
 
  AUTHOR’S NOTE



   If it can happen that we feel thirsty and yet do not wish to drink, there must be something in our psyche that bids us drink, and something else that forbids it. The latter is reasoning or the calculating part of the soul; the former is the passionate.


  —Plato, The Republic




  For more than two centuries, historians have contemplated the psyche of Marie Antoinette, the iconic queen of novels, biographies, and the silver screen, who graced the halls of Versailles until her life was ended by the guillotine’s blade.


  In my previous works, I charted Marie Antoinette’s life as seen through the eyes of her servants and jailers to present an unbiased account of the life of the last queen of France; however, in doing so, I neglected to delve into what historian Pierre de Nolhac called “the so little-known intimate life of the royal family.” In this work, therefore, I attempt to present a more exhaustive picture of the queen’s world, ranging from an analysis of her handwriting to an emotional genealogy of more than four generations.


  Readers who are familiar with my previous objective stance regarding the queen will find it absent from this book. In contrast to many of Marie Antoinette’s biographers, I cannot blindly assume her innocent of sexual promiscuity based solely on the lack of any hard evidence against her, especially in light of the numerous alleged affairs and licentious acts that scandalized her realm at the Château of Versailles. Put bluntly, Marie Antoinette’s world cannot be styled as anything but conducive to intrigue, infidelity, adultery, and possibly, sexually transmitted disease.


  Marie Antoinette’s often thoughtless, fantasy-driven, and notorious antics have shown that there was indeed something in her psyche that bade her, in Plato’s words, to drink, especially amid the self-indulgent entourage of her court.


  In response to those who may accuse me of dishonoring the sacred memory of Marie Antoinette, I contend that I honor her more by depicting a real woman rather than a martyred queen of the French Revolution. And more important, am I not honoring her even more by placing blame where it belongs—on the influence of those in her circle, the vile environment of the court of Versailles, and on the sins of her fathers?


  Protecting the queen’s privacy should not be an excuse for sweeping unpleasant details of her life under the royal carpet. Readers will thus have the task of weighing all the evidence presented here, and because some evidence is stronger than others, it will also be their task to decide whether this new characterization of the last queen of France can be justified—beyond any reasonable doubt—as we peek behind the decorative screens, learn the secret language of the queen’s fan, and explore the secret passageways and staircases of endless intrigue at Versailles.
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  LOUIS XIII’S CHÂTEAU OF DEBAUCHERY



   I am going to Versailles tomorrow for two or three days . . . anywhere as long as I am far from these women.


  —Louis XIII, August 19, 1638




  Twelve miles from Paris, the country village of Versailles prospered in the Middle Ages, known then for its small castle, windmill, and church of Saint Julien. After the Hundred Years’ War, however, the castle fell into ruin in a sparsely populated area of marshy land, an area known locally for its “stinking ponds.” The ponds, some of which fed into each other, emptied into the Ru de Gally, a small river of sewer water widely said to be “black as ink.”


  Henri IV regularly hunted in this area, bringing his six-year-old son Louis here for the first time on August 24, 1607. After Henri’s death in 1610 and by the time the child was crowned Louis XIII, the melancholic Louis found joy in returning here for riding and the hunt.


  One day in February 1621, when hunting for stag ran later than usual, Louis found himself at nightfall on a small hill where an ancient windmill stood. He slept here on a bed of straw while his men took shelter in a nearby cabaret, and when he woke, the fresh air soothed his soul. Finding the mill uncomfortable, two years later, at the age of twenty-one, Louis decided to build his own pavilion with a small park attached, and the mason Nicolas Huaut began work on the site where the mill stood.


  Dense woods and pestilent wastelands surrounded the original site where Louis XIII began construction to create his haven—a graceful, but small, castle that the Duke of Saint-Simon called a “little pasteboard box.” But Louis was content with the spot, which was neither too near nor too far from his court at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Saint-Simon also called the king’s country retreat a “château of cards,” and the Venetian ambassador called it “una piccola casa per ricreazione”—a mere folly. A courtier named Bassompierre said one could not boast of it, but it was better than sleeping on a mattress of straw infected with fleas, ticks, and vermin.


