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			CHRONOLOGY

			1746Léonard Alexis Autié born in Pamiers

			1753Pierre Autié, Léonard’s brother, born in Pamiers on July 22

			1758Jean-François Autié, Léonard’s brother, also known as Léonard, born in Pamiers

			1762Jean-Pierre Autié, Léonard’s cousin, also known as Villanou, born on April 4

			1769Léonard arrives in Paris

			1770Marie Antoinette arrives at the Palace of Versailles

			1774Death of Louis XV; Louis and Marie Antoinette inherit the thrones

			1778Marie Antoinette gives birth to her first child

			1779Léonard is hairdresser to Marie Antoinette

			1785The Necklace Affair

			1788Léonard, having made his fortune, obtains permission for Théâtre de Monsieur

			1789Women’s March on Versailles; Léonard is financially ruined

			1791The Autié brothers participate in the royal family’s “Flight to Varennes”

			1791Léonard leaves for London, December 27; his wife divorces him three years later

			1792Léonard departs for Germany

			1793Marie Antoinette executed

			1794Alleged conviction and execution of Jean-François on July 25

			1798Destitute, Léonard returns to hairdressing in the Czar of Russia’s court

			1801Czar Paul of Russia dies

			1814Léonard permitted to return to Paris by Bourbon monarchy

			1818Léonard seeks privilege to open a new theater

			1820Léonard dies in Paris on March 24

		

	
		
			

			CAST OF HISTORICAL CHARACTERS

			D’Aiguillon, Duke (1720–1788). French general exiled for his notorious relationship with Madame du Barry.

			Alexander I (1777–1825). Czar of Russia (1801–1825).

			D’Angoulême, Duke (1775–1844). Louis Antoine d’Artois, son of the Count of Artois. Last Dauphin of France (1824–1830).

			Arnould, Sophie (1740–1802). Famous actress and singer of the French stage.

			Artois, Count of (1757–1836). Youngest brother of Louis XVI. King Charles X (1824–1830). Last Bourbon ruler of France.

			Autié, Jean-François (1758–?). Léonard’s brother and second hairdresser to Marie Antoinette.

			Autié, Léonard Alexis (1746–1820). Royal hairdresser, valet, and confidant to Queen Marie Antoinette.

			Autié, Pierre (1753-1814?). Léonard’s brother and hairdresser to Madame Élisabeth, Louis XVI’s sister.

			D’Avaray, Duke (1759–1811). Antoine Louis François de Bésiade, favorite of Louis XVIII.

			Bailly, Jean Sylvain (1736–1793). First mayor of Paris in 1792.Guillotined in 1793 for defending Marie Antoinette.

			Balbi, Countess (1785–1852). Anne Jacobé de Caumont la Force. Presumed mistress of Louis XVIII.

			Barras, Paul François (1755–1829). Deputy of the Convention; he voted for the death of Louis XVI. 

			Bault, Monsieur. Served as concierge of Marie Antoinette’s prison with his wife. 

			Beaumarchais, Pierre (1732–1799). Playwright whose best-known work was Le Barbier de Séville.

			Bertin, Marie-Jean Rose (1747–1813). Milliner and dress designer to Queen Marie Antoinette.

			Bezenval, Baron Pierre (1722–1794). Last commander of the Swiss Guards.

			Blache, alias Dumas. Spy sent to London to keep watch over Madame du Barry.

			Boehmer and Bassenge. Parisian jewelers who created the notorious diamond necklace.

			Bouillé, Marquis de (1739–1800). French general who helped plan the royal family’s flight to Varennes.

			Breteuil, Baron de Preuilly (1730–1807). Last prime minister of Louis XVI.

			Busne, François de. Knight of the Legion of Honor who was Marie Antoinette’s last bodyguard. 

			Calonne, Charles-Alexandre de (1734–1802). Statesman responsible for the economic crisis of 1789. 

			Campan, Jeanne-Louise-Henriette (1752–1822). Marie Antoinette’s lady-in-waiting from 1774 to 1792.

			Choiseul-Stainville, Duke of (1760–1838). French colonel who assisted in the king’s flight to Varennes.

			Coigny, François-Henri (1737–1821). Soldier who served against the Republic in the Revolutionary Wars.

			Condé, Prince of (1736–1818). Royal who left France to lead the counter-revolutionary army.

			Dillon, Édouard. Marie Antoinette’s favorite, known for his handsomeness.

			Drouet, Jean-Baptiste. Postmaster of Ste. Menehould who helped capture the king in Varennes.

			Du Barry, Madame (1743–1793). The last favorite of Louis XV; she was guillotined on December 8, 1793.

			Duthé, Mademoiselle. Opera dancer and courtesan at the end of the eighteenth century. 

			Élisabeth of France, Madame (1764–1794). Princess and younger sister of Louis XVI.

			Feodorovna, Maria (1759–1828). Empress of Russia and wife of Paul I. 

			Fersen, Hans Axel de (1755–1810). Swedish count and presumed lover of Marie Antoinette.

			Frémont. Léonard’s friend and partner of the Académie de Coiffure.

			Gluck, Christoph Willibald von (1714–1787). German composer who taught Marie Antoinette the harpsichord.

			Guéménée, Princesse de (1743–1807). French aristocrat and governess of Marie Antoinette’s children.

			Guimard, Marie Madeleine (1743–1816). Star ballerina of the French opera and wealthy socialite.

			Joseph II of Austria (1741–1790). Holy Roman Emperor from 1765 to 1790. Marie Antoinette’s brother.

			Julien. Léonard’s assistant, also known as the “handsome Julien.”

			Lafayette, Marquis de (1757–1834). French aristocrat and general in the American Revolutionary War.

			La Motte-Valois, Jeanne de (1756–1791). Thief who stole the diamonds in the Necklace Affair.

			Lamballe, Princesse de (1749–1792). Superintendent of Marie Antoinette’s household, the court’s highest rank.

			Langeac, Madame de. Eccentric widow, also known as Madame d’Urfé.

