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			It was a brief announcement, just fifty words or so, printed in old Gothic letters on the front page of a popular Vienna newspaper on a chilly Friday morning, the fourth day of February 1814:

			After a long and arduous journey, accompanied by a small retinue, Her Majesty the Queen of Sicily arrived in this imperial city on Wednesday the second of the month, descending from her coach at the imperial residence, a guest of Her Majesty the Empress-Queen. The illustrious traveller will sojourn here a few days before continuing her journey to Pressburg.

			The Queen of Sicily was Maria Carolina, sixty-one years old, last surviving child of Maria Theresia, the great Empress-Queen of Austria, dead and buried thirty years and more. The Empress-Queen who greeted her now was Carolina’s twenty-six-year-old niece Ludovika, determined to extend the warmest possible welcome despite her own frail health and the opposition of her husband and his powerful first minister, Prince Metternich, preoccupied as they were, forging a new European order out of the bloody shards of revolution and war. The royal visitor, aunt as well to the Emperor-King Franz, had been given to understand that her stay was to be brief. For a few days she might sojourn in the city of her birth, in the house of her royal forebears, but longer than that she was not to remain.

			Prince and emperor regarded her as meddlesome. She had her own claims to press in the mêlée of demands enveloping them now from the head of every European state, whether crowned or elected or imposed by force. After decades of fighting, there were armies still in the field, with the city of Paris under siege and Napoleon Bonaparte, self-proclaimed emperor of the French, at large in the countryside, evading final defeat.

			Metternich had not waited to witness that. For months he had been engaged on a plan of his own brilliant devising, a plan of phenomenal ambition, to reconstruct, no less, the entire political map of Europe. It was a plan of counterrevolution, undoing the tremendous changes of the preceding quarter century. Monarchies were to be reinstated and social hierarchies largely reestablished. Any threatened rebellion would be stopped in its tracks by a strong police state. Above all, there must be no more war in Europe. Governments would be stable and property secure; borders would be fixed and peace assured throughout the continent. There would be no more challenges to the power of priests and aristocrats, and no more guillotining of kings.

			Or of queens, Carolina might have added. For in the upheaval of revolution, the death knell had sounded for her most beloved sister. All her sisters, all her family had paid a price, losing coronets and fiefdoms, territory and treasures. Carolina herself had lost her kingdom, driven from it by the new political necessities. But it was Marie Antoinette who had lost the most: her crown, her dignity, her husband, her children, and finally her life.

			There was to be no more of it. Metternich was intent on turning the clock back to the supposed certainties of his youth. Carolina wanted her share in this, for herself and for her descendants, but it was not the share that others had in mind.

			It was a brief announcement, but for the people of Vienna, reading between the lines, its fifty words contained a hundred stories.

			A hundred stories, beginning half a century before, in the year of comparative peace, 1764.
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				In which we visit a small imperial city, and meet a large imperial family.
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			On a broad plain in Central Europe, between two mountain ranges, lies the city of Vienna. Nourished by the great Danube River on its way east from the Black Forest to the Black Sea, the once Celtic, then ancient Roman settlement was a minor outpost until the early middle ages. But in the fifteenth century, the Habsburg family made it their royal residence and the seat of the Holy Roman Empire, and by 1764, with some two hundred thousand inhabitants, Vienna was the largest city in the German-speaking world, though still only roughly half the size of Naples, a third that of Paris, and a mere quarter the size of London.

			At the centre of Vienna, then as now, stood the grand old Stephansdom, the Cathedral of St Stephen. Built largely in the fourteenth century on a site hallowed since antiquity, it towered above palace and town, affirming the significance of the Roman Catholic Church in the lands of the Habsburgs. Though revered, the Stephansdom was not greatly loved. As a work of architecture, it was unremarkable, “a dark, dirty, and dismal old Gothic building,” in the words of an English visitor. For imposing state occasions, it served very well, but for regular services and more private celebrations the imperial family had long preferred the smaller, fourteenth-century Church of St Augustine, its Gothic bones now fleshed out with the plump features of the Baroque. It stood in the centre of the city alongside their royal residence, the Hofburg palace, where Maria Theresia herself had been born.

			Maria Theresia was an archduchess of Austria and the Queen of Hungary and Bohemia. Her father, the Emperor Karl VI, had had no sons, and in 1713, he had had to wrest agreement from the other European powers to allow a daughter to succeed him as ruler of the Habsburg lands. But on Karl’s death in 1740—from a too-large helping of poisonous mushrooms—a twenty-three-year-old Maria Theresia had found herself at war: Overturning their previous agreement with her father, a powerful alliance of states, including Louis XV’s France, had challenged her right, as a woman, to inherit the royal throne. The ensuing war of succession had lasted eight years, before she was finally affirmed as ruler in 1748.

			Karl’s death had also left a second throne vacant, that of the Holy Roman Empire. Founded by Charlemagne in the year 800, this was a supposed reestablishment of the western empire of ancient Rome. Though it was, in Voltaire’s famous dictum, “neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire,” it had lasted in its various forms, shaping the political and cultural development of much of Europe, for almost a thousand years. It was a mosaic of some three hundred kingdoms, principalities, free cities, bishoprics, and estates, bound to one another more or less closely, depending on the diplomatic requirements of the day. All these territories, including Austria itself, were both part of the Empire, and officially independent entities within it. There was thus an overlap between the Austrian Monarchy and the Holy Roman Empire, although, being its most powerful member, Austria generally managed to keep the Empire subservient to its needs. At the Hofburg palace in Vienna, there were separate wings for the administration of Monarchy and Empire, and ministers might find themselves in one wing in the morning and the other in the afternoon.

			By convention, the Holy Roman Emperor was almost always a Habsburg, though the throne did not necessarily pass from father to son; rather, the new emperor was chosen by seven Electors, all princes of the Empire, who weighed the competing claims and advantages of the candidates. As a woman, Maria Theresia was automatically excluded; in consequence, she had made strenuous diplomatic efforts to have her husband, Franz Stephan, elected in her late father’s place. In 1745, she had succeeded.

			As consort of the Holy Roman Emperor, she herself was now an empress as well as an archduchess and a queen, with a score of other, lesser titles to other, lesser lands. Contemporaries found it too much of an effort to be correct, and generally referred to her simply as the Empress: and to her collective territories, with their population of some forty million, as the Habsburg Empire (though it was not technically an empire at all), or Austria (though it included Hungary and Bohemia and many other lands), or simply the Monarchy. Franz Stephan, both Holy Roman Emperor and nominal co-regent of Austria, had little interest in political affairs; he left the business of empire largely to his imperial chancellor, and the government of Austria, at her own insistence, to his purposeful and capable wife. This state of affairs garnered the Emperor much criticism and the Empress much praise, with Prussia’s King Friedrich II, “Frederick the Great,” berating Franz Stephan’s laziness and lack of ambition, and eulogizing Maria Theresia as “a woman you could call a great man.”

