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Time’s book is before me lying,

All things that have happened here,

Good with Evil ever vying—

All before my gaze stands clear.

—The great German poet Heinrich Heine
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Introduction

The railway station at Salzburg, Austria, late in the afternoon of August 18, 1867—

THE STREETS OF THE PICTURESQUE ALPINE TOWN, ordinarily drowsy in the summer heat, were crowded with expectant spectators. Visiting aristocrats in expensive silks, the women shaded by delicate, lace-edged bonnets and elaborate parasols, jostled for position along the main route from the imperial palace to the railway depot with native villagers equally colorful in their dirndls and traditional Bavarian lederhosen. The atmosphere breathed official pageantry. The buildings were dressed up with tapestries and garlands of flowers; a long, plush carpet had been rolled out from the street through the main vestibule of the train station all the way to the platform; and idling on the pavement by the entranceway was a grand carriage pulled by six horses. It was evident that an important meeting was about to take place. Franz Joseph, the distinguished emperor of Austria, and his wife, Elisabeth, affectionately known as Sisi, were for the first time hosting their counterparts, Napoleon III of France and his wife, the Empress Eugénie, to a state visit.

Following protocol, the main body of the Austrian court—the principal ministers and ambassadors, supported by their secretaries and staffs; senior household functionaries and ladies-in-waiting; even members of the imperial orchestra—had obediently uprooted themselves and made the nearly 200-mile journey from Vienna to Salzburg. The arrival of the Emperor of the French, as Napoleon III showily styled himself, happened to coincide with Franz Joseph’s thirty-seventh birthday, and a special mass had been celebrated at the Salzburg cathedral that morning. The highlight of the service was a soaring performance of Mozart by the court musicians, “somewhat to the astonishment and altogether to the delight of the Salzburgers, who are, I mourn to say, accustomed to a very indifferent execution of their own divine maestro’s church music,” the foreign correspondent for the London Daily Telegraph, sent to report on the historic imperial encounter, noted in his widely syndicated account of these proceedings.

But the deliberate conjuring of a holiday atmosphere belied the underlying gravity of the rendezvous. Austria and France, openly hostile for the majority of the past four centuries, had both recently suffered searing diplomatic and military defeats. Their treasuries were depleted and their armies strained. The upstart kingdom of Prussia, under the direction of its wily chief minister, Otto von Bismarck, had taken advantage of the perceived weakness of these two formerly dominant powers to pursue a policy of ruthless territorial expansion. If Franz Joseph and Napoleon III could not find a way to overcome their differences and meet the crisis, all of Europe would waver once again on the cusp of war.

And yet, even with so much at stake, the world’s attention was focused not on the two monarchs who held the fate of millions in their hands, but rather on their wives. This was the first time that Elisabeth and Eugénie, both renowned for their stunning good looks and high-fashion wardrobes, and consequently objects of intense fascination at home and abroad, were scheduled to meet. Which of these imperial goddesses would outshine the other in a face-to-face beauty contest was debated openly in the press. Bowing to this reality, also imported from Vienna to Salzburg (and currently dominating the station waiting room), was a life-sized statue of Sisi surrounded by a heady profusion of tropical flowers, a blatant exercise of hometown advantage.

By four in the afternoon, the 200 or so most prominent members of the court and military who had been invited to greet the Emperor and Empress of the French on their arrival had taken their coveted positions on the train platform. Half an hour later, Franz Joseph and Elisabeth appeared and made their way graciously through the crowd to the front line, so that the expected guests would have no trouble locating them among the sea of unfamiliar faces. Finally, at 5 p.m. exactly, the omnipresent court musicians began to play, the imperial guard formally presented arms, and the incoming engine, which had evidently been awaiting this signal, rolled deliberately into the station. Napoleon III, lifting his top hat and bowing courteously in a gesture of appreciation at the splendid welcome arranged by his hosts, could be seen clearly through the main cabin window.

The train stopped. Eugénie and her husband disembarked just as Elisabeth and Franz Joseph moved forward to meet them. The foreign correspondents took up their pens and craned their heads. The competition was on.

Each woman had her partisans. On Sisi’s side was the Daily Telegraph man. “The Empress Elisabeth, who looked, if possible, lovelier than ever, was dressed in blue and white (Bavarian colors), and wore a plain black straw hat with a plume of black feathers,” he reported dutifully, in acknowledgment of his readership’s seemingly insatiable demand for details of the latest in style trends and accessories. “Elisabeth of Austria is more than a head taller than Eugénie of France; the former is as lithe and slender as a young poplar; the latter has grown stout of late, which makes her look shorter than she really is,” he continued critically. The Daily Telegraph was momentarily disconcerted to discover that the visiting French empress, mindful of the potential ravages to the complexion of a day’s hard traveling, had taken precautions against the elements that hindered the pursuit of journalistic excellence. “A thick black veil hid the Empress Eugénie’s face from view,” the correspondent confessed. “But the spirited, refined countenance of Elisabeth no envious covering concealed,” he recovered loyally.