			Larsenneur, Sieur. French hairdresser to Marie Antoinette before Léonard’s arrival in Paris.

			Lauzun, Armand Louis (1747–1793). Later Duke of Biron, he commanded the anti-revolutionary army.

			Legros (de Rumigny). Hairdresser in Louis XV’s court, and writer of work devoted to the art. 

			Limpérani, Marianna. Renowned singer of the French stage in the late eighteenth century.

			Louis Joseph (1781–1789). Dauphin of France. Second child and eldest son of Louis XVI.

			Louis XV (1710–1774). King of France from 1715 to 1774. Grandfather of Louis XVI.

			Louis XVI (1754–1793). Dauphin of France from 1765 to 1774. King from 1774 to 1791.

			Louis XVII (1785–1795). Dauphin of France from 1789 to 1791. Uncrowned king 1791 to 1793.

			Louis XVIII (1755–1824). Count of Provence during reign of Louis XVI. King from 1814 to 1824.

			Lucette. Léonard’s mistress. An actress and political activist.

			Malacrida, Marie-Louise Jacobie (1752–1837). Wife and mother of Léonard’s children. Divorced ca. 1794. 

			Maria Theresa (1717–1780). Empress of Austria from 1740 to 1780. Marie Antoinette’s mother.

			Marie Antoinette of Austria (1755–1793). Dauphine of France (1770–1774). Queen of France (1774–1792).

			Marie-Thérèse of France (1778–1851). Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette’s eldest daughter. 

			Mercy-Argenteau, Count of (1727–1794). Arranged marriage of Marie Antoinette and the Dauphin Louis.

			Montansier, Mademoiselle (1730–1820). Versailles’s theater director and investor in Léonard’s theater.

			Necker, Jacques (1732–1804). Louis XVI’s finance minister who was banished from court in 1787.

			Nicolet, Jean-Baptiste (1728–1796). Opened Nicolet’s Theater, where Julie Niébert and Laura performed.

			Niébert, Julie. Actress of Nicolet’s Theater and member of the Grands Danseurs troupe.

			Noailles, Anna (1729–1794). Known as Madame Etiquette in Marie Antoinette’s court.

			D’Oliva, Nicole Leguay. Prostitute who impersonated Marie Antoinette in the Necklace Affair.

			Paul I, Czar (1754–1801). Emperor of Russia from 1796 to 1801.

			Polignac, Duchess of (1749–1793). Beautiful favorite of Marie Antoinette from 1775 until her exile in 1789.

			Pompadour, Madame de (1721–1764). Courtesan and mistress of Louis XV from 1745 to her death in 1764.

			Provence, Count of. Title of Louis XVIII during the reign of his brother Louis XVI (1770–1791).

			Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, François (1747–1827). Estates-General deputy who warned Louis XVI of revolt.

			Rohan, Prince de (1734–1803). Cardinal who was duped in the Affair of the Diamond Necklace in 1785.

			Sophie Hélène Béatrice of France (1786–1787). The youngest of Louis XVI’s four children.

			Vandenyver, Baptiste. Dutch banker who transacted the sale of Marie Antoinette’s diamonds.

			Vaudreuil, Count of. One of Marie Antoinette’s favorites and the Duchess of Polignac’s lover.

			Vigée-LeBrun, Louise Élisabeth (1755–1842). The most important female painter of the eighteenth century.

			Viotti, Giovanni Battista (1755–1824). Italian violinist and Léonard’s partner in the Théâtre de Monsieur.

		

	
		
			

			A NOTE ON SOURCES

			Exaggeration and hyperbole always pose problems when constructing a biography, especially one that relies on centuries-old memoirs, letters, and secondhand accounts of events. Even government documents can be misleading when they are written in the midst of the type of regime and social change that took place during and after the French Revolution.

			The literature on the Revolution is vast, but that which focuses on Marie Antoinette’s hairdresser, Léonard Autié, is somewhat limited. The amazing hairstyles were a big story in their day, with extensive coverage in the press, but little was written about the man behind these creations. Fortunately, Baron Lamothe-Langon published Léonard’s memoirs, Souvenirs de Léonard, coiffeur de la reine Marie-Antoinette, eighteen years after his death in 1838. The ghostwriter purported that he used Léonard’s journals and notes to achieve the two-volume work, but his critics claimed that it was apocryphal, embellishing the hairdresser’s role in history.

			Nevertheless, I relied heavily on Souvenirs de Léonard, using its timeline and cast of characters. But, keeping its critics in mind, I also extensively consulted the court memoirs and letters of Léonard’s contemporaries to investigate any doubtful claims and resolve any conflicts. Any discrepancies are duly noted in this biography. Unless otherwise noted in the endnotes, the dialogue retrieved from the Souvenirs de Léonard is unverifiable because the work itself has been deemed unreliable in its original form. However, all dialogue has been transcribed verbatim from original sources, and dialogue from any French sources has been diligently translated into English. All references have been cited with endnotes and a comprehensive bibliography. 

			Since 1838, only Louis Péricaud and Gustave Bord have revisited Léonard’s story in any detail, focusing on his theater venture and his role in the royal family’s affairs, respectively in 1908 and 1909. Although this book addresses the famous hairdresser’s life and is not intended to be a reference in French history, it does shed light on the trials and tribulations of the last Queen of France from another angle—that of her confidant and coveted hairdresser.

		

	
		
			

			A NOTE ON TITLES OF NOBILITY

			In the eighteenth century, it was the custom in France to address any gentleman, Monsieur; any married woman, Madame; and any young lady, as well as any unmarried woman, Mademoiselle. The plural was Messieurs, Mesdames, and Mesdemoiselles. Nobility, however, had certain privileges attached to it, and social etiquette required that its members be addressed properly.