			In her father’s day, a stiff atmosphere had prevailed at the royal palace of the Hofburg, aping the funereal etiquette of the Spanish court. But with Maria Theresia’s accession and her marriage to the easygoing Franz Stephan, most of the gloom had been swept away. Visitors were charmed by the unaffected manner of the Viennese court and the affability of the imperial couple themselves. Their entertainment-loving children and their many young companions enlivened things further, so that, as a visiting prince observed, “Despite the war going on elsewhere, in Vienna, at court and in the private palaces of the aristocracy, it was all pleasure and gaiety.” Even in the streets, the nights were bright, with thousands of oil lamps burning from dusk until one in the morning.

			“The war going on elsewhere” was the recently concluded Seven Years’ War. Fought on many fronts and reaching halfway around the world, it had involved all the great European powers and many smaller ones, and it had brought about some important changes: France had lost its preeminent place, overtaken by Britain, particularly as a colonial power. Friedrich II’s Prussia, supported by London bankers, had moved into the front ranks of the continental states; it was now a match for Maria Theresia’s Austrian Monarchy, and bent on surpassing it. Austria’s own efforts in the war, at times a fight for very survival, had in the end been largely for nothing. Broad areas of the Monarchy had been laid waste; three hundred thousand military and civilian casualties had been sustained; and every year, the war had consumed some 40 million florins, so much that, before the end of the conflict, after pawning her own jewellery, the Empress had even had to send some of her soldiers home, being without the wherewithal to feed them. By 1764, Austria’s state coffers were empty.

			Fortunately for the Habsburg family, their private purse was not. For apart from his imperial crown, the Emperor Franz Stephan also possessed a good bourgeois three-cornered hat: In short, he was an excellent businessman. As a young man, he had inherited substantial property from the last survivor of the great Medici dynasty, who happened to be his aunt, and childless. From this, and from his Grand Duchy of Tuscany, his coal-rich Silesian Duchy of Teschen, and numerous smaller territories, including some of Maria Theresia’s Bohemian lands, he had built a more future-oriented and vastly more wealthy empire. By 1764 it was enormous, encompassing not only traditional agriculture and forestry but factories and mines as well. Intelligent reforms and astute investments had spurred its growth and spread its scope, so that its products now reached every part of the Monarchy.

			Franz Stephan now had many millions in the banks of Italy and Amsterdam but, having been shrewd enough to borrow initially from his wife, he had remained shrewd enough to lend nothing back to her. “And I even have it from a very good source,” reported the Prussian ambassador, “that they have several times argued about this.” Maria Theresia needed cash for the frequent gifts she made to her ministers and favourites as part of her traditional system of court patronage. Franz Stephan, by contrast, held more modernizing views, paying his own staff well enough to allow a cadre of professionals to develop and obviating the need for constant handouts. This provoked accusations of tightfistedness, but the outgoings from his accounts were regular and predictable, and he was never in debt. From these very different examples, the couple’s children would in time draw their own different lessons. But their father’s exertions had built a prodigious fortune, and it was to ensure the Habsburgs’ prosperity for centuries.

			

			• • •

			For three hundred years the Habsburgs had been the most powerful family in Europe. Astute positioning of their many princesses and princes in other royal houses had vastly increased their territories and their influence across the continent. Often avoiding the need for open conflict by strategic betrothals to potential enemies, they had earned, over the centuries, the blessed historical dictum: “Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube. Others make war; you, happy Austria, marry.”

			To this old injunction Maria Theresia and Franz Stephan had responded heroically, aided by an eagerness to marry each other in the first place. Now, at the age of forty-seven, the Empress was the mother of sixteen children, five of them already gone to God, as her firm Catholic faith taught and consoled her; there remained to her four sons and seven daughters. Her own marriage, through the course of its twenty-eight years, had become almost legendary: Alone among European monarchs, she and her husband shared a single bedroom, and spent every night in it together. One bold courtier, consulted by Franz Stephan as to the best way of persuading the Empress to a particular course of action, advised him to refuse to sleep with her until she came round to his way of thinking. The Prussian ambassador, who relayed this story to his sovereign, assured him the Emperor would not have long to wait.

			Centrally located at the top of a grand staircase in the Hofburg palace, the imperial bedroom symbolized the duty and purpose of all Habsburg lives: to proclaim and continue the dynasty. Like their ancestors, Maria Theresia’s eleven surviving children were expected to place the demands of their exalted family before any preference or need of their own. Their mother, intensely conscious of her own place within so illustrious a house, was making her arrangements for each of them now with characteristic determination.

			Visiting Vienna at about this time, Madame Geoffrin, a handsome dame d’un certain âge and a leading light in advanced Paris circles, reported that the Empress had “introduced to me, with an inexpressible grace, all the archduchesses one after the other, and the young archdukes; this family is the loveliest thing you can imagine.” Of the two adult boys, twenty-three-year-old Joseph matched his parents in height—his mother at least was above average—while lanky Leopold, at seventeen, towered already over them all. All seven girls were tall for their age. The eldest of them was Marianna, a fine artist, scientifically-minded, once an enthusiastic hunter—a sweet portrait exists of her at the age of seven, already riding side-saddle on a piebald pony—and an attendee at all court balls and theatrical performances, but now, at twenty-five, living a rather quieter life, and likely to remain unmarried owing, it was generally thought, to her indifferent health. Twenty-two-year-old Marie Christine, also interested in art and a particularly good linguist, was the acknowledged favourite of their empress mother; twenty-year-old Elisabeth, volatile of temperament, quick-witted, sharp-tongued, and flirtatious, was the beauty of the family; Amalie, just turned eighteen and also remarkably pretty, was their Amazon, a lover of horses and hunting, but somehow a little apart, too young for her three elder sisters, too old for the three below her—Josepha and Carolina, thirteen and eleven, Josepha not so bright but perhaps a little artful, Carolina clever and spirited; and the youngest, delicate of health and rather neglected by her mother, eight-year-old Antonia, sandwiched between two little boys of nine and seven, Ferdinand and Maximilian.