The London Standard columnist, on the other hand, was definitely in the French camp. “The Empress Eugénie was very simply attired in a pretty travelling dress, which was very short, showing to advantage her admirably formed small feet,” he declared. “The short dress formed quite a strange contrast to the long sweeping trains of all the other ladies present. Her Majesty looked just ready for a mountain excursion, nimble, agile in her movements, elastic.” Faced like his competitor with the debacle of the veil, the Standard man was compelled to fall back on the expedient of imagination. “In the whole demeanor of the Empress Eugénie is a freshness, a vivacity,” he enthused, omitting altogether the small detail that he could not actually see her face. “She is delightfully natural, and the grace of her manner is something rarely seen… It is not at all unlikely that those who read this may think it is an exaggeration, and call it fulsome flattery. No one, however, who was present and saw the charming woman will think so. On the contrary,… you feel—you cannot but feel—her exquisite grace just as you cannot but feel in your whole heart and your whole body the freshness of the morning,” he gushed poetically.

It wasn’t until a few hours later that the press finally got what it wanted: a sight of Elisabeth and Eugénie side by side in all their glory at the celebratory concert held at the Salzburg opera house as part of the evening’s entertainment. There, even the most jaded among the correspondents were dazzled in spite of themselves, and conceded the contest a draw. “The Empresses, who looked remarkably well, and made an admirable contrast of blonde with brunet [sic], were in white silk, the dress of the Empress Elisabeth relieved with zig zag bands of black,” judged the reporter for the New York World. “Both Empresses wore tiaras of diamonds, and Eugénie… under the brilliant light, looked nearly as young as her sister sovereign.”

THUS DID THE NINETEENTH CENTURY reduce Elisabeth and Eugénie, two of the most layered women of their time, to attractive footnotes on the pages of history. This age belongs instead to Victoria, its most enduring female monarch, who remained at her post for an astonishing sixty-three years, beating the former record, held by the equally redoubtable Elizabeth I, by nearly two decades. The passage of time, and with it the hunger for nostalgia, has only increased Victoria’s renown. She is perhaps more respected and beloved today than she was in her own era.

But it is a mistake to overlook her sister sovereigns in France and Austria. Fearless, adventurous, and athletic; defiantly, even fiercely independent, Sisi and Eugénie represented, each in her own way, a new kind of empress, one who rebelled against traditional expectations and restrictions. Their beauty was undeniable but so too was their influence on a world that was fast becoming recognizably modern. As railroads for the first time crisscrossed kingdoms, and telegraphs linked continents, their lives would become so entwined that it is impossible to understand one without the other, or indeed the whole glorious whirlwind of a century in which they lived, without the beguiling power of their stories.
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A Scandal in Bavaria
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The spirit of the Revolution is immortal.

—Heinrich Heine

ELISABETH WAS BORN IN MUNICH, the capital city of the kingdom of Bavaria, on December 24—Christmas Eve—1837. At the time of her birth, she had a six-year-old brother, Ludwig, and a three-year-old sister, Helene, whom everyone called “Nene.” Elisabeth herself was soon dubbed “Sisi.” Her mother, Duchess Ludovika, was the youngest surviving daughter of Maximilian Joseph, the first king of Bavaria, and so had royal blood in her veins. The same could not be said of Sisi’s father, Duke Max. Duke Max was only a second cousin.

But what her father lacked in pedigree he more than made up for in personality. Duke Max could have stepped right off the stage of a Bavarian comic opera. Handsome, exuberant, an expert sportsman and self-proclaimed man of letters as well as an amateur composer of folk songs, Sisi’s father aimed to enjoy life. Just weeks after her birth, Duke Max, accompanied by three friends, two servants, his doctor, and his zither instructor, set off on an eight-month jaunt to Egypt and the Holy Land, with stopovers in Greece and Rome. “I was driven by an irresistible feeling, by an unconquerable urge away from the eternal uniformity of an everyday life that is comfortable to the point of discomfort, in which one no longer lives but vegetates,” he rhapsodized in the travelogue of his experiences that he published upon his return. “Unfortunately,” he added pointedly, “there are people who can hardly comprehend why one might decide to undertake a journey of this sort. I feel sorry for those creatures so fond of peace and quiet, those slaves to habit”—an allusion that undoubtedly included his wife, who, with two young children and now a new baby to look after, strangely did not share her husband’s carefree wanderlust.

Not that Duchess Ludovika didn’t have her own marital complaints. Growing up as the youngest daughter of the second wife of the king of Bavaria, she had watched as, one by one, each of her older siblings secured a brilliant future as the spouse of a successor to a prestigious throne. Her two eldest (twin) sisters married into the royal families of Saxony and Prussia; then, her next two sisters, also twins, wedded the heir to the Austrian empire and the Crown Prince of Saxony, respectively. Ludovika naturally expected that she, too, would make a splendid match and in so doing come into possession of the numerous servants, jewels, gowns, carriages, castles, and other assorted windfalls associated with sovereign rule.

But then, in 1825, just as she turned seventeen and was finally poised to make her own graceful entrance into the royal marriage market, her father suddenly died and her thirty-nine-year-old half brother, Ludwig (son of King Maximilian Joseph’s first wife), acceded to the Bavarian throne. King Ludwig I had no intention of sharing the royal palace with his father’s second family, so he promptly evicted his stepmother and half sister from their Munich home. This snub did not improve Ludovika’s marital prospects.