			The rules followed at the court of Versailles until 1789 have been respected in this work. The king is addressed as Sire or Votre Majesté, Your Majesty, with the queen addressed as Madame or Votre Majesté. The king’s children and grandchildren are called Enfants de France (Children of France). The king’s eldest prince, however, is addressed as Monsieur le Dauphin, the title used for the heir apparent to the throne. In speaking of him, one would say Monseigneur only; he is never called His Royal Highness as other princes. His younger brothers have various titles, according to their appendages, such as the Duke of Burgundy or the Duke of Anjou. They are addressed as Monseigneur or Votre Altesse Royale, Your Royal Highness. If one is speaking about the king’s oldest brother, he can only be referred to as Monsieur.

			The princes of the royal blood, princes de sang, but who are not sons of the king or his brothers, are addressed as Monsieur le Prince, with the second son being called Monsieur le Duc. As to the princes who are not of the royal blood, they are called Mon Prince or Votre Altesse. The princesses of France, the king’s daughters, are called Mesdames de France as soon as they are born. The dauphin’s wife is called Madame la Dauphine; for example, Marie Antoinette is addressed as Dauphine of France, until she becomes queen.

			The marshals of France, lieutenants-general, and ambassadors are all addressed as Monseigneur or Votre Excellence. Any other person of rank, such as marquis, baron, or chevalier, is simply addressed as Monsieur.1

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			“To tell the truth, I think your head-dress is too fragile to bear a crown.”

			—Emperor Joseph to his sister Marie Antoinette

			Versailles, 1777

			Paris, France

			October 1793

			 

			Captain de Busne, Marie Antoinette’s last bodyguard, took her back to the cell where she awaited the hour of her execution. He had just accompanied her to the revolutionary tribunal where she was tried and convicted, but on this occasion, Captain de Busne was also guilty of unpardonable crimes. He had held his hat in his hand while escorting the fallen queen, he had taken the trouble of fetching a glass of water for her, and finally, he had offered his arm to help her down the dark staircase leading to her fetid prison cell. Later that day, Captain de Busne was denounced by the tribunal and arrested for his criminal behavior.1

			Even the dark, dungeon-like Conciergerie prison was thought too good for Marie Antoinette. After hearing the revolutionary court pronounce the sentence of death a few minutes past four o’clock in the morning, the widowed queen, now a haggard old woman at thirty-eight, was escorted back to her cell. It was a small, narrow cell with no chimney, where the guards burned juniper to cover up the smell of the primitive sanitation—a far cry from her extravagant chambers at the court of Versailles just four chaotic years earlier.

			How things had changed! When the young princess first arrived at the magnificent palace in 1770 to wed the future King Louis XVI, she was led to a bedchamber that would have been the envy of all of Europe. The ceiling had been freshly gilded and adorned with cherubs and doves. Behind a majestic banister, a brocade canopy was spangled with gold, screening the princess’s lavishly decorated bed. Every detail in her private life, the choice of her marvelous clothes, even the style of the ribbon for her hair, was determined by the château’s unbending traditions of decorum, dating back to the reign of the Sun King, Louis XIV, who not only constructed the enchanting palace of Versailles and its gardens, but also imposed rigid rules of etiquette. These rules prescribed the behavior of the courtiers and the king himself; even his grandsons, Louis XV and Louis XVI, who preferred family to court life, could not escape the strict codes of comportment, manners, and dress at Versailles.

			 

			When the prison maid, Rosalie, arrived at eight o’clock in the morning, only two candles were burning in her dark quarters. Marie Antoinette sighed and put on a white morning gown, draping a muslin handkerchief around her neck.2 Long forgotten were the magnificent gowns and accessories of her designer Madame Bertin at Versailles, where the queen’s toilette took place every morning in the presence of the court nobles. The ritual was a masterpiece of etiquette; the ladies-in-waiting had prescribed duties for dressing Marie Antoinette, while the maids of honor followed strict procedures for bathing. The honor of presenting her dress was granted to the noble lady present with the highest rank.3 Afterward, the princess would retire to her sumptuous private apartments. On each side of the bed were two doors, which gave access to a royal suite of private rooms including her library, her bathroom, and a salon where she enjoyed reading her novels.

			Now sitting on her prison cell bed, a rotting straw-filled mattress covered with a tattered woolen blanket, Marie Antoinette turned to Rosalie, who had promised to fulfill her last requests, and asked for paper and a pen to write a letter to her sister-in-law Madame Élisabeth, which was never to be delivered:

			 

			It is to you, my sister, that I write for the last time. I have just been condemned, not to a shameful death, for such is only for criminals, but to go and rejoin your brother . . .4

			Marie Antoinette signed and handed Rosalie the letter, which was covered with the fallen queen’s tears. Suddenly, the cell door opened with a deafening clank. Marie Antoinette almost fainted at the sight of the red-hooded executioner. She recoiled with horror when he asked her to turn around so he could cut her hair, necessary to ensure that the guillotine’s blade would work properly.5

			Her hair. It would be the last thing to go. Marie Antoinette’s hair, the talk of all Europe when she held her elaborate court at Versailles, had almost always been the sole responsibility of the eccentric Léonard Autié, the hairdresser with the “magical comb.” Léonard, often taken for nobility, would enter the queen’s private salon soon after her entourage of ladies-in-waiting dressed her. It was he who fashioned the ever-fantastic edifices of hair, sometimes adding feathers and accessories to create elegant hairstyles up to four feet high. But it could also be said that Léonard was indirectly responsible for the very first attacks upon the queen, found in inflammatory pamphlets circulating as early as 1775.6 The attacks were prompted by Léonard’s incredibly fanatical hairstyles, concoctions that reached such a height that it was necessary for ladies to kneel on the carriage floor—or hold the towering hairpieces outside the coach windows en route to balls and the opera.

			Noble ladies of the court of Versailles felt obliged to imitate the queen’s new and daring hairstyles, despite the danger of becoming burning infernos when they brushed against the candles of the palace chandeliers. The young ladies of Paris were also enthralled with the newfangled trends, drastically increasing their coiffure expenses and incurring large debts. Mothers and husbands grumbled, family fights ensued, and many relationships were irreparably damaged. In all, the general consensus of the French people was well publicized—the queen was bankrupting all the women of France, financially and morally.