  When the king stayed at the pavilion, he had his bed brought from Paris. He stayed for only a night or a week at a time until 1630, when he would take up permanent residence after his overbearing mother, Marie de Médicis, failed to displace Cardinal Richelieu as chief minister and succumbed to self-exile.


  Louis XIII’s physician, Jean Héroard, wrote, “Whenever the king arrived at Versailles, he hunted, dined, and afterwards went riding to take a deer or a fox. After supper, he would often exercise with his musketeers or create and perform ballets before retiring for the night.” Before long, Versailles served as the king’s treasured escape from his ministerial duties, his queen, and women in general.
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  Louis XIII’s Versailles, as constructed circa 1630–1640


  A recurring theme in the development of Versailles began to evolve. The new residence was only intended for short stays with a small, all-male entourage to escape the women of the Parisian court of Saint-Germain-en-Laye.


  To isolate himself from prying eyes, Louis XIII built square pavilions rising at the castle’s four corners with a moat crossed by a stone bridge on the side of the gardens to the west and a drawbridge to the east. The structure was all brick and stone, most fitting for Louis XIII and his musketeers; it would become a site well secluded for the king to carry on numerous affairs with men in secrecy.


  It must be noted that, although legal oppression against homosexuality was severe in France, the privileged status of the French nobility did ensure a degree of immunity. The proverb “in Spagna gli preti, in Francia i Grandi, in Italia tutti quanti” (in Spain the priests, in France the nobles, in Italy everyone) not only rang true in the reign of Louis XIII but would apply to the reigns of Louis XIV, Louis XV, and Louis XVI as well.


  The hunting retreat at Versailles was truly a man’s retreat, in more ways than one. Louis XIII’s mother, Marie de Médicis, had enfeebled her stuttering Louis by rendering him effeminate, allowing her to keep hold of the reins of the monarchy. As a result, if it could be said that Henri IV loved women, then Louis XIII loved men.


  The king’s first affairs included his coach driver, Saint-Amour, and his kennel master, Haran. After these passions d’adolescence, Louis’s first serious affair “that only death could extinguish” was with Charles d’Albert, Duke de Luynes.


  After Henri IV’s death, his widow, Marie de Médicis, negotiated the marriage of ten-year-old Anne of Austria, a Spanish member of the Habsburg family, with Louis, creating a Spanish alliance and a pledge of peace between the two great Catholic powers. Anne’s father, King Philip III of Spain, had great hopes that his daughter’s presence at the French court would support the interests of Spain.


  Anne married Louis XIII, king of France and Navarre, by proxy in Burgos, Spain, on November 24, 1615. Although the newlyweds were only fourteen years old, Marie de Médicis, then regent, did not want this union to be questioned, so she endeavored to ensure that the marriage was immediately consummated for political reasons. However, the wedding night appeared to have been a disaster, partly due to the newlyweds’ inexperience.


  Moreover, according to historian J. M. Guardia, Louis XIII “never loved a woman, not even his own.” And as for the wedding night, he may have been asked to fulfill an act of manhood—before being a man. The story of what happened that evening was documented by journalist Armand Bashet.


 
    After the wedding ceremony at about seven o’clock in the evening, Louis and Anne made their way to the archbishop’s palace for the nuptial to be blessed. Louis then went to lie down in his room and in his usual bed, according to custom, and Anne was directed to another chamber. The queen mother then went to Louis at eight o’clock, sending all the guards and persons away in the hallways.


  “My son,” she said, “it is not enough to be married, you must come to see the queen, your wife, who is waiting for you.”


  “Madame,” he replied, “I was only waiting for your command. I’m going, if you please, to find her with you.”