Still, all was not lost. Ludovika and her mother cast themselves on the hospitality of her older sister Sophia, who had married into the imperial family of Austria. At Archduchess Sophia’s court in Vienna, Ludovika met and favorably impressed the Crown Prince of Portugal; the two fell in love. But Lisbon was deemed too far away by Ludovika’s mother, who wanted this last daughter to remain close to her. Besides, the crown prince had rebelled against his father and consequently was judged to be unsuitable. So, instead of becoming queen of Portugal, Ludovika was required to stay in Germany and wed her cousin Duke Max, a suitor who was as indifferent to her charms as she was to his. To add insult to injury, because of this marriage, Ludovika was stripped of the sovereign title “Princess of Bavaria,” to which she had been born, and was instead forced to adopt her husband’s trumped-up, déclassé insignia of “Duke and Duchess in Bavaria,” a perpetual reminder of her reduced station. Even so, the couple managed to maintain enough of a position on the outskirts of the social register that Elisabeth’s birth made the London papers. “The Duchess LOUISA, consort of Duke MAXIMILIAN of Bavaria, gave birth to a Princess on the 25th ult [last],” the London Times reported on January 4, 1838, in a mention notable for getting both the date of the newborn’s arrival and her family’s title wrong.

THAT BAVARIA EVEN HAD a king was a relatively new phenomenon. For over 200 years, right up until the beginning of the nineteenth century, Bavaria was an electorate, and for a thousand years before that, merely a duchy, indistinguishable from the dozens of other duchies that made up what is today called Germany.

But all of that changed with the advent of Napoleon Bonaparte, the greatest warrior of his age—of perhaps any age. It had not taken a crystal ball to see that the Corsican general turned emperor of France, having already swept through and plundered Italy and Egypt, would eventually turn his sights eastward, a policy that would put him in direct conflict with powerful Austria. Since the most direct route a French army could take to get to Austria, or an Austrian army could take to get to France, was for one or the other to fight their way through Bavaria first, living in this unfortunately situated state was a little like being in the collision path of two enormous, speeding locomotives bearing down on each other from opposite directions. There was no getting out of the way by declaring neutrality; the only hope for survival was to wait until the last moment and then jump aboard the train most likely to prevail in the inevitable crash.

And so that was what Duchess Ludovika’s father, Maximilian Joseph, had done. In August of 1805, just weeks away from invasion by one side or the other, he weighed the quality and quantity of the two forces and came down firmly on the side of France, signing a treaty of alliance that provided Napoleon with Bavarian money, supplies, and soldiers. The wisdom of his decision was immediately confirmed when the French army walloped a combined Austrian-Russian offensive on December 2, 1805, at Austerlitz. For this perspicuity, Napoleon awarded Maximilian Joseph the conquered territories of the Tyrol, the Vorarlberg, and Trent to the south; Passau to the east; and Augsberg and Eichstatt to the west—a considerable addition to Bavarian lands and subjects. He also raised the electorate of Bavaria to a monarchy. “If you had not been on my side in this war, Prince Murat would now be King of Bavaria instead of you,” Napoleon observed coolly to the newly made sovereign.

With French friendship came more victories and spoils. When Napoleon followed up his initial triumph against Austria by defeating Prussia, he reorganized Germany, allotting the Lutheran city of Bayreuth to King Maximilian Joseph as further compensation for his participation. Suddenly, by the annexation of all these new provinces, Bavaria, whose citizenry had for centuries been overwhelmingly rigidly Catholic, found itself contending with 1.2 million new Protestant subjects.

Napoleon had a remedy for that, too. “Religion is an affair of conscience, not of State,” he noted, and so on May 1, 1808, under the influence of his new overlord, Maximilian Joseph granted Bavaria its first written constitution, which was based on the principles of the French Revolution (as interpreted by Napoleon). This highly progressive document guaranteed tolerance of religion and equal rights under the law to Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists (Jews had to wait until 1813 to be included in these reforms); abolished both serfdom and special privileges for aristocrats (although the nobles were allowed to retain their titles and property); pledged to uphold freedom of the press; and established an elected national assembly with the power to help draft laws and exercise control over state expenditures and tax revenues.

This was the genius of Napoleon—he won over large groups of even those he defeated in battle by portraying himself as the champion of the downtrodden. “Have confidence in the great Sovereign [i.e., himself] upon whom your lot depends!” he boomed to the crowds who greeted him throughout Germany. “You can experience nothing but improvements.” But in fact the burden of the endless supplies and soldiers he demanded, and the exorbitant taxes he levied, fell predominantly on the lower classes.

There is perhaps such a thing as too much success. Napoleon’s speedy subjugation of Germany only served to fuel his ambitions. He went after Spain next, where he got bogged down in a costly invasion that depleted his resources, and then, in 1812, disastrously targeted Russia. “The extravagance of these gigantic schemes brought about the fall of Napoleon,” the Austrian foreign minister reported simply.

Bavaria, which was forced to contribute some 30,000 soldiers to Napoleon’s Moscow offensive, reeled when just over 200 of these martyred servicemen managed to survive and straggle home. In the wake of the cataclysm, Maximilian Joseph reevaluated. Demonstrating once again a formidable talent for political pragmatism, he waited until Austria was just about to launch a counteroffensive, and then suddenly leapt off the French train and onto the (soon-to-be-victorious) Austrian one. “It produced an excellent impression that you declared your country to be on our side before the Battle of Leipzig,” Francis II, the winning emperor, asserted after Napoleon surrendered. “It is on that account that I am in favor of Bavaria’s remaining great,” he added, by which he meant that, as a reward for his excellent timing, Maximilian Joseph would be allowed to hold on to both his monarchy and all the territory he’d accumulated under French rule.