			The queens of France were always of foreign birth for political reasons, but Marie Antoinette was a princess from Austria, France’s longtime enemy. Although it was vital for her to appear as French as possible, her fashions and hairstyles increasingly alienated her subjects. Attacks on the queen’s hair were soon followed by damaging accusations ranging from sexual promiscuity to high treason. When incest was added to the list, the revolutionary court was able to finally make its case to condemn the queen to death.7

			Léonard Autié, her celebrated and loyal hairdresser, was in exile in Germany when the executioner arrived at Marie Antoinette’s prison cell, scissors in hand, on that chilly October morning in 1793. He tied her hands behind her back and, roughly grasping her hair, cut off the iconic locks that Léonard had made so legendary.

			At eleven o’clock Marie Antoinette left the Conciergerie—where she had been confined for more than two months—and mounted the cart which was to carry her to the guillotine, passing along the streets of Paris and amidst lines of soldiers. According to witnesses, her face was pale and her eyes were bloodshot. She was nearly unrecognizable. Her once beautiful and envied coif, whitened by fear and grief, had been cut short around her cap.

			Minutes later, the executioner would exhibit the severed queen’s head to the crazed crowds at the foot of the scaffold. Nothing but the continuous roar of “Vive la nation!” could be heard as he held it up, victoriously, by her hair.
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					Scene at the Place de la République, October 16, 1793

				

			

		

	
		
			

			PART ONE

			The Mania
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			CHAPTER 1

			Léonard the Magician

			“Within three years Léonard shall be the foremost hairdresser in the universe!”

			—Léonard to his friend Frémont

			Café Procope, 1770

			June 1769

			Paris, France

			 

			Having made the long journey from Bordeaux, Léonard finally arrived in Paris on a summer’s evening in 1769 after an arduous day of traveling. He was tired, he wrote in his journal, but he would not allow himself to appear so. His only luggage was but a “big bundle of vanity,” which would hide the fact that he had just covered some 120 miles in two weeks on foot in the last leg of his journey.1

			On the day that he arrived, all of Paris was out on the streets to observe the long-awaited transit of Venus across the face of the sun.2 Crowds filled the squares, observing the spectacle through pieces of smoked glass. King Louis XV’s château must have been packed, because when a sudden shower interrupted the transit, a large throng of sightseers pushed into the observing pavilion “with much noise and confusion.”3

			Louis XV was fascinated by astronomy, and the press reported that His Majesty had observed, in the company of his mistress, Madame du Barry, the passage of Venus across the sun, giving rise to some verses by a courtier: “What shall we be told by this telescope, this Venus, and this sun?”

			The courtier was referring to Madame du Barry as Venus, the goddess of beauty, and the king as the great-grandson and heir to the throne of Louis XIV—known as the Sun King because of the splendor of his court at Versailles.

			“It’s a good omen!” Léonard noted in his journal. Destined to seek his fortune in beauty, he was certain that he would thus succeed through the “graces of the fairer sex.”
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					Place Maubert, circa 1750

				

			

			In the meantime, he found lodging at No. 15 rue des Noyers, near the Place Maubert, for the modest rent of just six francs per month. Léonard must have been either short on funds or too exhausted to find better lodging, because the area had always been known as a gathering place of rowdy youths and beggars, once described as “poor devils who tramp the streets, go to bed with an empty stomach, wake without knowing where they will eat, pass the whole day in hunting for a half crown, and are always shabby, ragged, and down-at-heel.”4 

			Pewter shops, taverns, and thieves’ kitchens surrounded the square. If No. 15 was in keeping with the rest of the street—dirty, ragged, and ancient—it would have been one of many tall, leaning houses with “mildewed, irregular façades.”5

			At ten o’clock the next morning, Léonard was still stretched out on his hard straw pallet, a contraption that his hostess generously called a bed. As he fixed his eyes on the ceiling, he noticed that the meagerly furnished room was decorated with two spiderwebs. Léonard was unfazed; present circumstances aside, he had finally made it. Nothing was going to disturb his planning for his future.

			Admitting to himself that he would never find his fortune in the sciences or assume a position in government, he appeared confident that he could take advantage of his two talents—his charisma and his artistic genius. “Greedy for gold and fame,” he wrote in his memoirs, “I may very well decide the destiny of my whole life with just a single stroke of my comb!”

			Upon arrival in Paris, Léonard would have noticed that Parisian men dressed in accordance with their rank, wearing small wigs to which they applied powder sparingly. Men of higher society wore waistcoats with breeches that reached down to their calves. Stockings were then held up with garters buckled just below the knee. Men of lower ranks normally dressed in the clothes discarded by the wealthier classes, which considerably lessened the contrasts between upper and lower society; only the cleanliness of the clothes spoke the difference. The less fortunate, for example, would wear a nightshirt day and night, hardly ever changing or washing it. Underwear was a luxury item that was usually beyond their means.6 A young man’s poverty follows him wherever he goes, the French proverb claims; yet, much of Léonard’s rise in the European capital of fashion would hinge on his ability to confirm to a certain aesthetic—or at least, preserve the illusion of it. Unable to afford any powder, Léonard styled his hair and whitened it with a billowing gust of flour. With his fine gray waistcoat brushed until it shined and the folds of his tie artistically arranged for any amateur eye, he pulled his tightly drawn stockings up to show the calves of his legs. Now he could surely be taken for a gentleman. If he wasn’t quite there yet, he was destined to become one soon enough. After all, Paris awaited him.

			Not wanting to wake the porter, Léonard left his newfound lodging on tiptoe, carrying underneath his arm a hat that had been bleached by the scorching sun of the highways. Although he was in his mid-twenties, he wore a sword on his side for the first time in his life, like any other noble gentleman of France. He strutted down the rue des Noyers and the rue Saint-Jacques with the pretentiousness and haughtiness common to a young man his age.

