Metternich bouncing back and forth between colleagues, flittering about like a “butterfly minister.”

All the while, Metternich displayed an unshakable confidence in his own abilities—a shocking and annoying arrogance that, as a colleague said, confused “haughtiness for dignity.” How easily he brushed aside criticisms, and how little, really, he seemed troubled by the magnitude of the problems he often faced. For many, Metternich was a sly, superficial, and shallow fop, hopelessly out of his league.

Metternich’s admirers, on the other hand, were unmoved by this criticism. Sure, there was a kernel of truth in each charge. Metternich seemed lazy, vain, and irreverent, but it was also true that he deliberately cultivated his image of gentlemanly nonchalance. He liked to pose as a playful and idle dabbler, while at the same time he waged diplomacy like a game of chess and did whatever it took to win. His rivals, continuing to underrate his abilities, went right on being checkmated.

In his five years as foreign minister, Metternich had carefully and skillfully guided Austrian diplomacy through a maze of challenges, advancing stage by stage from Austria’s utter defeat and subservience to Napoleon in 1809 to becoming an ally of significance, and then, finally, at the right moment, in August 1813, defecting to the Allied coalition that would eventually defeat Napoleon. Austria had helped tip the balance. One historian has called this subtle craftsmanship one of the most remarkable feats in the history of diplomacy.

It was certainly dangerous to underestimate this charming foreign minister with his less than scrupulous means—he himself once summed up his approach as “hedging, evasion and flattery.” Austria had benefited tremendously from Metternich’s diplomacy, and, on the eve of the congress, seemed poised to do so again.

         

THE IDEA OF holding a peace conference in Vienna dated back one year to the middle of October 1813, when the Allies achieved a monumental victory over Napoleon at the Battle of Leipzig, the largest single battle in the Napoleonic Wars. Historians call the three-day slaughter the “Battle of Nations” Metternich called it the “Battle of the World.” It was there, at Leipzig, that the Russian tsar Alexander first proposed Vienna as the location for the future gathering. The Austrian emperor immediately agreed, before the unpredictable tsar changed his mind.

Originally, the intention was to invite only the sovereigns of the victorious powers. But in the spring of 1814, the British foreign secretary, Lord Castlereagh, had urged that the conference be expanded to include the representatives of all the states who had fought in the war. Article XXXII of the Treaty of Paris specifically adopted this interpretation, calling for a “general conference” of “all the participating nations” to open in Vienna no later than the fifteenth of July. This date, however, had been pushed back over the summer in response to the tsar’s wishes to return first to his capital at St. Petersburg, where he had long been absent. The new opening date for the congress was set for the first of October.

Austria, of course, realized it would be expensive to host a peace conference and celebration worthy of the Allied victory, and it would certainly strain the government’s already shaky finances. Austria had, only three years before, declared bankruptcy. Its new banknotes, issued in 1811, had already lost four-fifths of their value, and the government was heavily in debt. Austria had fought France more constantly, since 1792, than any other power except Great Britain, and its governmental income had been severely reduced during the war.

Twice, Vienna had been captured and occupied by Napoleon; twice, the aristocracy and the court had been forced to pack up their valuables and flee the capital. From Ulm to Wagram, the sweeping plains of central Europe seemed to be dotted with names of villages commemorating some defeat or another. Vienna wits had adapted the motto emblazoned on Julius Caesar’s chariot to fit Emperor Francis’s army: Venit, Videt, Perdit (“he comes, he sees, he loses”).

Each time after a defeat—1797, 1801, 1805, and 1809—Napoleon had inflicted humiliating terms on the Austrians, demanding enormous cash payments and large amounts of territory. Austria had lost Belgium, Lombardy, Tuscany, Venice, Trieste, Tyrol, Vorarlberg, Croatia, Istria, Dalmatia, and Kraków, along with other former Polish lands and many princely dependencies on the left bank of the Rhine. The 1809 treaty alone had removed 3.5 million Habsburg subjects, sliced off forty-two thousand square miles, and imposed a harsh penalty of 85 million francs. The emperor had been forced to melt down much of the court plate and silverware to pay the sums demanded by Napoleon.