			Unusually for a royal mother of the period, Maria Theresia had been quite involved in her elder children’s education, not teaching them herself, of course, but deciding what they were to study, setting out hourly routines for them, and personally checking their progress every day. The three eldest sisters had all had the benefit, in their aya, of the exceptionally able Princess Caroline von Trautson. A close friend and advisor of the Empress, this cultured woman was also a fluent French speaker, and this facility she had passed on to her charges, an important asset for them, since French was the lingua franca of Europe’s courts, and within the family they spoke only their native Viennese German. But whether the demands on the Empress’ time had increased or her own enthusiasm had waned, by 1764 she was paying less attention to what was going on in the schoolroom, and taking less care in the appointment of ayas. The results were predictable, with the younger girls in particular being indifferently educated compared to their siblings.

			There is a delightful series of coloured pastel portraits of all the imperial children, painted at about this time by Jean-Étienne Liotard of Geneva. It shows the three elder sisters in blue-grey silk, the four younger ones in pink, and their brothers in white, and it gives us a glimpse of their everyday activities, if only indoors, and only for the girls. Marianna is reading; Marie Christine is dipping a paintbrush into little coloured pots; Elisabeth gesticulates, as if in mid-conversation; Amalie is embroidering; Josepha is playing on a double keyboard; Carolina poses with a pink rose matching her gown and neck-ruff; Antonia pulls a thick-threaded bodkin through a heavy fabric. Their four brothers, two of them still little boys, stand or sit in powdered attitudes of proto-authority.

			Joseph’s future and that of his three brothers had already been decided. As the eldest son, he was expected to succeed his father, and to this end he had just been crowned King of the Romans. Since there was in fact no Kingdom of Rome, and the eternal city itself was ruled directly by the Pope, Joseph’s title, with a nod to the seven Electors, signified only that he was heir to the Holy Roman Empire; in time he would also inherit his mother’s crowns. As the second son, Leopold was to have his father’s Grand Duchy of Tuscany, with its seat at the massive Palazzo Pitti in Florence. Just turned seventeen and still sighing for a little Hungarian countess, he had recently been betrothed to a daughter of the King of Spain. Ferdinand, not quite ten years old, had been promised for five years already to a wealthy Italian duchess, and seven-year-old Maximilian was to have the Governorship of Hungary, currently held by a local noble.

			Each of the brothers could thus look forward to a handsome establishment. For their sisters, however, a great deal of diplomatic work remained to be done. It was largely in the hands of Maria Theresia’s formidably intelligent chancellor, Prince Anton Wenzel von Kaunitz-Rietberg, fifty-four years of age, tall and lean, a widower with a passion for Vienna’s theatres and also their actresses. Kaunitz hailed from a far from wealthy Bohemian noble family, and his ancestral lands, such as they were, lay near Austerlitz in Moravia. His exceptional talents had raised him, and the residual sensitivities of his comparatively modest birth had left him disdainful of men of greater family and lesser ability. His elegance of dress and speech and his fastidious personal habits, to say nothing of his hypochondria—in his youth he had suffered from a weakness of the lungs—made him an easy target for those who had cause to resent or fear him. His residence in Vienna was “the most arrogantly aristocratic house” in the city. And he was vain, sporting epicene suits of pink and silver, and “unable to pass a mirror without standing for a moment in front of it.”

			Whatever his foibles, Kaunitz was beyond doubt a man of rare gifts, widely regarded as “first minister of all the first ministers of Europe.” Devoted to the Monarchy and unimpeachable in office, he also had the habit, unusual for the time, of prioritizing domestic development over foreign entanglements. For the moment, however, his focus was outwards: The Empress had half a dozen marriageable daughters; half a dozen marriage contracts advantageous to the Habsburgs remained to be concluded.

			

			• • •

			What the Habsburgs considered advantageous to themselves had lately changed. For more than 250 years, since 1500, their dynasty had largely defined itself by a violent hereditary enmity with the French. Originally, neither Austria nor France had had much to fear from the swampy and disordered region of Prussia to their north and east, but a succession of ambitious Hohenzollern princes had ensured that the once minor state had gradually become one of the continent’s Great Powers. In recent years its expansionist king, Friedrich II, had joined forces with a globally rapacious Britain to challenge the dominance of the Habsburgs on the continent and the French overseas, and in 1756, the two ancient enemies had been forced to come together to meet the new threat.

			This overturning of centuries of policy, masterminded by Chancellor von Kaunitz and the French King’s politically powerful mistress, the marquise de Pompadour, was known as the Diplomatic Revolution, or le renversement des alliances. Though in Austria it had been generally accepted as a necessary adjustment to new realities, Franz Stephan himself had not supported it. His mother had been French and his upbringing in Lorraine strongly Francophile, and he doubted that centuries of enmity could be written out of millions of hearts by a few royal signatures on calfskin parchment.

			In France itself, the renversement had never been broadly popular. The defeats of the Seven Years’ War, causing colonial losses in India and Canada and enormous, politically destabilizing debts at home, had only increased the general dissatisfaction with it. It had been all too easy to lay the blame on the new alliance with Austria: The enfeebled Habsburgs, it seemed, no longer had strength enough to restrain the dynamic young giants of Prussia and Britain. By 1764, a year after the war’s end, it was widely agreed in France that the country had taken a serious misstep in joining forces with Austria. But the alliance had held, and diplomats on both sides had remained active, seeking to match the Habsburgs’ daughters with princes of the House of Bourbon.

			These were not by any means all Frenchmen. Half a century before, the armies of the Sun King, Louis XIV, had defeated the Habsburgs’ Spanish cousins, imposing Bourbon rule over not only Spain itself but its Italian territories as well. Now, in 1764, three of the four Bourbon thrones were occupied by Spaniards, all direct descendants of Louis XIV: Carlos III in Madrid; his son Ferdinando in Naples; and his nephew, also called Ferdinando, in the Duchy of Parma in northern Italy. On the throne of France itself sat Louis XV, the Sun King’s great-grandson.

			Franz Stephan’s misgivings notwithstanding, three Habsburg-Bourbon marriages had already been arranged, increasing Austria’s influence in Italy as much as in France. Two had been for his sons, but the most prestigious of them all was that of his youngest daughter, Antonia, with the little duc de Berry, grandson of Louis XV. To the eight-year-old girl herself, still playing with her dolls in the spring of 1764, this meant little, but political observers considered it the consummate achievement of the Diplomatic Revolution. In time, marriages with junior Bourbon houses would also be arranged for three of Antonia’s sisters, while three others, within the Austrian Netherlands and the crown lands of Hungary, Bohemia, and Austria itself, would serve the dynasty’s long-term project of centralizing its power.