			In his pocket he held a receipt for two weeks’ rent for his room, along with five large six-franc coins, a beautiful shell comb, and an “ample supply of confidence” in himself. He was planning on dining at an inn on the rue de la Huchette for twenty-five centimes, less wine, of course. Hopefully, by dining in the company of several illustrious knights of Saint-Louis he could “make up in vanity for what the stomach lacked” in such economical eateries.

			Léonard reports in his memoir that he had hardly been walking for ten minutes when he began to hear comments from passersby:

			“What a handsome youth!”

			“What beautiful blue eyes!”

			“Really a marvelous head of hair!”

			“And I should think so!” Léonard smugly added.

			From these comments it is natural to assume that the young Léonard was what was then called a miroir à fillettes, a sparkle in any young lady’s eyes. With Léonard and his story, the truth is always somewhat mysterious. It is the classic tale of a young man coming from the provinces to make his way up in the grand society of Paris, but Léonard was from Gascony, and anyone outside this province would describe a Gascon as being cocky and vainglorious. In fact, the French word gasconnade means telling unlikely stories. Léonard was indeed given to exaggeration and bragging, as he himself admits, and he was quite dramatic in almost everything he shared. Although history indeed has confirmed that all of the events did take place, the role he played in them may not have been exactly as he would have everyone believe.

			Léonard was not only known to occasionally stretch the truth, but at times he also conveniently failed to reveal the entire story. He did dress hair in Bordeaux, but he neglected to mention his rather long stops in Marseilles and Toulouse, serving as an apprentice there before taking the latest fashions in hair to Bordeaux. Although respected for his talent, his seductive flattery and flamboyant flair were insufficient to gain the patronage of the grand dames of Bordeaux. Unwilling to dress the hair of ladies of lower rank and status, Léonard then traveled from Bordeaux to Paris.
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			Although the exact year of his birth has been debated, Léonard Alexis Autié was probably born sometime between 1746 and 1751. He was born in the medieval town of Pamiers, in the mountainous region of southwestern France, and it is likely he spent his childhood near there; his parents, Alexis and Catherine, were domestic servants. Leaving home, he learned and practiced his craft while traveling in southern France before coming to Paris. It would not have been unusual for a young man with Léonard’s ambition and talent to flee the rural, perhaps dreary, life of Pamiers.

			Not coming from a good family, failing to make a name for himself in Bordeaux before coming to Paris, and ever conscious of his provincial status, Léonard would perfect his trademark arrogance—to the delight, fortunately, of his future clientele.

			A short time before his arrival in Paris, Léonard had corresponded with a barber student by the name of Frémont, an acquaintance from Bordeaux, who had been employed as a hairdresser for the past six or seven months in Paris. Léonard revealed that his friend had secured a position with the well-known Monsieur Legros, a “manipulator” of hair who had gained a rather esteemed reputation in the splendid capital. When Léonard finally paid Frémont a visit, he had the opportunity to meet the hairdresser, whom he immediately found to be pompous and bloated with a sense of his own genius.

			Legros, wrapped in a magnificent dressing gown, and almost lying prone on a large armchair, was supervising Frémont at the moment Léonard arrived. Frémont was styling the hair of a Parliament official who, unable to obtain a sitting from Legros at his own residence, had come to his salon for suggestions of a hairstyle most suitable to his features.

			Frémont, now Legros’s first assistant, held the government official’s head in his hands and made it turn slowly from side to side for his master. Legros, wrapped in profound meditation, seemed unaware of all that was going on around him; he hadn’t even noticed when Léonard entered the room.

			At last, after a good quarter of an hour of deep thought, the master hairdresser finally blurted out in a resounding voice: “Curl this man’s hair!”

			While the man’s hair was being curled, Frémont introduced Léonard to Legros without leaving his parliamentary customer’s side. Legros then called the newcomer to his armchair, in as condescending a manner as he could muster.

			“Is it true, my boy,” he said to Léonard while toying with the frill of his gown, “that you intend to take up hairdressing?”

			“Yes, sir, I have come to Paris to perfect myself in this art,” replied Léonard.

			“To perfect yourself! Upon my honor!” he said. “The word ‘perfect’ is exceedingly funny coming from such a young country boy.”

			Léonard was offended by the slight. “Sir,” he said, “I’ll have you know that I have styled hair in the grand cities of Bordeaux, Toulouse, and Marseilles.”

			“You have only frizzled and powdered hair in those cities, that is what you mean. I want you to know that the art of hairdressing exists only in Paris—and only since I appeared here on the scene!”

			“I thought that the legendary Monsieur Dage . . .”

			“Dage!” interrupted Legros. “Nothing but a chance hairdresser, a reputation he created between two of Madame de Pompadour’s curling papers, when he happened to mention that he had dressed the hair of one of the king’s other mistresses. Such reputations are despicable. Come, come, my friend, it would be much better if Dage had never existed. He was a man without genius, a man who could not train a single pupil and who allowed hairdressing to fall into the hands of females.”

			Legros stood up and continued, “Have you not read my book?”

			“The Art of Hairdressing? Yes, sir, I have read it,” said Léonard.

			“Very good, young man; then we might make something of you after all!” Legros walked past Frémont to observe his apprentice’s hair curling technique.

			Legros, formerly a cook, told Léonard he only found women hairdressers in Paris when he first arrived, so he decided to open an académie de coiffure for ladies near the Bastille. He then published The Art of Hairdressing for Ladies in 1768.7

			Léonard had indeed leafed through this whimsical treatise on hairdressing, which he described as being “written like a cookbook.” Legros had ornamented it with his own quirky drawings, representing a number of the hairstyles that he had created. In fact, it was precisely because of this somewhat unprofessional manual of hairdressing that Léonard was convinced that hairdressers were “nothing more than clumsy barbers.” This realization is what made Léonard enter the profession, hoping to surpass this “master of sham” as well as all of his ostentatious followers.