Realistically, Austria had little hope of regaining all of this lost territory, and, actually, the Austrians did not want it all back. They were content to abandon Belgium because of its distance and its proximity to France, and they were also resigned to relinquishing the crown of the Holy Roman Empire, deemed too cumbersome with its limitations on the emperor’s power. But Austria did want northern Italy, along with Dalmatia and other territory on the Adriatic coast, which had been completely removed by Napoleon.

So a country whose fortunes had fallen low in the war had been selected to host the peace conference. Despite their country’s much-reduced state, and the fact that it was still dangerously close to bankruptcy, Emperor Francis and Prince Metternich were happy to accept responsibility for the congress. The reasoning was clear. As host, Austria hoped to take advantage of its well-deserved reputation for hospitality, and gain as much as possible from the goodwill of its guests.

         

SEVERAL BLOCKS AWAY from the Hofburg Palace, France’s chief delegate, Prince Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand, had slipped into town around midnight on September 23. After a six-hundred-mile journey from Paris completed in only seven days, the traveling carriage dropped him off at the stately and stylish yellow-gray Kaunitz Palace, centrally placed at 1029 Johannesgasse, right off the busy Kärtnerstrasse and down from St. Stephen’s Cathedral. This was to be the headquarters of the French embassy at the Vienna Congress.

Despite the excellent address, with its spectacular limestone staircase and its stocked wine cellar, the house had needed a thorough whipping into shape. Indeed, the French staff, which arrived one week before, was appalled. White sheets still covered furniture in the drawing rooms, and dark cloth shielded the portraits from the sun. The red damask hangings had long faded from their original splendor. Crystal chandeliers, still encased in their protective dust bags, needed polishing. Every room, it seemed, needed a good cleaning and airing out, right down to removing the moths from the mattresses.

The mansion was named after Prince Kaunitz, the most versatile Austrian diplomat of the eighteenth century, and the man who had played a major role in achieving the “diplomatic revolution” of 1756 that brought the bitter enemies Austria and France together for the first time in centuries. Talleyrand liked the thought of working in the house of a man who had accomplished such a dramatic reconciliation, and he hoped to achieve his own miracles. But, at the same time, he was very much aware of the challenges that his embassy faced.

“I shall probably play a wretched role,” Talleyrand sighed, as he imagined his prospects at the peace conference. He was asked to represent a country that had both launched and lost the war that left Europe in a mess, and many were sure to blame France. Yet despite his concerns for his country’s diplomatic position, which he labeled “singularly difficult,” Talleyrand was well suited for this mission. He had the talent, the connections, the charisma, and the reputation, not to mention the razor-sharp instincts that had been honed working with nearly every leading figure of the Napoleonic age. In diplomacy as well as society, Talleyrand was a living legend.

Approaching his sixty-first birthday, he stood about five feet eight inches and had a mop of wavy light brown hair tucked under his powdered wig. His face was thin, delicate, and unscarred, despite a dangerous bout of smallpox as a child. He had a slight snub nose, a high forehead, thickset eyebrows, and blue eyes that often fell half closed in boredom. His lips seemed locked in a perpetual smirk. His face, otherwise, was almost expressionless. One might kick him twenty times in the backside, it was said, and not a single muscle on his face would flinch.

Talleyrand looked like he had stepped right out of an eighteenth-century salon, complete with silk stockings, tight knee breeches, diamond buckled shoes, and velvet coats, often in purple, scarlet, or apple green. His starched satin cravat was impeccably tied, and the lace at the end of his cuffs exquisite. His movements were slow and deliberate, as he dragged his lame right foot across the floor. He was known for his elegance, his sophistication, and his immense charm. “If Talleyrand’s conversation could be purchased,” one admirer said, “I would gladly go into bankruptcy.”