  Louis removed his robe and his boots and followed his mother to his wife’s room, where they entered with two nurses, Louis’s governor, his physician Héroard, and his valet carrying the candle.


  The queen mother approached Anne’s bed: “My daughter, here is your husband whom I bring you, receive him near you, and love him, I beg you.”


  When Anne replied in Spanish that she had no other intention than to obey and please him, Louis joined his queen in bed. The queen mother then told everyone but the two nurses to leave, allowing the couple to consummate their marriage. It was reported by the nurses that the young king did his duty and did it twice. After sleeping a short while, he woke and called for his nurse to bring his robe and boots, and he was led back to his own chambers.




  This story of the royal couple’s consummation, however, was pure fantasy. Louis later confessed that he had only painful memories of his wedding night; the consummation was nothing but a charade for political purposes. It is doubtful that Louis XIII actually knew what was required of him because the young king was so humiliated that night that he kept a long grudge against his mother. Several reigns later, the fifteen-year-old dauphin and future king, Louis XVI, would record his experience with his new fourteen-year-old wife, Marie Antoinette of Austria, writing that “nothing” happened—a short “rien” in his journal.


  Even if Louis had been informed about the task at hand, the public affair of official consummation—with his nurses watching—may have rendered him unable to do his duty. In any case, this first, failed test of virility might well have discouraged or even disgusted the prince. An official onlooker noted that it only produced “pain and fatigue,” and the couple would not produce an heir for another twenty-three years. Moreover, Louis’s relationships with mistresses, unlike his father’s and his son’s, would all be chaste.


  Most of what we know about Louis XIII’s youth can be corroborated with the journals of Héroard, his personal physician, who kept diligent notes of Louis’s medical treatment and personal behavior for more than twenty years.


  Although Louis would not share Anne’s bed for another four years after the wedding night, the king did visit his queen daily in her apartment, following royal protocol, once in the morning and once in the evening. More notable, in the meantime he also visited the Duke de Luynes several times a day. When hunting, he would leave his wife behind and take the Duke de Luynes with him. When he returned, having not seen the queen for some time, he would pay her a short visit before leaving abruptly to have lunch in the duke’s apartment, alone with him. The king’s passion for the duke was described as an “extreme condition” or “special love,” but his mother, Marie de Médicis, described the passion in more detail; she said it was a “demon that haunts the king and makes him deaf, blind, and dumb.”


  The Duke de Luynes, although not known for his statesmanship, became Louis XIII’s adviser partly due to their shared love of the hunt, but the duke also rose in status to become Grand Falconer of France and Constable of France due to other unique talents. He planned, for example, the king’s ballets and even cast himself in starring roles at his protégé’s side. But the Duke de Luynes would not be the only male favorite; others included the Marquis de Montpouillan, the royal-page-turned-favorite Barradat, and Claude de Saint-Simon, the father of the celebrated biographer, who “lasted the longest but was loved the least.”


  It is difficult to confirm whether Louis XIII had the same homosexual characteristics as his second son, Philippe, known as Monsieur during the eventual reign of his brother, Louis XIV. However, the biographer Gédéon Tallemant des Réaux reported that Louis XIII’s love affairs with men were indeed strange ones in which he spoke like a “half-hearted lover” and was susceptible to “bouts of jealousy.”


  He also had female favorites. In fact, on many occasions, disputes erupted between Louis XIII and one favorite, Marie de Hautefort, a young woman who knew herself beautiful and noted, with vexation, that Louis “could not resolve himself with a few carnal acts!” The king referred to the young woman as an “inclination” when their relations were good and as “the creature” when anguished. The provocative favorite taunted Louis one day to come and retrieve a note from her bodice. The king complied, but only by using tongs from the chimney.


  Louis also paid attention to another courtesan, Louise de La Fayette. He called her “Angelique,” but she too was just another chaste pastime.