			As soon as Legros had given Frémont permission to leave the salon for the evening, Léonard left with him. He thanked Legros, both for his promise of employment and for his contributions to the art of styling. He did not add that it was the old master’s ineptitude that gave Léonard the confidence to come to Paris as a hairdresser.

			The two friends then made their way to the Café Procope, located on a street near the theater district. Coffee was served while Léonard glanced through the Gazette de France, a biweekly paper in Paris at the time. He was absorbed in it for about ten minutes when, jerking with a sudden start, he struck the table with his knee and upset his nearly full cup of coffee. Wiping the coffee off his own trousers, Frémont shouted at Léonard, wanting to know what was wrong with him.

			Léonard had found an article on the art of hairdressing, and he discovered that it was not Legros who had first understood the importance of an “awe-inspiring” hairstyle. It was actually a lawyer, and he began to read the article to Frémont:

			 

			The art of dressing a lady’s hair is a free art like poetry, painting, or sculpture. By means of the talents that we possess, we bestow new charms on the beauty of which the poets sing.8

			Frémont told him that the article actually concerned a legal case that was being brought before the higher court. The wigmakers were defending their authority of a so-called exclusive privilege, which turned over to them the styling of all clients, both male and female.9 Léonard quickly continued reading:

			 

			A forehead more or less broad, a face more or less round, requires very different treatment. Everywhere it is necessary to improve nature or repair its blemishes. Moreover, it is proper to reconcile hairstyles with the flesh-tone’s color under which the hairstyle is to be presented. It is necessary to know the shades, the use of lighteners, and the distribution of shadows so as to give more life to the complexion, more expression to the eyes, and more attractiveness to the charms.

			Léonard had felt the very same way about hairdressing, he later wrote, but he could never have expressed it in such an eloquent manner. “Within three years, Léonard shall be the foremost hairdresser in the universe!” he told Frémont. He was determined that his hairstyles would one day “express, modify, or disguise one’s innermost passions.” With the fountain of youth springing from his comb, women would never be old before reaching the age of sixty, and the lives of young beauties could be lived, or even wasted, without ever showing it.

			Frémont began to mock Léonard. The world’s foremost hairdresser? Him? Didn’t he live in that dreadful neighborhood on the rue des Noyers? Frémont would have been stunned had he known that Léonard arrived in Paris with only thirty francs in his pocket. When Léonard asked his friend to help him find a position in a salon, Frémont was taken aback. How could the foremost hairdresser in the world find his beginnings in a common salon?
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			Frémont proposed that Léonard should freelance; there were many “pretty little nymphs” in the grand capital who earned more than three hundred francs’ salary. In fact, the performers from Nicolet’s Theater could give a country boy like him a great opportunity. If Léonard would accept such a life while waiting for a better one, he would also be able to try out his daring experiments on Nicolet’s actresses.

			The actresses of Nicolet’s Theater, established in 1760 by Jean-Baptiste Nicolet, first entertained its audiences with rope dancing, acrobatics, and balancing acts. When Nicolet had the honor of performing for King Louis XV, his troupe took the title of Grands Danseurs du Roi, or the King’s Great Dancers.10

			The plan certainly made a lot of sense—it would be much more auspicious an entry into Paris than slaving away in a common salon. Léonard may not have been wise about the ways of the theater when he first arrived in Paris, but at Nicolet’s, he was soon to be thrown in the deep end.

			 

			Frémont planned to introduce Léonard to Julie Niébert, a beautiful actress from Nicolet’s. After a long dinner that included the choicest cuts of meats washed down with a bottle of Clos-Vougeot, they were slightly tipsy; they clandestinely slipped past the theater’s watchful manager into the dressing room. The women were getting ready to appear in a new pantomime that evening.

			Frémont introduced Léonard to Julie and Laura (last name unknown), his lady love, as a “seductive youth and a clever artist all in one, who knows how to style or, at least, knows how to turn a woman’s head.” Julie immediately begged Léonard to style her hair—she was to play a fairy in the pantomime. Léonard lost no time in flattering the young maiden by letting her know that she was already a fairy in his eyes.

			He rolled up the sleeves of his coat and motioned Julie to the seat in front of her dressing table, where she surrendered to the hairdresser’s inspiration. He dexterously divided Julie’s beautiful ash blonde hair into long flowing locks. When he asked Julie if she had any pearls, flowers, or tinsel at hand, she handed him a small case of imitation jewels.

			When finally freed from its curling papers and Léonard’s comb, Julie’s hair took on a bewitching charm. He had divided it into zones with each one presenting different visions: here emeralds, there pearls with a little flower, and a few blossoms that seemed to pierce through the curls. But the most ingenious, the most original attribute of the hairstyle, was an array of stars which “in no way seemed to be part of the head which it crowned.” Léonard succeeded in giving his creation the magic that could only be created by the fairy’s wand.
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			Léonard’s hairstyle would certainly have been over the top and far ahead of its time. Hairstyles of this period were generally petite and arranged close to the head. The tête de mouton, or sheep’s head, style was particularly popular at the time and was characterized by soft curls with little or no height.

			The sheep’s head style received its name one day when Louis XIV was hunting with one of his ladies of the court. Her hair became disheveled during the chase, so she pulled it back and secured it with her garter—securing the bed of the king that night as well. This traditional style, featuring defined twists of curls that were arranged in rows across the front and top of the head, was popular throughout Europe and commonly included a pompom, an ornament such as small ribbons, pearls, jewels, flowers or decorative pins styled together. The pompom was named for Madame de Pompadour, the former mistress of Louis XV.

			Léonard’s creation would have been an outlandish diversion, but the means he used that day, and he would later ride to fame and fortune, were rather simple. He fastened his stars to a circle of extremely fine wire, and to this he attached two pieces of the same wire that he fixed in the hair; the golden stars seemed to arch themselves as a crown on his fairy’s head without any visible attachment. “From two steps away,” he wrote, “my illusion was complete!”