			For the Habsburgs themselves, this centralization was a progressive undertaking, an attempt to modernize the Monarchy’s diverse economies and standardize its administration; this in turn was to make it more competitive and ensure its overall prestige within a changing Europe. For its individual regions, however, centralization meant a loss of local power and long-standing traditions, political and religious. The three eldest sisters would be caught up in the resulting tug-of-war between Vienna and its satellites. For Marianna and Elisabeth, despatched to enhance the Habsburgs’ presence in newly strategic regions of Austria, the challenge would be to manage institutions once part of an all-powerful Church, now subject to decreasing funds and increasing restraints. For Marie Christine, far to the north in the Austrian Netherlands, the battleground would be political as well as religious, a prolonged trial by combat between the forces of reaction and revolution. Like their younger sisters in the Bourbon palaces of Italy and France, they would walk a path of thorny compromise between obedience to the old dynasty and loyalty to their new families and subjects, with all sides attempting to form and confine each sister’s developing sense of self.

			As women in an age of fierce constraints, they would begin as pawns on the Habsburg dynastic chessboard, in time, whether willingly or not, becoming players themselves. The diplomatic renversement intended to ensure the Habsburgs’ security and standing would itself be renversé, returning France to its ancient pinnacle as the greatest of all their enemies. Revolution and the expansionary nationalism of the Napoleonic era were to present the sisters with fearful new challenges, to be met by each of them according to her character and talents.

			Each unique in passions and temperament, all seven sisters would be shaped, and all shaped differently, by the powerful personality of their empress mother. Their stories are in many ways a response to her own. Attempts to escape her, to placate or emulate her, even to take revenge on her, these form, for many years, their strongest impulses. They are fused as time goes by with wider fears and desires, with the will to power, ambition for children, and the love of men. The sisters’ interwoven lives reflect and also catalyze the ideals and events of their rich and turbulent age. Often, and often despite themselves, they would become its symbols, positive or negative: Adulation of their patronage, piety, and dynastic continuity would have its counterpoint in accusations of abuse of privilege, hypocrisy, and betrayal. As women, they would be particularly vulnerable to instrumentalization as anti-models of filial and wifely disobedience, sexual promiscuity, and political overreach.

			Seven sisters, seven daughters. Four wives, three mothers, two queens. Two abbesses, in name at least. Marianna the seeker after truth; the grande dame Marie Christine; Elisabeth, the malicious, disfigured beauty; Amalie, troubled and troublesome; Carolina the politician; the tragic bride Josepha; and Antonia, youngest of the seven, sacrificial offering to the gods of revolution. Theirs is a story of many layers: It is the story of a great European family, the story of seven women, at once ordinary and extraordinary, and the story of a brilliant world collapsing, in a fearful time.
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				In which two secret loves emerge, and Elisabeth loses a king.
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			Among the piles of marriage files stacked within the gilded cabinets of Chancellor von Kaunitz’s apartments, there was not a single page concerning the eldest, Marianna. Alone among the seven sisters, owing to her state of health, she appeared to have been excused the primary dynastic duty of marriage and motherhood. During her childhood, various matches had been considered for her, but at the age of eighteen she had collapsed with an infection of the lungs, brought on by “too vigorous movement while dancing,” or so at least thought Court Treasurer Khevenhüller, who was keeping a detailed journal of court events. Whatever the case, the infection had almost killed Marianna. Fearing the worst, the Empress had written to her long-standing friend, the Countess Maria Walpurga Lerchenfeld, that “the loss of this daughter, so dear to me, her wretched condition and the pain in which I see her, have brought me extremely low…. God’s holy will be done…. I confess this is the child I loved most of all.”

			Saved from death, supposedly by suckling at the breast of a wet-nurse four times a day, Marianna had been left with a permanently weak chest and a pronounced curvature of the spine. “Her ribs are so bent,” Khevenhüller had confided to his eldest son, “on one side you feel they might almost pierce her lungs,” and in the eight years since then, though her posture seems to have improved somewhat, her brother Joseph had taken to calling her “hunchbacked Marianna.” This first daughter was Franz Stephan’s favourite, who, unlike his son and heir, shared his love of hunting and his interest in the scientific developments of the day. She was a skilled artist, too, garnering the praise of professionals for her copper engravings and drawings. As well as portraits and still lifes and genre scenes of daily life, she also produced arresting seascapes and moonlit landscapes in an intense, early Romantic vein, for Marianna had something of the seeker in her, always striving, never quite at ease in herself.

			Unusually for the time, Maria Theresia had permitted her four eldest daughters to attend some of their brothers’ lessons alongside them: Keenly aware of the deficiencies in her own education, and blaming her father roundly for this, it seems she had determined to avoid the same shortcomings in the next generation of Habsburg women. Less happily, this did not extend to any training in general affairs of state, to say nothing of the actual day-to-day business of government. In time, this lack of preparation would leave the more highly placed of the sisters floundering in deep political waters.

			Marianna herself felt that her “masculine and rather unsystematic” education had not been altogether positive for her. It had encouraged, she said, the “inborn fire and intensity of my passions,” which she felt might have been brought under firmer control. But her illness at eighteen had done what her education had not: It had put a stop to her hunting all day and dancing all night. Instead, she admitted, she had taken to reading novels all day and playing cards all night—apparently for very high stakes—and whenever she felt her health allowed it she had returned to her more active pleasures, “and with them new kinds of nonsense, one leading to the next; I immersed myself completely in delights,” often enough paying for them with a painful relapse of her illness. At twenty-five, she was by no means the saintly invalid that some would later seek to make of her.

			But although her doubtful health had made the prospect of any match unlikely, Marianna was still prey to “the intensity of my passions,” for, unknown to almost everyone at court, she was—and had been for some years already—deeply in love.

			As so often, love had arrived when least expected. In the earliest years of womanhood, Marianna had lived, as she said, “much too occupied with pleasures to think of love; for a long time, my birth and a certain haughtiness of manner protected me from the danger of being addressed in that way; I had never been vain and didn’t consider myself able to attract anyone, so I didn’t suspect that I had done so.” Though not a striking beauty in the way of her younger sister Elisabeth, Marianna was tall and graceful, with refined features, her eyes full of intelligence and humour and, as everyone remarked, particularly beautiful hands—at that time an important feature in the assessment of female beauty. She was perfectly able to “attract” someone; most probably she had not thought of love because no one had yet attracted her. But in the late winter of 1760, when she was twenty-one years old, she had met the man she was to love for the rest of her life. He cannot be identified with any certainty—even Khevenhüller’s informative journal is missing for these years—but, as she herself was to write, twenty years later, “Once I fell in love, I never thought of anyone else.”