But in many ways the limping French minister was the ultimate survivor. In the previous thirty years, he had served everyone from the Church to the Revolution, the upstart Bonaparte to the restored Bourbon king, Louis XVIII. He certainly had an uncanny ability to make himself indispensable, and he also had a way of leaving his mark on every regime that he had served.

Indeed, some in Vienna had never forgiven Talleyrand for his past. He had been a witty and worldly priest who had left a trail of admirers, lovers, and, in some cases, even illegitimate children (including probably the romantic painter Eugène Delacroix). He had scandalized further when, after his consecration as bishop of Autun, he had resigned, and even married. His bride, the beautiful Catherine Grand, had also had a notorious past; it was, as some wits quipped, the former bishop who married the former courtesan.

Additionally, Talleyrand was notorious for having turned his position in the foreign ministry into a highly lucrative enterprise. He routinely collected diamond rings and large payments for his services—gifts, bribes, “user’s fees,” or whatever one wanted to call them. When France sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States in 1803, for example, Talleyrand had personally pocketed as much as one-third of President Thomas Jefferson’s $15 million purchase price.

What troubled his Vienna colleagues most, of course, was not his financial affairs, his romantic liaisons, or even his string of broken oaths. It was instead his relationship with Napoleon. It was Talleyrand, after all, who had helped mastermind Napoleon’s seizure of power in the coup of 1799. It was Talleyrand, too, who had helped guide the young, inexperienced, and tactless general through the quagmire of French politics. “Talleyrand is an extraordinarily intelligent man,” Napoleon once acknowledged. “He gives me excellent advice.”

But it was also Talleyrand who, as everyone knew, had helped bring down Napoleon. By 1805, Talleyrand had realized that the general’s many military triumphs had clouded his judgment and rendered him incapable of listening to advice. Again and again, Talleyrand had protested against Napoleon’s actions—his blind aggression, his harsh authoritarian rule, and his appalling humiliation of conquered peoples. Repeatedly, Talleyrand had pressed in vain for a more just and humane approach that, he argued, would also better serve France’s national interests. By August 1807, Talleyrand had had enough. “I do not wish to become the executioner of Europe,” he said, and resigned from office.

Talleyrand had come to realize that Napoleon, despite all his raw charisma, was a frightening figure with an inability to stop waging war. Napoleon had come to power illegitimately, and he could only maintain his authority by extraordinary measures, or, in his case, by waging constant warfare. If France or Europe were ever to know peace any time soon, Napoleon would simply have to be stopped. Of course, with a tyrant, legal opposition was out of the question, and the only effective means of resistance, Talleyrand concluded, was to help Napoleon’s enemies. Indeed, over the next few years, he would do just that.

Most prominently, Talleyrand had sent a secret message back in the spring of 1814 to Allied supreme headquarters, encouraging its hesitant leaders to march on Paris at once. Napoleon’s regime was tottering, he said, and this was the time to act: “You are walking on crutches, when you should be running.” The note, written with his invisible ink and smuggled by an accomplice through the war zone, arrived at the Allied camp at just the right time. Tsar Alexander ordered the army to march, and within a few days, they had captured Napoleon’s capital. For Bonapartists, Talleyrand’s action was treason. For others, it was a heroic act that saved many lives.

Now, in the autumn of 1814, Talleyrand’s arrival in Vienna was causing some concern. To be sure, few diplomats at the congress had not applauded Talleyrand for his services to the Allied cause, and most wanted the newly restored king of France, Louis XVIII, to succeed. But at the same time, many remembered the French minister’s checkered past and showed a marked reluctance to deal with him too closely. Talleyrand was a “double-edged sword,” Metternich warned; “it was extremely dangerous to toy with him.” He was a master of manipulation, a helpful friend who might also turn into a dangerous foe. France’s delegate must be treated with great caution.



Chapter 3

[image: image]

ILLUSTRIOUS STRANGERS

That’s right, those poor kings ought to have a holiday.