  His most open affair was with Henri Coiffier de Ruzé, the Marquis de Cinq-Mars, a handsome young subject selected as “an amusement” for the king by Cardinal Richelieu.
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  Louis XIII and the Marquis de Cinq-Mars


  The king would summon Cinq-Mars, “adorned like a wife,” to his chambers, first covering his hands with kisses before coaxing him into his bed. While Cinq-Mars was at war, the king ordered reports dispatched daily from the battlefield to check on his favorite’s well-being. And when the nineteen-year-old fought in the thirty-eight-year-old king’s presence on the battlefield, Louis told Marie de Hautefort that “his affections now belonged to Cinq-Mars.” One courtier wrote that Louis loved Cinq-Mars “ardemment,” or with fervor, but historian Tallemant des Réaux said the king loved him “esperdument,” to distraction.


  Although there had been efforts to interest Louis XIII in the fairer sex, he would only profess love for women in a chaste manner. When the court poet Boisrobert, himself homosexual, celebrated the king’s love for women in verse and, in particular, for Madame Hautefort, the king objected to the words “with desire” in the song; he desired nothing of the sort. The poet then recounted unsurprisingly with a new verse: “Oh, guess what the king needs to do? Have a list of the Musketeers!” This was unsurprising, because Louis was making sojourns to Versailles with his musketeers much more frequently at this time.


  In November 1626, Louis invited his mother, Marie de Médicis, and Queen Anne to dine at Versailles. It would be their first visit and their last, because Louis had not furnished a single bedroom for any women in the twenty-six-room château. In fact, Louis designed the twenty-room retreat to exclude accommodations for ladies. There were two bedrooms, a comfortable apartment for himself, and a “large dormitory for men only.”


  Louis was neither physically nor emotionally attractive; he was known to be a “cruel, petulant, and jealous” man. Although his younger brother, Gaston, Duc d’Anjou (and later Duc d’Orléans), was jovial, social, and well liked, Louis did not love him. His queen did, however, and as a consequence of her husband’s coldness and neglect, she openly vied for Gaston’s admiration, hoping to “inspire the king with a more just appreciation of her merits.”


  But the queen’s efforts were in vain. The marriage was hardly a happy one, and after twenty years of marriage, the queen still had not given birth to an heir to the throne. Perhaps she and her husband had relinquished all hope for a child.


  On the evening of December 5, 1637, however, marital affairs took a turn for the better. The king was forced to seek shelter from a storm at the Louvre on his way to Blois one evening. He immediately proceeded to Queen Anne’s apartments to find the queen quite surprised by the impromptu visit. Perhaps she was even more surprised that he remained with her until the next morning. Consequently, in September 1638, after twenty-three years of marriage, Anne finally gave birth to a son, the future Louis XIV, at the court of Saint-Germain-en-Laye.


  Anne, having given the king an heir, desired to play a political role in France, but she never won the trust of her husband or his principal minister, Cardinal Richelieu. The situation only worsened when George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, a favorite of the English king, fell in love with the French queen. Severely affronted, Louis decreed that henceforth no male would have permission to visit his queen’s chambers unless he was present. The royal marriage deteriorated even more as Louis tried to take control of the queen’s entourage.


  Louis XIII had a pronounced dislike for women, and for years he did not make his queen happy, perhaps even setting the stage for Anne to succumb to Buckingham’s charms. However, when Richelieu died, Louis appointed Cardinal Mazarin as his minister, little suspecting that his new minister would become Anne’s lover. Richelieu seemed to have foreseen this when he first introduced Mazarin, then his apprentice, to the queen: “He will please you, madame; he’s like Buckingham.”


  The public announcement of the birth of the heir created quite a stir. Louis was equally astonished and immediately hastened to the Louvre to offer the queen his congratulations, despite the rumor at court that the child was the son of Cardinal Mazarin.