			When Julie’s hairstyle was entirely finished, Frémont looked at it pensively. Léonard noted that there was more than one detail to which he obviously objected, but considering the whole, his friend didn’t dare express any criticism. Julie was visibly delighted when she saw the “contraption” that he had just erected on her head.11

			Up to this time the petite dancer had received very little praise for her work on the stage. According to the reviews, she was somewhat awkward in her gestures and she showed little grace in her motions on the stage. Although theatergoers did find her charming, Julie’s success on the stage had been, to say the least, somewhat limited.

			That very night, things changed for the fairy.

			 

			When the fairy, fresh out of Léonard’s hands, appeared on the stage, the audience immediately took notice. What a strangely original hairstyle! They tried in vain to discover how the aureole of stars was held above her head. It was perhaps admired because it was not understood, and Julie, who had never before been applauded on the stage, was enthusiastically greeted every time she appeared on stage thereafter. This unaccustomed reception encouraged her immensely. Moreover, something which had never occurred in her performance in The King’s Great Dancers, she was recalled twice after the performance to accept her accolades.

			When Julie and Laura later joined Léonard and Frémont in their dressing room after the play, Julie ran to Léonard and embraced him heartily. The couples then decided it was now time for “supper,” which then implied something much more promising—especially when the party was composed of two lively actresses and two eager young men. Léonard recounted that it was a supper where knees touched, where the seats became closer and closer, and the candles soon began to flicker.

			Léonard may just have been in the right place at the right time; the hairdressers à la mode in Paris at the time were usually young and good looking. But Léonard, often referred to as the “beau Léonard” or the “handsome Léonard,” was more than just pleasing to the ladies’ eyes. He was charmingly seductive in the art of flattery, sometimes spending hours caressing and flittering about his lady’s tresses. It should not be surprising that the time for hairdressing might end at l’heure du berger, an expression for twilight when lovers meet.

			 

			The next morning, Julie and Léonard joined the other couple in Laura’s room, where they were having breakfast, sipping liqueurs, and discussing Léonard’s living arrangements. It soon became unanimous that the budding new artist should leave the “wretched” rue des Noyers, and take up residence on the boulevard where Julie and Laura resided. They were certain that Léonard would soon achieve a distinguished role in society, and they argued that it was paramount that he should live in a more fashionable and respectable area of Paris.

			Léonard confided that it was not financially possible for him to move, but Julie begged him to ignore his scruples and accept her help. If she would share with him, he would in turn someday be able to share with her.

			Laura and Frémont, agreeing with Julie, asked Léonard to take a cab to fetch his baggage. They wanted to move him into a nice furnished room on the boulevard that very evening, but Léonard objected. Ever conscious of concealing his provincial roots, he did not want Julie to discover that the only worthwhile item still left in his room on the rue des Noyers was his prized tortoiseshell comb.

			When Julie then reminded Léonard that he would have to create a new fairy that very same evening, he hastened to the rue des Noyers to begin moving. While Léonard was fetching his magical comb, Frémont began searching for a new room for him.

			 

			French theater had changed drastically since the reign of Louis XIV fifty-five years earlier. The Théâtre Français and the Opéra, long devoted to the aristocracy, no longer had a monopoly on performances; new theater troupes were being created in the fairgrounds of Paris. This deregulated type of theater began to evolve from acrobatics and tightrope walking to sketches and plays. When Jean-Baptiste Nicolet took the fairground theater to the streets, opening his Nicolet’s Theater on the boulevard du Temple, the new venue became an instant success.12 The working class Parisians, who cared more for the theater than any other form of amusement, flocked there night after night.13

			Royal patronage of the earlier venues had resulted in a monopoly over the theater, shielding the king from criticism and ridicule. With the rise in independent theaters and the increase in attendance of the working classes, the audience evolved from that of passive spectators to active participants, especially in the often disruptive parterre section on the theater floor. Politically, this was an early sign of the coming rebellion.

			The reign of Louis XV also saw a change in the way the public regarded the profession of acting. Actresses were ordinarily looked down upon up to this point, often linked to prostitution. However, the new boulevard theaters required talented actresses who could sing, dance, and read—all attributes of a good upbringing in a formerly male-dominated profession. These actresses were thus often recruited from “good” families.

			Léonard’s fairy, Julie, would have performed in the afternoons for the public and in the evenings for higher society, requiring extensive rehearsals and the ability to learn many different parts each season. The perception of actresses gradually changed, and the increases in their wages paralleled the increased demand.

			For the second performance of the new pantomime at Nicolet’s, Léonard made Julie a hairstyle even more extraordinary than the first. The prodigious concoction of hair, tinsel, imitation stones, and everything else he had at hand, was so large that it couldn’t have fit in a bushel basket. Accordingly, the audience again received the actress with a crescendo of enthusiasm.

			The Gazette de France had only mentioned his first masterpiece in the morning edition. In the evening edition it revealed that a considerable number of nobility and higher bourgeoisie had flocked to the boulevard to enjoy the new spectacle. At the door of the theater stood a long, double line of carriages. In fact, Monsieur Nicolet had never seen such an illustrious audience in his smoky theater.

			The next day, Frémont informed Léonard that the haughty Legros, having rushed to Nicolet’s when he heard of Léonard’s newfound fame, “had turned completely pale upon seeing the amazing hairdo of the fairy.”

			Legros told Frémont that the Gascon lad had dared to make use of “the strange, the exaggerated, and the outright ridiculous” in his fashions. It was a dangerous experiment, because an artist who gave in to such eccentricities either provoked hooting or cheers. Legros could not help but notice, though, that Léonard clearly had won acclaim for his efforts and was taking Paris by storm.

			When Legros warned Frémont that his own days might well be numbered, Frémont tried to console him, telling him that his own unique style would always have its followers. But Legros could smell the future—he was fearful that this daring innovator would soon leave all other hairdressers with only the old dowagers of Paris.