—PRINCE DE LIGNE

In the late morning of September 25, while church bells clanged and cannons thundered, crowds poured onto the streets and peered out of upper-story windows with great excitement for the arrival of Vienna’s most anticipated guest: the Russian tsar Alexander. He was celebrated as a modern Alexander the Great. If Napoleon had been the “Conqueror of Europe,” then Alexander was enjoying his reputation as the foremost conqueror of the Conqueror of Europe. Napoleon’s invasion of Russia and the burning of Moscow had set his soul on fire, the tsar said to awestruck audiences. Arriving in Vienna, Alexander was ready for the time of his life.

Evidently, the Festivals Committee had been eager to welcome the tsar. That morning, at dawn, cannons had woken the town with news that Alexander had just departed from a nearby village and would arrive in Vienna in just over two hours. How ridiculous this salute was, Metternich noted; it just proved “that nobody has any common sense any more, for never did anyone wake up a whole city with cannon shots to inform them that a sovereign is still forty leagues away.”

The weather was beautiful that morning, sunny and warm with a light breeze. The timing was also good, as the tsar’s arrival fell on a Sunday, when a large part of the town could turn out to watch the spectacle. Obviously, the crowds were anxious to see the famous tsar in person, and this was particularly the case for many younger women, who adored him like “maniacs at full moon.”

The tsar, riding on a white Lipizzaner stallion trained in the Austrian emperor’s stables, tipped his hat and waved his large hand, looking and acting like someone accustomed to the cheering crowds. Witty, handsome, and urbane, he stood about six feet tall. Wavy light-brown hair curled around the top of his high forehead, and thick whiskers wrapped around his face. He had a straight nose, a small mouth, very white teeth, and the blue eyes of his grandmother, Catherine the Great. Alexander’s cheeks were so rosy that they were often confused with a blush.

Riding at his side on another white stallion was the king of Prussia, Frederick William III, a forty-four-year-old man with dark brown hair and eyes as blue as his uniform. The two were entering Vienna together, just as they had entered Paris in triumph at the end of the war. They were joined by a third monarch, the host, Emperor Francis of Austria, who had ridden through town and crossed the Tabor Bridge to greet his guests.

It was certainly a grand entrance into the emperor’s capital. The three victorious monarchs were followed by archdukes, generals, former princes of the Holy Roman Empire, and an escort of soldiers that sported a dazzling array of uniforms from the Napoleonic Wars. The procession passed under the chestnut trees of the Prater, through the Red Tower Gate in the northeast, and then along the narrow streets of the town, ending about an hour later in one of the inner courtyards of the imperial palace. The parade was full of “brilliance and pomp,” one police agent in the crowds noted. “Perfect order,” he added. “No incident or accident to report.”

Later that morning, the tsar and the king of Prussia sat down to a large formal breakfast at the palace, joined by the king of Denmark, the king of Württemberg, and the emperor of Austria. Only the king of Bavaria, who would arrive three days later, was absent. It was rare to see so many monarchs together at the same table—a sight that would soon be almost commonplace in Vienna that autumn.

         

TSAR ALEXANDER WAS, in many ways, one of the most puzzling and complex figures at the congress. On one hand, he was praised by Thomas Jefferson as a beacon of enlightenment: “A more virtuous man, I believe, does not exist, nor one who is more enthusiastically devoted to better the condition of mankind.” Others thought this saint was really a terrible sinner with blood on his hands.

Alexander had grown up in difficult and rather unusual circumstances. His grandmother, Catherine the Great, had fawned on him as her obvious favorite. He was raised in the spirit of the enlightenment, with an upbringing that emphasized the importance of reason, liberty, the happiness of the people, and the value of a written constitution. This education was somewhat strange, some thought, for an apprentice tsar who would one day rule over one of the most autocratic realms on earth.