And that was how Bavaria came out of the Napoleonic Wars a regional power, and the reason Duchess Ludovika’s older sisters had all succeeded in marrying royalty. But despite his defeat and death, some six years later on the Island of Saint Helena, Napoleon’s influence over southern Germany was not completely eradicated. Bavaria retained its elected assembly and religious and civil rights even after the war had ended. It was a kingdom, true—but a kingdom with a constitution. As a child growing up in Munich, Sisi had the benefit of this.

THE YEARS OF WAR were long past by the time she was born. Maximilian Joseph had died and been succeeded by his eldest son, Ludwig I, Duchess Ludovika’s older half brother. Ludwig, who prided himself on his artistic sensibilities, was busy remaking his capital into an idealized, Bavarian-sized version of the ancient Greek and Roman cities whose treasures he marveled at on his frequent trips abroad. Elisabeth’s earliest years thus unfolded against a noisy background of marble-cutting and masonry, as one soaring, ornately columned and frescoed edifice after another took shape along the main avenues leading to the royal palace. She even lived in one of these new, faux-classical mansions, which the king, aware that his favorite brother-in-law, Duke Max, could not afford to purchase on his own, had generously built for him at the treasury’s expense. This was the home Sisi and her family occupied during the winters when they were in town.

That King Ludwig I enjoyed Duke Max’s company enough to give him a house was not surprising—the two men had much in common. Like Ludwig, Sisi’s father appreciated good-looking women and cheated publicly and energetically on his wife. The king and the duke also shared a keen interest in the literary arts. In addition to the memoir of his wanderings, Duke Max penned ironic verses and stories, and composed songs for the guitar; Ludwig published love sonnets. It must be confessed that despite their obvious passion for their subjects, neither man displayed a talent above the ordinary. Heinrich Heine, the most celebrated lyricist of the era, observed:


King Ludwig was a noble poet

He sang—but Apollo lamented

As on his knees he besought the king:

“Stop! Stop! I become demented.”



It wasn’t just the monarch who appreciated Duke Max’s outsized personality and eccentric, amusing behavior. The townspeople were on his side, too. Elisabeth’s father was beloved for having an aesthetic that mirrored that of his fellow citizens. The duke despised stuffy aristocratic ceremony. Thumbing his nose at convention, he installed a practice show ring in the backyard of his fancy marble residence, where he trained horses to perform circus tricks. He much preferred Bavarian folk songs and zither tunes to symphonies, and succeeded, much to the pride of his countrymen, in having one of his pieces played at Buckingham Palace on the same program with the overture to a new opera by Carl Maria von Weber, a celebrated German composer. Duke Max was also known for having organized a group of his friends, mostly fellow amateur musicians and scribblers (and, of course, his zither instructor), into a Knights of the Round Table society where, costumed as King Arthur, he presided once a month over dinners at which copious amounts of beer were consumed, and boisterous singing continued long into the night.

To have such a man for a father was glorious; to have him as a husband was something else. Duchess Ludovika, forced to put up with Duke Max’s numerous mistresses and illegitimate children, as well as his other foibles, was often not on speaking terms with her waggish marriage partner. But at least she could console herself that Duke Max was not as ungenerous to his wife and children as King Ludwig was to his. Sensitive to the charge that his numerous building projects were an extravagance the treasury could ill afford, the king of Bavaria compensated for his public munificence by keeping his private household on a budget so tight that the queen could not afford a new gown, and the royal family dined regularly on black bread and onions. With this example in front of her, Duchess Ludovika knew enough to accept her situation.

To their considerable credit, neither of Elisabeth’s parents took their dissatisfaction with one another out on their offspring, and the result was that Sisi had a very happy, almost idyllic childhood. She was part of a large, lively family and loved it. The one marital responsibility that Duke Max apparently took seriously was procreation, and a new baby appeared every two years with a punctuality a field marshal would have envied. By the time Elisabeth was seven, in addition to her older siblings Ludwig and Nene, she had a younger brother, Karl Theodore, called “Gackel” (German for Cock), born August 9, 1839, and two younger sisters, Marie, whose birthday was October 4, 1841, and Mathilde, “Spatz” (Sparrow), who came along on September 30, 1843.

As this meant that Duchess Ludovika was nearly always either pregnant or just recovering from birth, and with Duke Max not much more than a large child himself, parental oversight was not taxing. Sisi and her brothers and sisters grew up in a fond, unfussy atmosphere where levity was valued over lessons; riding, romping, and zither-playing were educational requirements; and everyone had his or her own tree at Christmas.

Almost as soon as she learned to scamper about under her own momentum, Elisabeth’s most joyous times were spent at the family’s summer estate, Possenhofen Castle. Situated about twenty miles southwest of Munich, amidst one of the most beautiful landscapes Bavaria had to offer, Possi, as this sprawling, romantic château was known, might have been conjured up as a child’s vision of a magical residence in a fairy tale. There were green parks and shaded woods filled with forest animals, the whole ringed by snow-capped mountain peaks, and a large, crystal-blue lake perfect for fishing, swimming, or boating. (The family maintained a replica of a Venetian gondola as an added amusement.) At Possi, Elisabeth, who loved animals, kept rabbits and ponies, and looked after a flock of guinea hens. She had two lambs of her own, and even a fawn; and this was in addition to the family’s many dogs.

Although she was under the charge of a governess, Sisi’s real instruction came from her father, whom she idolized. Duke Max wasn’t around his children all that often, but when he was, he made it count. His focus was overwhelmingly on outdoor physical exercise. “I don’t want you to strut like princes, or drag your feet like common mortals,” he lectured his progeny. “You must learn to move like angels with wings upon your feet.” Whereupon he took them for hours-long hikes through the forests and up into the mountains. “I am never tired of walking, and I thank my father for it,” Elisabeth would later report. Duke Max was equally insistent that his children be as agile on horseback as they were scrambling up the rocks beside him on their own two legs. Those who showed promise were introduced to more advanced skills, like riding bareback.