			In the four years and more since then, Marianna and her “friend,” as she always referred to him, had enjoyed a time of cautious happiness, though they had taken care their feelings should not be generally known. “We were so discreet and careful,” she wrote, “I never wanted the kind of comedy I had seen being played so often.” There were no doubt passionate exchanges and stolen kisses, but they wanted no gossip and no furtiveness, and they are unlikely to have consummated their love—with servants everywhere, it would have been almost impossible to keep such a secret. Had Marianna been a widow or a married woman, or even a single woman of far lower rank, that might have been the natural course of events, but she was an unmarried archduchess; apart from any religious or moral scruples, the fear of a scandalous pregnancy would have been enough to persuade her to chastity. It may even be that, apart from an evident meeting of minds, this unconsummated sexual tension had kept the flame between Marianna and her “friend” burning longer than it might otherwise have done.

			Why had Marianna not married this man? It may be that he was already married. Perhaps he was living apart from his wife—a common situation in an age of arranged marriages, often between near-strangers. Even so, in the eyes of the world, a relationship with such a man would have been scandalous and, crucially, in the eyes of the Church, deeply sinful.

			In these years of her early twenties, Marianna was not particularly devout. She was close to her father, who took a relaxed view of his faith, advising his children there was more to be learned of good and evil by observing the world than by listening to confessors. Marianna would have known of his affairs and his way of accommodating them to his Catholicism—his favourite mistress, the Princess von Auersperg, “for whom the Emperor displays his passion quite openly,” was in fact a noted freethinker who believed, following the ancient philosopher Lucretius, “that religion was simply to keep the common people under control.” Still, between what a man might do and what an unmarried woman might do, there remained a deep gulf. Franz Stephan’s mistress, though the same age as Marianna, had been married for some years: Her “value,” as it were, could not depreciate, since she was no longer on the marriage market, and any pregnancy arising could simply be imputed to her husband. Marianna was wise to be “discreet and careful” in her behaviour.

			But she seems to have seen nothing sinful in the relationship, and it is more likely that the man she loved was not married, but rather a single man in modest circumstances, probably of considerably lower rank than herself. Such a man would have been regarded as presumptuous in the extreme to raise his eyes to the daughter of an emperor, and Marianna would have been ridiculed for paying attention to him. An engagement, or even an acknowledged understanding, would have been out of the question.

			Perhaps the man was not Catholic. Within Maria Theresia’s Monarchy, no public career, let alone marriage into the family, was possible for anyone who was not. Or perhaps he was a member of one of the influential Catholic orders, charitable or military, whose members, both priests and laymen, were vowed to celibacy—the Order of Teutonic Knights, for instance. If he had no private fortune, he may have been unwilling to compromise his prospects by withdrawing from such a brotherhood in order to marry.

			Marianna’s secret love was never named by her in writing. It is known only that he was a nobleman, and it seems he lived, at least part of the time, in or near Vienna. They could not, or did not marry, but years and decades into the future, Marianna herself would be found lamenting the “very tender but not changeable heart” that had kept her love for him alive “for twenty-one years, the last just as the first.”

			

			• • •

			Throughout this same spring of 1764, Marianna’s younger sister, twenty-two-year-old Marie Christine, was sighing after a secret love of her own. This young man, twenty-six-year-old Lieutenant Prince Albert Kasimir of Saxony, had arrived in Vienna in 1760, together with his younger brother, Clemens. It had then been the middle of the Seven Years’ War and, although they were sons of the late King of Poland, both brothers had been serving as officers in the Austrian army. It was common at this period for aristocrats to volunteer as officers in the armies of other states, provided they were not at war with their own.

			Prince Albert’s heart had been lost to Marie Christine on the very evening of his arrival, when he had heard her, together with Marianna, singing and playing at the Hofburg. “They were both very beautiful,” he noted in his memoirs, “but the second one had, as well as an absolutely perfect figure, the loveliest possible face and such a lively and intelligent expression, quite individual. That was all it took. The moment I saw her I fell in love with her.” Delighted to find himself seated beside Marie Christine on a sleigh ride by candlelight through a snowy palace park, he was equally charmed by her conversation “which enchanted me even more.” The die was cast, though Marie Christine herself was to recognize it only gradually.

			Albert’s passion was all the more intense for being apparently hopeless. Marie Christine seemed unreachable. The daughter of an imperial house, she far outranked this sixth, uninheriting son, even if his father had been a king, and their grandfathers had been brothers. His despair may have lifted earlier had he guessed that eventually Marie Christine had fallen in love with him, too. But, knowing that her father had long had another man in mind for her, she had for almost two years betrayed to Albert only an impeccable friendliness. By 1764, however, her heart had long been open to him; even the Empress had guessed the truth, though she in her turn was doing her best to conceal it from the Emperor.

			The Prince Franz Stephan favoured for Marie Christine was his nephew, the Duke de Chablais, scion of the powerful House of Savoy, a useful connection for the Habsburgs in their manoeuvring for control of northern Italy. As yet, however, nothing had been concluded. The idea of a match remained secret, while Marie Christine and Albert struggled to keep their own love the same.

			In this they were supported by the Empress, for Marie Christine, as was only too well known, was Maria Theresia’s favourite. This second daughter, known within the rest of the family simply as Marie, was “my dear Mimi” to her doting mother. She was the fifth child and the fourth daughter born to the Empress (two had died in infancy), and she had arrived one evening in spring, in the middle of a palace ball, on the latter’s twenty-fifth birthday. Significantly, when Marie Christine was born, there was already an elder brother safely tucked up in the nursery, a hearty little son and heir, fifteen-month-old Joseph. Though the war of succession for Austria’s crown had been still raging across Europe, it was the first time the Empress had felt able to welcome a daughter into the world.

			But this was not the reason Marie Christine had become her mother’s favourite. From her childhood there is actually no evidence that she was preferred at all. In those early days, it seems rather to have been Marianna who took prime place in her mother’s as in her father’s heart. She was, after all, the first of the Empress’ children to survive infancy, and not surprisingly, perhaps, during her childhood her mother “loved her to the point of idolatry.” The special affection continued, however, for she was also the fruit of Maria Theresia’s happy, early married life, before her husband had turned his gaze toward other women. “Listening to Marianna sing,” she had written, when the girl was twenty-one years old and Marie Christine already seventeen, “I was moved almost to tears, and I felt I loved her more than the others.”

			For a time Marianna’s star had dimmed beside that of Joseph’s first wife, the dazzling Isabella of Bourbon-Parma, who had besotted not only Maria Theresia but Franz Stephan as well, usurping Marianna’s role as dearest child as well as her precedence, as first archduchess, at court. It was only after Isabella’s early death in 1763 that the Empress’ active affections had been transferred firmly and finally to Mimi. Marianna remained no less beloved: The Venetian ambassador could still write that “she of all her sisters is regarded with particular fondness by the Empress Queen, and she well deserves it for her exceptional mind and for the sweetness of her manner.” But her uncertain health had circumscribed her future, and so the Empress had begun to project her ideals of marital happiness and worldly success onto her second daughter.