			Returning that same day from rehearsal, Julie revealed to Léonard and her friends that Nicolet’s company was to play its new pantomime that evening at Madame the Countess of Amblimont’s. It was just one more honor that the fairy’s famous hairstyle had brought them. The king’s minister, the Duke of Choiseul, had sent Monsieur Nicolet an order for them to appear, calling two companies together—that of the Variétés amusantes and theirs—at the countess’s manor.

			The fairy, her stars, and her hairstyle produced the same effect for the countess’s guests as they had at Nicolet’s. Not only did the countess ask to see Léonard in person, but after the play she took him through the salons, where he was introduced to her most illustrious guests. Haughtily ignored in one room, ogled through fans in another, and praised in a third, Léonard was at last conducted by the mistress of the house to a small room where a debonair nobleman and a pretty woman sat.

			The couple on the sofa was none other than Monsieur the Duke of Choiseul, Foreign Minister of France, and his sister Madame de Grammont. Choiseul had gained the favor of the king’s first mistress Madame de Pompadour by acquiring for her some letters that Louis XV had written to his cousin and paramour, the Duchess of Choiseul.14 In 1757 the appreciative Madame de Pompadour was able to have him transferred to Vienna, where he formed a new alliance between France and Austria. His success in Vienna opened the way to a much larger career when, in 1758, he was named minister of foreign affairs, thus eventually controlling the policy of France. However, upon the death of Madame de Pompadour in 1764, Choiseul’s enemies, led by the king’s new mistress Madame du Barry, were maneuvering to remove him from the king’s favor. His days were now numbered.

			It appears that Léonard may very well have been aware of Choiseul’s precarious situation when the Countess of Amblimont introduced him as the author of the hairstyle that was the talk of all the salons of Paris. The jolly minister was pleased to meet the celebrity, and he immediately asked him if he had ever dressed the hair of any abbesses. Léonard replied that he had indeed “accommodated several Episcopal heads” in the provinces. Then the illustrious minister rose and requested that Léonard follow him. Having gone through several apartments, they reached the rear of the stage on which a pantomime had just been performed. Choiseul knocked lightly at a little door, more announcement than request, and opened it right away; they found themselves in the midst of four young actresses busy making themselves up as abbesses.

			The actresses objected to the intrusion but the minister informed the “pretty rogues” that he rather enjoyed slipping behind the curtain occasionally. When the young maidens saw that he had brought Léonard along, they were ecstatic. Léonard took each of them in hand, and soon made them “four of the prettiest abbesses that ever came out of a seminary,” after which he slipped back into the salon for the show.

			Léonard left the Amblimont residence with ten gold coins that Choiseul paid him for styling the abbesses’ hair. The minister had also asked Léonard to visit him so he could recommend the new hairdresser to the ladies of the court; he added that his sister, Madame de Grammont, would surely grant him her support. Léonard knew that forming alliances with the right people in the right circles would be the only way to gain—and safeguard—any royal favor and patronage. However, a man’s fame and fortune could also just as readily disappear by allying with a courtier who had lost the king’s good graces.

			While Léonard was riding home along the boulevard with Julie, she tried to speak between loud bouts of laughter. She was certain that she was something of a fairy because, since Léonard met her, he had become a man of society and even protected by noble lords. But Léonard chastised her, telling her that the only important result of the evening was “her caresses and Minister de Choiseul’s ten coins in his pocket.” Léonard was wise enough in the ways of the world to know that the minister was not a protector on whom one should depend.

			Julie noted that Léonard seemed quite cynical, especially considering that only two days earlier he had roosted in a small room on the rue des Noyers. Léonard explained that the king’s new mistress, Madame the Countess du Barry, would more than likely have the minister overthrown within a few months. By writing himself down as one of the minister’s protégés, he ran the risk of displeasing the countess at the time when the good minister might very well be ruined.

			Madame du Barry had become a prime minister in the court of Louis XV, a weak monarch who surrendered too easily to his mistresses. She had power, luxury, riches and the adulation of royalty. Lacking moral prestige only, she had her courtiers, her poets, and her pomp, all the while reigning over the king and the kingdom alike. If Léonard should ever desire to enter the splendid society of Versailles, knowing Madame du Barry’s favorites—and her enemies—would be imperative. Having the magic comb, he now only needed the clientele, the noble ladies to supply him with all the royal tittle-tattle.

			 

			Within the week following Madame d’Amblimont’s soirée, Léonard received some thirty scented notes demanding his talents. He didn’t even know how these women had his address; clearly, word about him was spreading through the city. First it was a dancer, then a singer, then an actress of the Théâtre français, more often a nymph from the Variétés amusantes. The Sophie Arnoulds, the Duthes, and the Adelines and other sublime ladies were also soon on his numbered list; yet requests from women of real quality were still few and far between, which surprised him.

			In the salons of Madame d’Amblimont he had heard the whispered praise of his physique, the brightness of his eyes and the whiteness of his hands. Considering this, he was astonished that an auspicious hairdresser such as himself should still languish in the dim light of the dressing rooms of Nicolet’s Theater—especially at a time when other lackeys in high society were making their fortune. He began to wonder if it were not bad fortune at all, but rather some dubious plot by a rival.

			Léonard finally discovered that someone indeed had done him a disservice. Legros, stunned by Léonard’s quick success, had gone about venting his spite. Although Legros could not deny Léonard’s superiority, the fairy’s hairstyle had crushed him, and every day that another head of an actress or dancer was “Léonarded” (as it was called in the theater world), Legros became increasingly antagonistic. Having no way to attack Léonard’s creations and aware of Léonard’s illicit liaisons with the actresses of the boulevard, Legros turned to attacking his morality.

			In order to understand more clearly the success of Legros’s attack against Léonard, it is necessary to know that during this period in history the hairdresser was considered a “man of intimacy” and a confessor; there were no secrets in either the boudoir or the dressing room. One of the merits of a hairdresser was also to be a handsome man blessed with a fine physique. What the ladies thought of Léonard in that respect is well documented. Yet Legros, by means of slander, succeeded for a time in denying Léonard the honorable and noble dressing rooms of the Faubourg
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