And no one in the family demonstrated more innate talent or sheer, comprehensive, stunning athletic ability than Sisi. The attention she could not pay to her studies—“there were times when she had literally to be tied to her chair,” the governess complained—found its home instead in the saddle and in the wild, free terrain of the wooded hills and mountains adjoining Possi. Elisabeth could no more do without swimming, or fishing, or running through the forest, or especially galloping through the countryside, than she could do without air. She was so good, such a natural, that her father even admitted her to his backyard show ring while she was still a child, and initiated her into the seductive art of trick riding. “If you and I, Sisi, had not been born princes, we would have been performers in a circus,” Duke Max observed solemnly.

But her father’s influence extended far beyond athletics. Among his children, he seems to have recognized Elisabeth’s as the spirit closest to his own, and by his attentions fostered the quixotic in her. He taught her to play the zither and together they stood in the squares of the villages surrounding Possi and performed impromptu open-air duets that drew applause and sometimes coins from the passersby. “This is the only money I have earned in my life,” Sisi would later reveal. He fed her imagination by telling her stories of knights and classical Greek heroes. He introduced her to the poetry of Heinrich Heine, a German Jew forced to convert to Lutheranism in order to obtain a university degree, with whose liberal democratic political views Duke Max agreed. Duke Max revered Heine, whose work reflected a love of nature and restless romanticism. In emulation of her father and Heine, Sisi, too, was scribbling verses at a young age.

And then, while she was still a child, Sisi’s family and indeed all of Bavaria were suddenly jolted by the appearance of a force so powerful, so inflammatory, that it rivaled Napoleon himself in its ability to upend society and bring back the dark days of conflict and chaos. On October 5, 1846, just a few months before Elisabeth’s ninth birthday, a carriage bearing the notorious adventuress Lola Montez rolled into Munich.

IT IS DIFFICULT TO CONCEIVE of a historical figure more exuberantly, irrepressibly, irreverently entertaining than Lola Montez. Born in Ireland sometime in February 1820 (the exact date is unknown), the product of an illegitimate, fourteen-year-old Irish mother and one Ensign Edward Gilbert, a recently deployed British soldier, Lola began life as plain old Eliza Gilbert. When she was three years old, her father was transferred to India; however, she and her parents had no sooner arrived at the new posting than Ensign Gilbert succumbed to cholera. Rather than return home, Eliza’s mother, not yet twenty and very pretty, decided to stay in India with her young daughter and within a year was married again, this time to a Scottish lieutenant. As was customary among the British living in India, Eliza was cared for by ayahs who coddled and indulged her.

Then, at the age of six, just like Mary Lennox in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s famous children’s book The Secret Garden, Eliza was suddenly uprooted from her hot, crowded, colorful surroundings and sent to live with her stepfather’s upright, chilly family in the small town of Montrose, on the northeast coast of Scotland, to begin her education. The unhappy child understandably felt out of place—certainly no one in Montrose had ever seen anyone like this strange, willful creature before—and to compensate, she played pranks, told whoppers, and in general did her best to shock the neighborhood.

At twelve, to everyone’s relief, she was sent to an English girls’ boarding school in the fashionable town of Bath. By the time she was ready to graduate, and her mother had returned to England to fetch her back to India, Eliza had grown into her looks, which were famously striking—a dark-haired beauty with arresting eyes.

And this was when the trouble began. To relieve the tedium of the long voyage from Calcutta, Eliza’s mother had struck up a flirtation with a good-looking thirty-year-old British officer, Lieutenant Thomas James. Lieutenant James continued to hover even after the ship docked, and so had a chance to meet his mistress’s adorable seventeen-year-old daughter. Lola would later claim that she ran off with James because her mother intended to marry her to a sixty-year-old widower in India, but it’s difficult to believe anything Lola said, because she was such a charmingly inventive hustler. What is known is that Eliza Gilbert became Eliza James at a church just outside Dublin on July 23, 1837.

Lieutenant James would be the first of multiple husbands and lovers. Eliza accompanied her spouse to India but left him a few years later, citing abusive behavior. On the long voyage back to England, she took up with another handsome British officer, Lieutenant Lennox. For about a year after her return, Lennox paid her expenses and introduced her to popular haunts and London society. But then they, too, split up and Eliza was left without a visible means of financial support.

It was while she was at this crossroads that twenty-three-year-old Eliza demonstrated her resilience. She booked passage for Cádiz (where living was cheap), received two months’ worth of instruction in Andalusian choreography, and returned to England on April 14, 1843, not as Eliza James, but rather as the professional danseuse Doña Lola Montez, having reinvented herself as the widow of a fictitious Spanish aristocrat.

It was a bluff of monumental proportions. She had only the Spanish she had managed to pick up locally; she had never danced professionally; she knew no one of importance in either Seville or Madrid. It should never have worked—but it did. From that moment on, Eliza James became Lola Montez, a persona she inhabited for the rest of her life. So much so that when she made her debut on the London stage six weeks later, and several of Lieutenant Lennox’s friends who happened to be in the audience recognized her and pointed out to the newspapers that she was in fact neither Spanish nor a widow, but rather the adulterous ex-wife of a British soldier in India who was still very much alive, Lola merely doubled down and published a letter to the editor, explaining with great dignity that she was “a native of Seville… [and] until the 14th of April last, when I landed in England, I never set my foot in this country, and I never saw London before in my life.”