			The transfer had been planned and promoted by Isabella herself, impossibly in love, as she had been, with her sister-in-law. Still in her early twenties and believing her own death to be imminent, indeed longing for death, she had instructed Marie Christine how best to ingratiate herself with her mother once she herself was gone: “You have enough intelligence and perception to manage this for yourself,” she had told her. “Look to win her heart, look to insinuate yourself in her mind, show love and gratitude to her always and at every moment, and you will be sure to be adored and esteemed for it. In everything and everywhere you can, pay your court to the Empress, and pretend to do it with pleasure. You will replace me in the Empress’ heart and that will recompense you for everything. Adieu, I kiss your adorable arse.” Though she had not returned Isabella’s passion, Marie Christine had followed the advice of her frustrated and designing sister-in-law with extraordinary success. As a visitor to the court observed, “She can, when such is her pleasure, temper her demeanour with the most gracious and winning condescension.” The Empress’ favouritism toward her now, evident in constant gifts and attentions, was naturally resented by the rest of the brood. Joseph behaved particularly coolly to her, no doubt also because, after his wife’s death, he had found in her writing-desk a number of unsent letters, sapphic in tone, addressed to his sister. Even the Empress had confided to a friend that there were papers of Isabella’s that Joseph should never see.

			Some observers thought Marie Christine “naturally distant and haughty,” and over the years there were to be many accusations of pride levelled at her. But this stance may have been partly defensive: In her childhood she had suffered from an embarrassing speech defect, “as if her mouth was full of porridge.” Whether resolved naturally, perhaps through her many lessons in singing and reciting, or corrected systematically by her determined aya, in Marie Christine’s adult life, at least, there was to be no mention of it; no doubt it had played a part nonetheless in the forming of her always controlled public demeanour. Marie Christine was on her way to becoming an acclaimed “great lady” of the highest circles; though she was not without deeper impulses, she rarely allowed them to crack her elegant surface glaze.
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			I also want to speak to you about your marriage; it’s an essential matter for you. An intelligent and sensible woman would contribute a good deal to your success. I don’t know whether it would be more advantageous for you to make a foreign alliance, or to marry one of your subjects?

			The young man in receipt of this advice was thirty-two-year-old Stanisław August Poniatowski, Grand Duke of Lithuania and, owing to the efforts of the Russian Tsarina Catherine II, newly elected King of Poland. His correspondent was the Parisian literary hostess Madame Geoffrin, a long-standing friend of Stanisław’s family and indeed of the young King personally—in their letters they addressed each other as My dear son and My dear Mamma. Stanisław, able and very handsome, had spent several years at the Russian court, partly in diplomatic service, partly in plain intriguing, and a good deal of the time as the preferred lover of the then Grand Duchess Catherine herself. Until recently he had been hoping to marry her, but Catherine had had other plans: Stanisław was to take the throne of Poland and ensure the country’s continuing subordination to Russia—in this, however, he was doing his best to disappoint her.

			The “foreign alliance” that he was now considering, early in 1765, was with Maria Theresia’s third daughter, the Archduchess Elisabeth. Stanisław had met her several times before during his visits to the Viennese court, but she had been only a child, and there had been no thought then of his marriage with any of the archduchesses: Although through his mother he belonged to the powerful Czartoryski family, Stanisław would not then have been of sufficiently high rank to marry the daughter of an emperor. But he was now a king, and Elisabeth a highly attractive girl of twenty.

			Madame Geoffrin had met Elisabeth as a young girl, but she did not really know her; if she had, it is doubtful that she would have seen in her the “intelligent and sensible woman” she felt would suit her “dear son.” Stanisław was a passionate reader and a significant patron of the arts and sciences; in the months since his election, he had already revealed himself to be an ambitious political reformer as well. Elisabeth had no interest in things of the mind or in the duties and challenges of government, though she was beautiful and in good health, and might have produced the many children always desired in a ruling family. The marriage might have been a dynastic success, but it is unlikely to have been happy.

			Though not without native ability, Elisabeth generally deployed her wit and vivacity only to make caustic jokes at the expense of her siblings, or to flirt with one or other of the young men at court. There was an indolence about her that left her mother decidedly not amused, with the Empress complaining of “Elisabeth with her beauty. She only wants to be liked by some guardsman or prince, she is satisfied with that and cultivates nothing else.” But though it is true Elisabeth liked to enjoy herself without having to make too much of an effort, she may have felt she had enough to do in any case with the manifold duties—diplomatic, religious, charitable—imposed on her as a daughter of the ruling house.

			A nephew of Stanisław was later to claim that it was Maria Theresia who had initiated the discussions about a possible match. But Stanisław himself had been eager for a Habsburg bride, and he had also been encouraged by the British, pushing for a stronger alliance between Poland and Austria to offset the rising power of Prussia. Negotiations were purposefully pursued, but they did not last long. Though Maria Theresia was well disposed toward Stanisław personally and wanted to remain on friendly terms with him, she believed that the Tsarina Catherine, who had brought him to his throne, after all, would hold too great a sway over him. Since Stanisław was already trying to pursue an independent line, the Empress did not wish to offend him by pointing this out too clearly. Instead, she conjured up a financial obstacle: Stanisław did not have sufficient means to keep Elisabeth in a manner befitting her rank; if he should leave her a widow, she would have even less to live upon.

			This at least was the Venetian ambassador’s opinion of the situation. And it seems the Empress also had her doubts about the prospect of a resurgent Poland to her north. The ambassador thought the marriage might have been concluded all the same, had it not been for the intervention of Catherine herself. But Stanisław’s commonwealth, comprising the Kingdom of Poland together with the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, the whole largely encircled by Russia, Prussia, and Austria, was too strategically important; Catherine wanted to keep it weak and under her own control. An alliance with Austria would mean a considerable shift in the balance of power, a shift by no means to Russia’s advantage. The Tsarina forbade Stanisław outright to make the match, and he, mindful of the past or fearful for the future, duly capitulated to her.

			Maria Theresia’s instincts had been right. And whatever Elisabeth may personally have felt about the loss of a Polish crown, not to mention a most attractive husband, given the trials Stanisław was soon to face, her mother can only have thought it a good thing the diplomatic romance had ended as it did.