  The king’s subjects praised the birth as a miracle and, to show gratitude for the long-awaited heir to the French throne, Louis and Anne named him Louis-Dieudonné, or God-given. The birth of the future Louis XIV was followed by that of his brother, Philippe, Duc d’Anjou (later Duc d’Orléans), two years later in 1640.


  Louis XIII died in Paris on May 14, 1643, when Louis XIV was but four years old and too young to reign; consequently, his mother served as Regent of France. Until Louis XIV’s majority at the age of thirteen in 1651, his court was held at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Although he would visit his father’s château at Versailles for the first time the year of his majority, he would not become impassioned to expand his father’s retreat until ten years later, when Louis finally took the reins of his rule on the death of Cardinal Mazarin in 1661.


  And it would be a glorified château at Versailles where Louis XIV would continue his father’s predisposition for adulterous affairs, but the new king’s conquests would be women rather than men.


  From the very first stones mortared in place, Versailles was destined to metamorphose into a labyrinth of spaces where forced marriages with foreign princesses would be unconsummated or plagued with adultery, where courtiers would turn a blind eye to homosexuality, where favorites would be lavished with titles and riches for sexual favors, where sexually transmitted diseases would flourish, and where the high levels of court intrigue and scandal would be unsurpassed in France’s history.
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  LOUIS XIV’S REIGN OF BOSOMS AND COCKLES OF THE HEART


 
    Another motive further forced Louis XIV from his capital [to Versailles]. At first, he feared exposing the scandal of his amours in the eyes of the bourgeoisie, the only class in society where the decency of morals exists. But soon he tired of so much circumspection.


  —Charles Duclos, “Mémoires secrets”




  From the day of his birth, Louis-Dieudonné left his mark on the ladies. The heir to the throne came into the world with two front teeth, with which he used to bite his wet nurse so hard that she finally refused to breastfeed him any longer. When a second nurse was called, she was also bitten and quickly resigned her lucrative post. A third nurse fled the scene at the first chomp.


  Finally, a fourth nurse, Perrette Dufour de Poissy, was summoned. Although she was warned about the young prince’s unusual habit, she remained strong and resolute: “Good! If that’s all, I’m not afraid. Give me the child.”


  When Louis bit her as hard as he had his previous nurses, she bravely—and at great risk—responded with a rather strong slap on the royal infant’s buttocks. From that moment, the child nursed without a single nibble. However, it was said she was only cured of the infant’s bites by applying the relic of St. Anne’s finger. Perrette became the young heir’s official wet nurse and was ennobled by him when he assumed the throne. For years to come, this busty nursemaid greeted the king at his bedside every morning—with a kiss on the forehead.


  After Louis XIII’s death on May 14, 1643, four-year-old Louis XIV took the throne with his mother Anne of Austria, who acted as regent until his majority on September 7, 1651. Until this time, his court was held at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where he quickly developed a voracious sexual appetite by the age of fifteen.


 [image: Louis XIV’s first nurse, Madame Longuet de la Giraudière]

  
  Louis XIV’s first nurse, Madame Longuet de la Giraudière


  He was known to haunt the rooftops here for nightly visits to demoiselles’ chambers, accessed by climbing through windows, especially that of Mademoiselle de la Mothe-Houdancourt, an outgoing and sassy young woman who was known for her flirtatious nature. When her governess, the Duchess of Noailles, had Mademoiselle’s window secured with metal grating, the young king considered it an attack against his throne. He immediately ordered the duchess to be removed from his court, and the grating was removed.


  Although Mademoiselle de la Mothe-Houdancourt’s heart belonged to another, her father urged her to answer Louis XIV’s call at any time, thus keeping the family in the king’s good graces. Such a strategy would be used in the court of his successor, Louis XV, as well; however, by this time it was too late; Louis had already set his eyes upon another conquest.


  The year of Louis’s majority, 1651, was the same year he first visited his father’s Château of Versailles. In 1660 he married the Infanta Maria Theresa of Spain, his “double cousin,” and brought her to Versailles.* When Cardinal Mazarin died in 1661, Louis took control of his court and declared that he would rule his kingdom and rebuild his father’s château on a much grander scale.