This was the beginning of a historic, not to say epic, career. When the startled London stage manager declined to engage her further, Lola took her act on the road. Everywhere she went, scandal and sensation followed. She smoked in public—and cigars, at that—at a time when it was considered outrageous for a woman to do so. She carried a dagger and a small pistol and brandished them during the many arguments she provoked. In Berlin, she was famously arrested for striking a Prussian policeman in the face with her riding crop, and then, after the officer filed charges against her, was deported for tearing up and stamping on the court order summoning her for questioning by the authorities. She intercepted Franz Liszt, perhaps the most popular musician of the period, while he was on tour, ingratiated herself, and then used him as a reference to secure dancing engagements. She had a love affair with a newspaper editor in Paris who was unfortunately killed in a duel, and caused a frenzy in the press by sweeping into the courthouse dressed all in black—Lola looked exceptionally well in black—and giving dramatic testimony against his murderer at the subsequent trial.i Afterwards, she left France and wandered aimlessly through Germany, scrounging around for theaters at which to perform. She was temporarily between engagements and lovers, and consequently low on funds, when on a whim she trundled into eight-year-old Sisi’s hometown and met her uncle, Ludwig I, king of Bavaria.

He never had a chance. Ludwig was by this time sixty years old. He had a long-suffering wife, for whom he had never felt any real desire, and eight adult children. He was going deaf. His skin was pockmarked. It had been years since his last dalliance, and he missed the thrill that, in his opinion, only a ravishing young creature could provide. Ludwig worshipped feminine loveliness. Unique among his fellow monarchs, he commissioned his court painter, Joseph Karl Stieler, to produce a series of portraits of the most striking women of his acquaintance. The king was a true democrat when it came to love: his Gallery of Beauties was open to the public and contained over thirty paintings, not simply likenesses of highborn ladies, but also those of lowly merchants’ and cobblers’ daughters, and even one of a Jewess. (Although cruelly none of his wife.)

But for all his pretensions of being a sophisticated philanderer and man of the world, nothing in Ludwig’s experience prepared him for an operator on the scale of Lola Montez. Informed that she needed the king’s approval to dance at the Royal Court Theater, Lola obtained a private audience with Ludwig on October 8, 1846, three days after her arrival in Munich. She showed up wearing a close-fitting gown of ebony velvet and her most appealing expression. It was later rumored that she had undressed and danced (or worse) while closeted alone with the king but this was just malicious gossip. The aging Ludwig, who had never heard of this bewitchingly exotic young Spanish dancer before the interview, needed no such encouragement. He was a lost man the moment he set eyes on her.

It did not take Lola long to figure out that, consequently, Bavaria offered a path to advancement superior to any that had been available at her previous addresses. Within weeks, she admitted to Ludwig that she loved him, and allowed him to convince her to stay on in Munich as his sweetheart.

Lola stayed, and Ludwig paid. The king, conspicuous for parsimony when it came to himself and his family, not only footed the bill for his new favorite’s lodging at the best hotel in Munich, but he also bought her a mansion in town, which he then gave her a free hand to remodel and redecorate in lavish style. Soon thereafter, Ludwig commanded the royal treasury to bestow an annual allowance of 10,000 florins on Lola—more than the highest official in the kingdom earned, and certainly more than the queen had access to in all their years of marriage. Lola was given the best horses and a grand carriage in which to ride around the city; she bought anything she wanted and sent the bill to the king; and of course she had her portrait painted by Stieler, who added it with great fanfare to the Gallery of Beauties, where it drew crowds of spectators.

Throughout, Lola, who was nothing if not consistent, continued to behave as immoderately as she had prior to arriving in Munich. Having no need to earn a living, she put her dancing career on hold and instead insisted on being treated as a grand lady, much to the dismay and resistance of the Bavarian upper class. She again got into altercations with the police and tore up official summonses, and she regularly humiliated the queen by appearing at the same public functions attended by the royal family, during which, in front of the pitying eyes of all Munich society, Ludwig would leave his wife alone to watch as he slavishly paid court to the brazen younger woman. In one memorable incident, Lola started a riot after Turk, the large dog she kept, attacked a workman on the street. Rather than restrain her pet, she slapped the underling five times in the face for trying to defend himself. The onlookers took the side of the laborer and chased Lola and Turk into a shop; word got around and hundreds gathered outside the establishment, demanding her arrest. Lola only managed to escape by waiting until dark and then climbing out a second-story window and down a ladder in the back.ii

But nothing Lola did weakened Ludwig’s infatuation. In vain his advisers showed him a thick dossier of newspaper and diplomatic reports detailing her true identity, age, and history; she explained it all away as lies concocted by jealous competitors and Jesuits. The Prussian ambassador warned, “Every conception of the dignity of the throne is trampled underfoot,” and even one of the king’s most loyal supporters despaired that Lola “has insulted all classes of society, offended everyone, and the city and the nation are so up in arms that with the best will it is too late to improve her position.” Worse, Ludwig promised to raise his “Lolita,” as he called her, to the highest levels of nobility by bestowing upon her the title and privileges of a countess. In preparation for this, on February 3, 1847, a mere four months after the dancer’s arrival, he ordered his ministers to draw up and sign the appropriate legal papers granting her Bavarian citizenship.