		

	
		
			
				II
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				1765

				In which two matches are made, one good and one bad, and an emperor meets his end.
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			As heir to the Habsburg Monarchy and also to the Holy Roman Empire, twenty-three-year-old Joseph was regarded, within the family as without, as the most important of the eleven siblings. Already a widower, and the father of a tiny girl named, unavoidably, Maria Theresia, Joseph was now under pressure to marry again and produce a male heir of his own. He had no personal wish to do so, startling his mother by insisting his physical needs could very well be met without the bonds of matrimony. After a time, he had agreed to remarry, but only on condition that the bride be the Princess Maria Luisa of Bourbon-Parma, younger sister of his late wife, Isabella.

			This princess was already betrothed to her cousin, the Prince of Asturias and heir to the Spanish throne. Worshipping Joseph and desperate for an heir to the Monarchy, Maria Theresia humbled herself, pleading with the King of Spain to annul that betrothal. Carlos’ reply was floridly diplomatic, but negative nonetheless. Maria Luisa, still only thirteen, was packed off to Madrid, where she was later to be immortalized, with minimal flattery, by that court’s great painter Francisco Goya. It was perhaps as well for Joseph that he did not succeed in marrying her: On her deathbed Maria Luisa was to confess that of the fourteen children she had borne, not one had been fathered by her husband.

			With his preferred princess unavailable, Joseph announced he would leave the matter entirely to his mother: If she could find a suitable match for him, he said, he would do his dynastic duty. “And I would prefer a German Catholic princess,” the Empress declared, “having for more than one reason too great a repugnance for a Protestant.”

			Maria Theresia was a deeply committed Catholic. In the absolutist tradition of the ancien régime, she regarded her throne as the direct gift of the Almighty, and the promotion of Catholicism as part of her duty as ruler. She allowed no confessional dissent among those who served her in any senior post: Protestants or Jews seeking advancement at court or in other prominent professions were simply obliged to convert to Catholicism. But within the bounds of the Catholic faith, she was by no means in thrall to Rome. Instead, she favoured a progressive or at least unorthodox trend within the Church, which had decided undertones of Protestantism: This was the Jansenist movement.

			As a girl, she had absorbed the sterner and simpler practices of Jansenist Catholicism through her mother, a convert from Lutheranism. Franz Stephan, too, had grown up with Jansenist thinking at his French-speaking court in Lorraine, for though it had originated in the Netherlands, Jansenism was largely a French phenomenon. It was in effect a kind of Catholic puritanism or, as the Jansenists themselves called it, “rational Christianity,” emphasizing bible reading, good works, and a resigned stoicism rather than traditional Catholic devotions, many of which were held to have degenerated among the common people to superstition and even idolatry. The Empress herself observed most of the old devotions, and her children had been taught to say the rosary and attend mass every morning, and to celebrate the traditional feast-days and festivals, but theirs was what was known as “enlightened Catholicism,” which in Austria was Jansenist-dominated. Though always with recourse to prayer, they were to take practical action rather than waiting for miracles to occur; and there was to be no nonsense about witchcraft, which Maria Theresia considered an ignorant superstition—this at a time when, in neighbouring Germany and Switzerland, “witches” were still being burned at the stake.

			In moral teaching, in any case, there was little difference between traditional and enlightened Catholics, or even Protestants, at least where the education of girls was concerned. “You know that we women are subject to our husbands,” the Empress told her daughters, “that we owe them obedience, that our only end in everything must be our husband, to serve him, to be useful to him, and to make of him our best friend, while always regarding him as our master.” Whichever princess she chose for her son would have been brought up with this view of her duties, but, as the Empress observed, “Among the Catholics in Germany, the choice is very slim and is limited to the princesses of Bavaria and Saxony. The first has considerable advantages in the hope of her succession to the allodial lands of Bavaria…but she has not yet had the smallpox.”

			In the end, the hope of increased territory won out over the fear of disease, and the princess chosen for Joseph, tempting Providence as it turned out, was the twenty-five-year-old Maria Josepha of the House of Wittelsbach. In a markedly ungallant letter to the father of his late first wife, Joseph described the lady who was shortly to become his second: “She has not had the smallpox, a disease of which I have a frightful memory; a short, fat figure; no youthfulness; a common face; on it, some little pimples with red spots; bad teeth.”

			The wedding took place in January 1765 at the newly rebuilt palace of Schönbrunn, just outside Vienna. Though it was an important day for the Habsburg dynasty, little public celebration was permitted, Isabella’s death being still too recent. The festivities were confined to court circles, with Joseph’s siblings, all of them musical, playing a prominent part. Two paintings survive, both by the court painter Johann Georg Weikert, illustrating the family’s talents, as displayed at Schönbrunn on the day after the wedding. The first shows four of the bridegroom’s sisters performing in the specially commissioned serenata Il Parnaso Confuso (Parnassus in Turmoil) by court composer Christoph Willibald Gluck, fifty years old and in the full flower of his genius, to a libretto by the elderly court poet Pietro Metastasio. This lovely and accessible comic opera was staged in a single act lasting more than two hours. Amalie took the starring role as the god Apollo, with Elisabeth, Josepha, and Carolina as three less energetic muses. Both Amalie and Elisabeth had inherited their mother’s beautiful voice, but the work reveals Amalie’s superior technique; it also suggests that Carolina had a mezzosoprano or even contralto voice, in contrast to her three soprano sisters. Court musicians completed the ensemble, with brother Leopold, eighteen years old, conducting the whole from his seat at the clavichord.

			Court Treasurer Khevenhüller, not usually an enthusiast for Gluck’s music, called the Parnaso “honestly and sans flatterie perhaps one of the best performances yet seen at a court.” Afterwards the three youngest children made cameo appearances in a famous old ballet from the court of Louis XIV. Ferdinand and Antonia danced together as shepherd and shepherdess, improbably decked out in silks in the Bavarian colours of blue and white, with music-loving Ferdinand distinguishing himself “really marvellously, beyond expectations and to general admiration,” and Maximilian, just turned eight and appropriately plump, appearing in the role of Cupid.

			To his new bride, short, fat, and pimpled, Joseph behaved throughout the celebrations with civility but no warmth. And though Maria Josepha, with increasing desperation, did her utmost to please him, his feelings for her were not to change. “She never sees him at all,” Marie Christine wrote to Albert a few months later. “He told me she sends her valet every morning to ask how he is. I told him in no uncertain terms that if I had the honour to be his wife and he treated me like that I would have already fled or hanged myself from one of the trees at Schönbrunn.”

			

			• • •

			Maria Theresia had known for almost a year that Marie Christine and Albert were in love and hoping, if rather against hope, to marry. But Franz Stephan’s wishes on the matter were clear and, unusually, the Empress had not tried to impose her own: Marie Christine was expected to marry the Emperor’s nephew, the Duke de Chablais. And in the spring of 1765, Chablais made a visit to Vienna “incognito,” as the Empress confided to her close friend and former lady-in-waiting, the Countess Sophie Amalie von Enzenberg. In a classic instance of insult added to injury, Albert was obliged to vacate his apartment in the Hofburg to make way for his rival; he himself went to stay with his brother for the duration.