Catherine’s indulgence and obvious preference for her grandson displeased Alexander’s father, Catherine’s own son and successor, Grand Duke Paul. Intensely jealous by nature, Paul reacted to his rival in his own brutally simple way. He took every opportunity to humiliate his son, and the abuse was mental as well as physical. When Paul became tsar in 1796 (despite Catherine’s direct orders to pass the throne to her grandson), life had not gotten any easier for Alexander. Paul’s unpredictable outbursts of cruelty gave him the name “the mad tsar” and the bullying only ended in March 1801, when he was violently murdered. A gang of conspirators, including a commander of the elite guard, the Semeonovsky Regiment, stormed the castle, forced their way into the tsar’s rooms, and strangled him to death.

It was this murder that placed the young, idealistic Alexander on the throne. The twenty-three-year-old’s role in the assassination has long been debated. Some contemporaries, as well as historians, have accused him of outright complicity; others have suggested that he knew of the plot, though made no attempt to prevent it. He certainly did not prosecute or punish the murderers, many of whom would later be at his side. At the very least, Alexander was severely shaken, burdened with a sense of guilt that, by all accounts, only grew worse. He would long be tortured in his sleep, hearing his father’s awful screams over and over in his head.

His marriage was not a source of comfort, either. Alexander was married unhappily to Elizabeth of Baden, a German princess with ash blonde hair and sparkling eyes, who was described by one as “certainly one of the most beautiful women in the world.” The two looked like angels together—Cupid and Psyche, Catherine the Great had said. But they were not well matched, and ended up living almost separate lives. Elizabeth, for her part, was stuck in a foreign country, feeling, as she put it, “alone, alone, absolutely alone.”

Both were certainly having affairs on each other: the tsar with his mistress, Maria Narishkiva, and some speculated even his sister, Grand Duchess Catherine; and Elizabeth with a number of people, ranging from soldiers to a certain “ambiguous intimacy” with a lovely countess. Empress Elizabeth also had an affair with one of the tsar’s advisers, Prince Adam Czartoryski, the Polish patriot who had come to Russia as a hostage after the destruction of Poland and won Alexander’s trust. The tsar, however, never seemed disturbed by his wife’s relationship with his adviser, and in fact, by most accounts, encouraged it as only fair, given the liberties he was taking himself.

When Alexander came to Vienna for the peace conference, he had ruled for thirteen taxing years. During this time, Russia had been invaded by Napoleon and well over six hundred thousand troops, at that time the largest army the world had ever seen. Villages had been destroyed, the countryside devastated, several hundred thousand people killed, and the city of Moscow burned to the ground. Surely Russia should be compensated for its sacrifices in the war against Napoleon. At the very least, its concerns should not be ignored. Under no circumstances would the tsar compromise on an issue as important to him as Poland.

Alexander had yet to specify his exact plans for the region, though privately he had promised to re-create the Kingdom of Poland—that is, he would combine the slice of Poland he had inherited from Catherine the Great with the lands of the Napoleonic Duchy of Warsaw, which his army had occupied since the end of the war. The tsar seemed genuine enough, and many Polish patriots took him at his word. But there was a nagging concern that he might not be able to deliver on these grand promises. Even if he had the best intentions, would the tsar, in the end, allow this creation to be free and independent?

Certainly, no one was comfortable having Russia’s enormous realm stretching so far to the west with this satellite kingdom of Poland, and the touchy, unpredictable tsar as a neighbor. Castlereagh and Metternich alike feared the implications. Would this not make Russia the new unrivaled power, potentially enjoying a dominance that not even Napoleon had commanded?

Alexander already had the support of his traveling companion and old friend, the king of Prussia. The tsar and the king had developed a close working relationship, which had been sealed with a melodramatic act, even for that melodramatic age. When Alexander had visited Berlin in 1805, the tsar and the king had descended into the crypt of the enlightened despot Frederick the Great, and, beside the tomb of the dead king, they had sworn oaths of eternal friendship.