And it was at this point that that pesky constitution came into play. By law, the king could not unilaterally bestow citizenship on a foreigner. He needed one of his councilors to countersign the order. This, Ludwig’s chief minister, an ultraconservative Catholic who had been in power for twenty years, refused to do. When the king insisted, the minister, as well as all the rest of the Council of State, also ultraconservative Catholics, threatened to resign. Ludwig, who had never been crossed this way before, bristled and accepted the mass resignation. He then replaced the council with a new, more progressive ministry that was led for the first time in Bavarian history by a Protestant. It was understood that the new chief minister would sign Lola’s citizenship papers. The liberal councilor had no more liking for the Spanish dancer than had his conservative predecessor, but acquiescing was worth it to him to gain power. He signed.

Ironically, the change in government was popular in Munich. While it was true that nobody cared for Lola, the ultraconservative ministers had been chipping away at civil liberties for years. They had restricted access to foreign publications deemed subversive, imposed censorship, and curtailed the religious and constitutional rights of those of differing beliefs. Many Catholics in Munich, like Elisabeth’s parents, were more liberal. Duke Max openly advocated freedom of the press, and Duchess Ludovika, along with other women of rank, had once cornered Ludwig in his castle to berate him for indulging the ultraconservative party’s intolerance of Protestants. The king’s appointment of a more progressive councilor raised expectations of pending democratic reforms.

But, of course, that hadn’t been Ludwig’s intention at all. Ludwig had chosen the Protestant minister not for his views, but because he was the only experienced official Ludwig could find who was willing to sign Lola’s citizenship papers. The king believed, as he always had, that his commands should be obeyed instantly and without question. He did not want freedom of the press, nor a liberal agenda, and he certainly did not want his subjects to have the right to tell him what to do.

He just wanted Lola. And Lola wanted to be a countess.

And so a countess she became six months later, on August 25, 1847. “I feel constrained to point out once again to Your Majesty the consequences of Your Majesty’s action,” Ludwig’s new minister, who had countersigned this second document only after vigorous resistance, warned. “They will be very serious.”

He was right. When the Bavarian population discovered Lola’s elevation, there was outrage. It was reported with amusement in the foreign papers (but not in the Munich press, which was prohibited from running negative stories about Lola) that an aristocratic counteroffensive was waged during performances at the opera house, with one of the doyennes of society flagrantly wielding “an enormous fan, held up between her face and the box of the new countess.” The queen, who had to find out about her rival’s triumph by reading about it in the State Gazette, stood up to her husband for the first time in their thirty-seven years of marriage and point-blank refused to receive the interloper.iii On October 16, 1847, the Chamber of Representatives, meeting for only the eleventh time in Bavarian history, entered the fray by voting unanimously for freedom of the press, and even threatened to withhold the money required to fund the all-important new railroads running through Bavaria if this and other “grievances” were not addressed, “the fact being that the most serious cases of interference with the press have been on account of attacks on Lola Montez,” as a London paper was quick to point out. When Ludwig refused to comply with their demands, the representative assembly, citing the constitution, threatened to depose him. The mood in the city, ordinarily placid, turned so ugly that Duke Max and Duchess Ludovika, worried about street violence, packed up the children and, to Elisabeth’s intense joy, moved to out-of-the-way Possi to celebrate the Christmas holidays and her tenth birthday.

This turned out to be a prudent decision. The family was still at their country house when Lola, now countess of Landsfeld, got into an argument with the University of Munich.

Undeterred by the increasingly vocal campaign against her, the new countess continued to flout propriety, just as she always had. Having secured wealth and title beyond anything she could have hoped for elsewhere, Lola was determined to have a good time with them. Problem was, Munich was so provincial and staid. Its amusements could not compare with those of Paris or London. And then, she was being ostracized by the people she considered to be her social peers, and Ludwig was clearly a bore. (“I come after everyone else, in all situations,” the king grumbled of his beloved. “If there is no one else to talk with or nothing else to do, then I may remain, otherwise I am driven away… If Turk the dog could talk, he would be heard with greater attentiveness,” he observed dolefully.)

And so, Lola had to make her own fun. This she did by befriending a group of students (all of them male, of course; no women were allowed to attend the university) and inviting them over to her splendid new house for late-night parties. The one on New Year’s Eve got so out of hand that she was knocked out cold when her admirers, dancing drunkenly around the main salon, hoisted their benefactress high into the air and whacked her head on the crystal chandelier. She even secretly took the handsomest among them as her lover.

The professors and the rest of the predominantly conservative student body were appalled. Nothing daunted, the countess’s young partisans formed themselves into a club. To distinguish their fraternity, they wore matching red caps provided by Lola. On February 9, 1848, some of the members, given away by their crimson headgear, were jeered by a mob of their schoolmates and chased off campus into a nearby pub. Trapped by a rapidly growing crowd, one of them dashed off a note to Lola, begging for assistance.

Upon receipt of this SOS, Lola immediately sallied forth to deliver her entourage from captivity. But no sooner had she neared her destination than the enraged scholars, recognizing the countess, turned and began to chase her. Lola banged on the gates of the surrounding houses, but no one would let her in. She eventually found refuge in a church, but then, angered by the insults of the throng outside, left this sanctuary, pistol in hand, to confront her pursuers. The gun was torn from her and she was fighting for her life when the police arrived and rescued her.