			Chablais arrived, “a very well brought up and rational gentleman, with quite a good figure, somewhat like [Joseph],” as the heartily built Court Treasurer Khevenhüller recorded, “but his voice is somehow misplaced, as if coming out of a double pipe, however it mostly strikes a falsetto tone, arising from an internal defect of the throat, which he has inherited from his royal father, who is well known to have a very fat and, to use a good German expression, lumpy neck”—a prominent adam’s apple, perhaps.

			Marie Christine was unnerved by Chablais’ visit. It suggested that her mother was still in two minds about whom she should marry. But more likely the Empress was concerned to keep up appearances until she could persuade the Emperor to accept Albert as a son-in-law. In a letter to Marie Christine of about this time, she took pains to emphasize her sincerity with her, conveniently omitting to mention her lack of it with regard to her husband.

			“I need time,” she wrote, “and I can take no steps before we return from Innsbruck”—which meant that Marie Christine would have to wait, giving no public hint of her feelings, until later in August, after her brother Leopold’s wedding in the Tyrolean mountains. People had begun to talk, all the same, and the Empress urged her daughter to behave with more discretion, to “act naturally” and “play the role you have to play, and no little confidences or private chats, not with your sister [Marianna], not with anyone. Don’t trust anyone with this, for the whole world is watching you.”

			Where Marianna was concerned, at least, it was almost certainly too late for such a warning. As the eldest in the family, she was long used to keeping the secrets of her younger siblings. As she herself said, “I was everyone’s confidante.” Franz Stephan kept making jokes and insinuations about Chablais, with Maria Theresia complaining about “the jealousy this provokes within the family”—a reference, perhaps, to Elisabeth, disappointed of her Polish crown. And in an unwitting echo of her late daughter-in-law, Isabella, she urged Marie Christine to “manipulate your father’s tenderness by a thousand attentions, and don’t give him any grounds for suspecting you with my protégé, because he notices everything.”

			The Empress had by now given the lovers permission to write and send flowers to each other, to be partners at evenings of cards at court, and even to meet in each other’s apartments. It is more than likely that the observant Franz Stephan, along with everyone else at court and in the town, was well aware of the undeclared romance. What he apparently did not suspect was his wife’s determination to bring about a marriage between the two. But if she had had any doubts at all, the pitiable situation of Joseph’s unloved wife may have settled the matter for her: Three months after that wedding, Maria Josepha’s misery was only too apparent, with the sole ray of light in her otherwise friendless life the kind attention of Franz Stephan. As she wrote, perhaps naively, to her sister, the Emperor regarded her “not only as a daughter-in-law, but as a true friend.”

			As for Marie Christine having to wait until after Leopold’s wedding, there would simply be no time to arrange everything before then. Once Franz Stephan had come around to the idea, Albert would require a formal position, the couple would need some kind of establishment, the wedding itself would take time to prepare, and the Empress, as always, would be wanting to control every detail.

			

			• • •

			Leopold’s bride, whom as yet he had not met, was the Infanta Maria Luisa, daughter of the King of Spain. At nineteen and a half, she was a year or two his senior. The wedding had been fixed for the fifth of August 1765 and, to the dismay of the great and good in Vienna, the Empress had decided it would take place in Innsbruck, 250 miles away. Khevenhüller’s diary contains a little rant about “this unpleasant journey,” a round-trip of almost a week by stately carriage, with the Court Treasurer’s annoyance overcoming his usual deference toward the Empress: “No one can understand why this woman, against the wishes and advice of the Emperor and ministers and to her own very considerable discomfort, wants to undertake this lengthy journey,” and he marked down indignantly all the other places that would have been closer or easier or cheaper.

			Court rumour had it that the Empress wanted to revisit the convent in Hall, a little town near Innsbruck, with a view to retiring to a holy life there “in case anything human were to befall the Emperor,” as Khevenhüller’s picturesque phrase had it. Franz Stephan, still in apparently robust health for his fifty-six years, personally found Innsbruck oppressive, encircled as it was by high mountains. There was no doubt also a strategic element in Maria Theresia’s decision: Innsbruck had once been an important centre of Habsburg power, but now, for a hundred years exactly, there had been no prince of the family resident there. A loud and lengthy sojourn in this mountain city, far to the southwest and usefully close to Italy, could only emphasize the family’s strength and further the Empress’ larger scheme of gathering the disparate structures of the Monarchy into a modernized and centralized whole.

			The support of the common people for this ongoing project was to be encouraged by civic improvements in time for the wedding: All the streets and little alleys were to be cleaned and newly cobbled, street lighting improved, and the town’s stinky moat drained, but, as the Empress instructed her friend, the Countess Enzenberg, who was the wife of the local Governor, “I don’t want our arrival to raise the cost of everyday things, and your husband should arrange some little extras for the town, for the better off and others, so that they’re left with an agreeable memory of their masters’ visit.” None of it, in any case, made any difference to Khevenhüller, whose grumblings continued in his formal despatches—“You can read all about it there,” he concluded.

			As was usual during the summer months, the whole imperial family had been staying at the palace of Schönbrunn, but in early July they returned to Vienna to allow Leopold to make his farewells to the imperial city and its people. Joseph’s wife had remained at Schönbrunn, feeling unwell or, as the Empress confided to the Countess Lerchenfeld, with any luck, pregnant:

			Thank God we have every reason to hope she won’t come with us. For the past fortnight she’s been saying she’s ill, and for the past week she’s been late with a certain something…. It would be another miracle on the part of the good Lord, and we need one, for really my son is to be pitied; she’s neither pretty nor agreeable, but at least she’ll give us an heir, provided it’s a prince.

			Joseph did at least drive back from Vienna to have supper with his wife, though “not so much of his own volition, rather on his mother’s orders.” He returned to the city directly afterwards.

			At half past four the next morning, following a public mass at St Stephen’s Cathedral, and a breakfast of hot boiled trout “which the Emperor ate with considerable relish,” the party set off, planning to cover the first fifty miles before the day was out. It was a lengthy caravan of princely carriages and service wagons, but the imperial family itself was rather reduced: just the Emperor and Empress with their four eldest children, Marianna, Joseph, Marie Christine, and, naturally, the bridegroom Leopold. The deliciously beautiful Princess von Auersperg went along, too, officially as a lady-in-waiting to the Empress and unofficially as the Emperor’s long-standing mistress
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