Of course, during the stress of the war, the emotional scene had been forgotten, and the two powers had betrayed each other. But later, when the tide had turned in their favor, both had acknowledged their mistakes. This time, they swore that they would stick together, and cemented their renewed alliance with a deal: Russia would gain a free hand in Poland, and Prussia, in return for its support (and surrender of its Polish territory), would receive a part of central and eastern Germany known as Saxony. They had written their promises, in the secret Treaty of Kalisch, signed back in February 1813, and pledged to support each other no matter what.

         

“YOU CANNOT BELIEVE how beautiful my rooms are when the sun shines through them,” Metternich had once said, admiring the tall, well-designed oriental windows of his office study at the Foreign Ministry. The challenge, he knew, was finding the time to enjoy them properly.

By late September 1814, the congress had not yet opened and the foreign minister was appalled to see the staggering amount of work already piling up. There were dispatches to read, protocols to draft, and agendas to juggle, never mind the endless logistical matters of launching the peace conference, for which Metternich was already serving, unofficially, as president. “Interminable chores,” it all seemed to the foreign minister in one of his weak moments.

Just as he had feared, visitors were beating down a path to the white stone Chancellery building, home of the Foreign Ministry, a large, early eighteenth-century structure adorned with Corinthian columns and facing out onto the northern end of the Hofburg Palace. The Chancellery was also known as the Ballhaus, after its previous use as a Habsburg tennis court. This was only appropriate, Metternich’s critics pointed out, given the foreign minister’s frivolous gamelike approach to diplomacy.

Metternich’s offices with the lovely large windows were on the second floor. Green damask covered the walls in the main negotiating room, from the parquet floor to the new stucco ceiling. There were dark woodwork, oil paintings in gilt frames, and white marble busts resting on pedestals. The room had been redecorated with a new marble fireplace and many new pieces of furniture that Metternich had purchased a few months before in Paris. He had given the matter some thought, Metternich said, because he feared he would probably be spending a lot of time there.

The large anteroom, with its high, eighteen-foot ceilings, was regularly filled up to capacity. Petitioners hoping to have a word with Metternich found themselves facing what seemed like an interminable wait, and passed the time the best they could, exchanging stories or just staring at the walls, which were lined with mahogany bookshelves holding handsome volumes in red morocco.

One morning that month, for example, Metternich found this room packed yet again with people eager to press some case or other. Prussia’s chancellor, Karl August von Hardenberg, who had arrived in Vienna a few days before, had come to request an audience. He was already complaining about the difficulty of gaining a meeting with Metternich the Invisible, as he dubbed him. A representative of the king of Bavaria, Field Marshal Prince Karl Wrede, was also there waiting, probably with his trusty maps in hand. Four officials in long black robes with a shining silver Maltese cross also stood out, representing the Knights of Malta, an elite chivalric order that dated back to the twelfth century.

No doubt the knights wanted to have their treasures returned after Napoleon’s plundering in 1798. He had sacked their island, running off with gold and silver chalices, goblets, and jewels from a treasure vault that had been accumulated since the thirteenth century. The knights also wanted their island, Malta, returned. The British had promised a prompt restoration after they liberated it from Napoleon, but they had not yet complied and, in the opinion of the Grand Master of the Order, showed no signs of doing so. The Grand Master was correct. The British had grown attached to the beautiful strategic island with the excellent naval base, and they had secured it in the Treaty of Paris.

Countless other people filled the crowded room, including two or three dozen German noblemen, all former knights of the now defunct Holy Roman Empire. Many of these aristocrats had lost ancient privileges, and often also family property, when Napoleon dismantled the empire and parceled out its western edges, awarding territory to his vassal kingdoms of Bavaria, Württemberg, and Westphalia. Some of the knights would press for restoration of their rights and property, and others went further, hoping for nothing less than the revival of the Holy Roman Empire itself.

“I found all of Europe in my anteroom,” Metternich said with vanity and frustration, as he eyed the many petitioners with their bulging leather portfolios and the endless amount of work that they represented. Metternich was not looking forward to the hard wrangling ahead. It was sure to be, he predicted, “four or six weeks of hell.”