Indignant at the riot and the shocking treatment of his favorite, Ludwig retaliated by closing the university for a year and ordering those students who were not citizens of Munich to leave the city within twenty-four hours. But this punishment, rather than intimidating the academic community and Lola’s numerous other detractors within the capital, only encouraged them to adopt even more aggressive tactics against her. The next day, an assembly of some 2,000 of Ludwig’s subjects marched to the square adjoining the palace and demanded that the university be reopened and the countess of Landsfeld deported. The king imperiously denied their petition but privately begged Lola to leave the city, just for a day, as he had been informed by his general that neither the Munich police nor the Bavarian army was willing to fire on the local population to protect her. This, Lola, who had never run away from a fight in her life, declined to do.

By the following morning, February 11, 1848, the opposing lines were drawn and the combatants were ready. Battle was joined at 7 a.m., when hundreds of townspeople descended on Lola’s expensive new house and began to wreck it. They dug up paving stones from the street and threw them at the windows, shattering the glass. They surged through her garden and tried to batter down her doors. Lola, ever the warrior, burst out of her mansion, waving her pistol, but her servants ran out and overpowered her, shouting for her carriage. The driver pulled up quickly, the still-struggling countess was pitched unceremoniously into the compartment, and the coach took off at breakneck speed. Later that day, Ludwig was forced to bow to reality and rescind his order to close the university. There was great rejoicing in the streets; the brave patriots of Munich had risen up as one and heroically saved the kingdom from the evil clutches of a phony Spanish dancer.

But sometimes even an episode as fundamentally trivial as running a twenty-eight-year-old adventuress out of town has deeper ramifications. History has a way of choosing its own turning points, and the expulsion of Lola Montez from Bavaria ended up being one of them. It was as if a lever had been applied to the weight of absolute monarchy, lifting it ever so slightly and exposing its vulnerability. As the Austrian ambassador pointed out worriedly in his account of these events home to Vienna, “The people have triumphed over the royal power and are conscious of their undeniable victory; they have learned the power of their will and the manner of using it with success.” And as if to underscore this truth, not two weeks later, the citizens of Paris took to the streets and this time evicted not a mistress from her mansion, but the King of France himself from the realm.

News of the forced abdication and flight of the French monarch resounded over Europe, stunning the established authorities and raising the hopes of liberal reformers everywhere. On March 6, a mob of over 10,000 of Ludwig’s subjects broke into the royal armory in Munich and distributed the weapons stockpiled inside to the public. Within days, the fever of revolution had spread to Berlin, where students and citizens clashed with armed and mounted hussars, forcing the king of Prussia to agree to the writing of a national constitution similar to the document already in place in Bavaria. By March 14, the people of Vienna had also taken to the streets, wresting the promise of a more democratic system from the Austrian emperor and compelling the resignation of his principal minister, whose autocratic vision of order and status quo had been embraced by the crowned heads of Europe for decades. “It was public opinion, the example set by Prussia and Bavaria,… which prompted the united movement in all classes of society,” the foreign correspondent for the London Observer asserted of the Viennese revolt.

Elisabeth and her family remained safely at Possi throughout the turmoil, so she would not have seen the barricades being raised in the streets, nor the soldiers guarding the palace, nor heard the drums beating to call for additional troops to quell the rioters. She would find out only later that the countess of Landsfeld, in addition to fleeing, had been stripped of her citizenship, and had an outstanding warrant for her arrest, should she ever try to slip back into the country.

But even as a ten-year-old, Sisi could not have helped but be aware of the dénouement of the violent outbursts against Lola, for on March 20, 1848, her Uncle Ludwig, for twenty-three years the sole ruler in Munich, signed a royal patent of abdication. “We have been graciously pleased to resign our crown in favour of our beloved son his Royal Highness the Crown Prince Maximilian… While I descend from the throne my heart yet glows with affection for Bavaria and for Germany,” Ludwig concluded graciously in the royal address that accompanied this bombshell.

Perhaps. But a little later, privately, the king penned a poem, “To Lola,” that likely depicted his sentiments more accurately.


’Twere better far that I had never known thee

For whom my heart’s blood I would gladly give;

With grief beyond expression thou has filled me,

Most burning love of all the years I live…



The dream of years evermore has vanished

And I awaken in a wilderness.

What I have felt of joy and pleasure banished;

My crown is forfeit, and my happiness.



Footnotes

i Lola may truly be said to be a woman ahead of her time. She anticipated reality television by nearly 200 years.

ii Turk, not as adept at aerial descents, had to wait until the following morning to be liberated.

iii According to Bavarian law, Lola could not legally be considered a countess, despite the countersigned order, unless notice of her elevation was published in an official state publication, so she made Ludwig do this.





OEBPS/images/Art_Px.jpg
36°

EUROPE
1815

Scale of Miles
300

Q 100 200 400 590

o
°¥op,,

C
Loagitude

TE:

AVARNA U §°T

i Vienaad—

Jiusbrack g ,'.1“
o 4

o

Ajaccio
LBonifaciy

YPEDERA ION ¥

Q
Palery :
& S 2
@ e Passaro

MALTA t:'
(To'Oriat Brinin) V"

Longitude East

£






OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg
.

a0

R
e g

e
T
\
\
b

-





OEBPS/images/Art_ptorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





OEBPS/images/9780316419628.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE

EBEL
EMPRESSES

Elisabeth of Austria and Eugénie of France, Power and
Glamour in the Struggle for Europe

NANCY GOLDSTONE

(LL(E)

Little, Brown and Company
New York ¢ Boston * London