  When Louis established his court at Versailles in 1666, he decided to create a palace for his entire court to complement his majestic rule—or did he have other motives? Having his nobles reside at Versailles certainly enabled him to keep an eye on them: they had been known to conspire against him. On another note, however, he had often frequented Versailles with his mistress, Madame de La Vallière, allowing only a select few of his courtiers to follow them on their walks. “We often went to Versailles,” said his cousin, La Grande Mademoiselle, “but no one could follow the king without his orders. This intrigued the court.”


  This manner of controlling his surroundings for illicit affairs was evident for most of Louis’s reign at Versailles, and it was a trait that was passed on to his successors, Louis XV and Louis XVI. The first transformation of the Château of Versailles was followed by uninterrupted construction for more than fifty years, thus magnifying Louis XIII’s modest inheritance “to the limits of fancy.” Louis XIV preserved the buildings that still stand in the center of the castle and around the marble courtyard out of “piety to the memory of the late King his father.”


  When Louis XIV took his father’s bedroom in the center of the château, he incorporated the petit et grand levers, elaborate traditions of etiquette. The petit lever took place in the king’s chamber, where only a select group assisted the king to rise and get dressed; the grand lever was attended by the entire court in the gallery outside the king’s bedchamber. His apartments included the first antechamber, where he dined with his family, and the second antechamber, L’Oeil-de-Boeuf, where his visitors awaited their audience.


  Maria Theresa of Spain, like other queens of France, was wed not for love but for power. Perhaps, if he had had a choice in the matter, Louis would have chosen another for his queen. Cardinal Fleury explained to one of his colleagues: “I do, sir, post this from my hand about something secret and important. I was of the opinion that the Infanta’s teeth are all rotten and that her hair is red, two things, especially the second, which would inspire disgust in the Dauphin and cause him to be angry.”


  And indeed, the young prince had acquired a certain taste for the ladies at court. Until his marriage to Maria Theresa, demoiselles competed to “deflower” the young king. In fact, it became a sport at court: “Girls swooned, their mothers shuddered, and their grandmothers were abounding in recommendation. The competition open, they jostled, they shoved to be the first to launch a glare at the king. Their necklines became aggressively lower, they
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	That no persons would henceforth be received in the order who were not visited by the great masters, to see if all the parts of their bodies were healthy, so that they could bear the rigors of the initiation (sodomy).


	That they would make a vow of obedience and chastity to women, and that if no one should make a vow, he would be driven out of the fraternity, without being able to return under any pretext whatsoever.


	That each one would be admitted indifferently in order, without distinction of quality, which would not prevent anyone from submitting to the rigors of the initiation, which would last until the “beard had come to the chin.”


	That if any of the brothers should marry, he would be obliged to declare that it was only for the good of his affairs, or because his parents obliged him to do so, or because he had to have an heir. That he would swear at the same time never to love his wife, to sleep with a woman until she was his wife, and then only after asking permission from the brotherhood, which could only be granted to him for one day in the week.


	That the brothers should be divided into four classes, so that each great prior might have one as much as the other. And that with regard to those who would present themselves to enter the order, the four great priors would take turns, so that jealousy could not affect their union.


	That the brothers discuss with one another all that happens, so that if one should need to go, it would be based on merit.


	That, with regard to unaffiliated persons, it would not be permissible to reveal to them the mysteries, and that whoever would do it would be deprived of the brotherhood himself for eight days, and even more, if the great master on whom he depended judged it so.


	Nevertheless, it would be possible to open up to those whom one would hope to attract into the order; but that it should be with so much discretion, that one would be sure of success before taking this step.


	That those who brought brothers to the convent would enjoy the same prerogatives for two days, which the great masters enjoyed; but, of course, that they would let the grandmasters pass before them, and content themselves with having what they would receive.
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