         

WHEN THE SHEER magnitude of the problems seemed overwhelming, Metternich could shuffle down a private staircase, cross a cobbled lane, and escape into an eighteenth-century mansion at 54 Schenkengasse.

This was the Palm Palace, and for the past year Metternich had been drawing on all his finesse in arranging a love affair with a woman who occupied one of its large suites: Wilhelmine, the Duchess of Sagan. Metternich had had many liaisons in the past, but this one was different. The duchess was one of the most desirable matches of the day, and Metternich was clearly succumbing to her charms.

The Duchess of Sagan was a slim and petite thirty-three-year-old with dark-blonde hair and deep brown eyes—a ravishing and restless beauty who also happened to be heiress to one of the largest fortunes in Europe. She owned castles all over eastern and central Europe, including Sagan, built by the mercenary of the Thirty Years War, Count Wallenstein, and located a hundred miles south of Berlin.

When Metternich met the duchess, through a mutual friend during his carefree days as a diplomat in Dresden, he had been intrigued. She had grown up in Courland in the Baltic (today’s Latvia), traveled all over Europe, and spoke half a dozen languages fluently. She was in her second unhappy marriage, and soon to be her second divorce. “I am ruining myself with husbands,” she was said to have quipped.

The duchess had kept her own name, and managed her own estates, a somewhat daunting prospect given her extensive property. She had used some of her fortune for charity, even financing a private hospital for wounded soldiers. At one time, when a maid in her household went into premature labor, Wilhelmine had stepped in as an emergency midwife and helped deliver a healthy baby girl.

The relationship between Metternich and the Duchess of Sagan had first started to heat up in the summer of 1813 when he was working on arranging a peace with Napoleon. The peace at that time failed, but the romance thrived. Metternich saw the duchess as much as he could, and in the midst of the crisis, wrote his first long love letter to her:


I watched you for years. I found you beautiful; my heart remained silent; why has that sweet peace deserted me? Why out of nothing have you become for me everything?


The duchess was surprised and frankly flattered by the attentions of this dashing statesman, but she had not been won over, at least not yet. Metternich, however, had persisted. One month later, he wrote:


I am writing because I shall not see you this morning, and I must tell you that I love you more than my life—that my happiness is nothing unless you are very much a part of it.


The duchess could fill a room in her palace with all the gifts Metternich would send, everything from books bound in red morocco to lamps made of lava. Metternich, in turn, cherished every gift that he received. On one shelf in his study was a special black box that had a lock of her hair.

Metternich liked her mind, her judgment, her generosity. He liked how beautiful she looked in her formal gown that sparkled in the ballroom, and he liked the baggy flannels that she wore when she was only lounging around her suite, including her personal favorite, an old “wadded gown with holes in the elbows.” Metternich liked the little things, such as the way she drank her cognac, balancing a sugar cube onto the small silver spoon, gently dipping it into the amber drink, and then, at the end, slurping down the rest. “What,” he once wrote to her, “don’t I like about you.”

By the end of that summer, the duchess had finally come around, and confessed her love for Metternich as well: “I do not know how I love you, but I love you very much, and with my whole heart.” Metternich had been thrilled with the news—making love was one thing, confessing it was another. He wrote back immediately, feeling like he had been suddenly “transported into the loveliest, most blessed spot on earth.”


You have made me drunk with happiness. I love you, I love you a hundred times more than my life. I do not live, I shall not live except for you.


Their relationship was impossible to keep completely secret, and the Palm Palace was certainly going to be a fascinating place that autumn. With the Duchess of Sagan hosting her fashionable salon on its second floor, there was another woman, in a parallel wing, just as intelligent, witty, rich, beautiful, and it must be said, controversial. This was Princess Catherine Bagration, the thirty-one-year-old widow of Pyotr Ivanovich Bagration, a Russian general and war hero who had fallen at Borodino. She was blonde with light blue eyes and pinkish white skin that one admirer compared to alabaster. Her scandalous evening gowns, very low cut, earned her the nickname “the beautiful
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