Apologising to an ill-fated queen
By Zafar Masud

EVER noticed how everyone is apologising to everyone else these days? Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd elaborately offered his excuses recently to the Aborigines for having brought all those dreadful things like trains, hospitals, universities and books to their island.

The subcontinent and China are barred from this ‘apologetically correct’ list as they already had a more ancient and richer culture than the invaders and hence, happily as it were, stand unqualified for today’s much yearned for status as victims. But Europeans do beg pardon of Africans practically everyday, seeking redemption from similar horrid crimes they committed in their continent.

Contemporary pensée unique also ordains that the defiantly, individualistically unrepentant be punished. Jean-Marie Bockel, a French high official, was recently hastily transferred from the ministry of financial aid to Africa (euphemistically named ministry of cooperation) for having the temerity to suggest that the entire concept of doling out no-strings-attached money (at the expense of the taxpayer) was moribund and that he would soon personally be signing its death warrant.

Given the unbearably suffocating atmosphere these days of contrition and self-flagellation that has infested the entire European society, to the point that it is increasingly becoming unfashionable, practically a taboo, to speak of the achievements of a Newton, a Voltaire or a Goethe, museum curators in France took the unusually reckless step of apologising to a much maligned dead queen who had advised her people to eat cake if they couldn’t afford bread.

Actually, Marie Antoinette never uttered those words, but on that later...

Breaking away from tradition, the Grand Palais in Paris asked opera director Robert Carsen to employ his theatrical expertise for recreating in an exhibition circumstances of the ill-fated queen’s brief existence. The result is a moving tour de force that carries you through imaginatively lit portions enriched with background music that attempt to revive the idyllic childhood, a carefree youth and the abrupt tragedy of the queen’s life that ended at age 37.

Readers who have seen Sophia Coppola’s film on Marie Antoinette will be surprised to learn that despite the swept-up mass of blond hair the doll-like, snub-nosed Nordic beauty of Kirsten Dunst has little to do with that of the real queen whose many paintings and statues in the exhibition show her with an aquiline, almost Oriental nose, slightly protruding eyes and a short upper lip that imparts her countenance an ever-present sulk. In a few likenesses she is seen smiling and looks beautiful.

If Marie-Antoinette was fond of expensive jewellery and clothes and had surrounded herself with silverware, porcelain and exquisite furniture, that’s no surprise. What queen doesn’t?

The point the current exposition makes is that the Austrian princess, a child of Emperor Francis I and Queen Maria Theresa and married to France’s Louis XVI at the age of 14, could possibly not have been the monster the revolutionary, fin-de-siècle French literature makes her out to be.

In one of the letters, part of the exhibition, addressed to her mother in French, she worries over the high price of bread and the difficulties it was causing to the people. There definitely is no hint here of the opprobrious suggestion of turning to cake-eating.

On the contrary, there is ample evidence in the exhibition that the queen was fed up with the tedious ritual of court life at Versailles and had prevailed upon the king to allow her to indulge in simpler pleasures at Petit Trianon, quite unpretentious compared to the royal palace and built a generation earlier at the orders of Louis XV for his favourite mistress Madame de Pompadour. Here Marie Antoinette and her children dressed simply, invited non-royals to garden parties and staged plays which the queen often wrote, directed and did roles in.

To give herself and her children the feel of rural life, she had 12 cottages and a windmill in rustic French style built around the house. Nine of these cottages survive today.

The section relating to life in Petit Trianon is artfully lit with original furniture pieces and subtle background music lending an air of authentic intimacy to the scenes. Carsen says while putting together the show he was more interested in the emotional impact, much like in theatre, rather than in a visual line-up of objects as in an art gallery. In that objective he has marvellously succeeded.

As you take the spiral staircase below, you are in for a shock. The pastel walls, the soft lighting and the baroque music disappear, yielding to chilly half-darkness and deathly silence. The stairs end at a façade of shattered mirrors recalling the unmistakable scars left from cobblestones thrown by an enraged mob.

Displayed here are also the sordid pamphlets penned by revolutionaries attempting to prove that Marie Antoinette was a spendthrift and a per-vert who deserved the sobriquet ‘Madame Déficit’ that they had invented for her.

The annus horribilis preceding the revolution that came about in 1789 had already deprived the queen of whatever courage she had left to face these calumnies. The death of the dauphin at age seven, a totally trumped up accusation of having ordered an outrageously expensive diamond necklace and the particularly harsh winter which had resulted in soaring bread prices that were naturally blamed on the extravagances of the queen, all contributed heavily to her fall from the people’s graces and to her eventual arrest and trial.

The infamous necklace, quite ugly as a matter of fact, is part of the show, as is a plethora of exhibits that revive the misery and despondency of the queen’s final hours; the simple white cotton dress she wore at the moment of her beheading on Oct 16, 1793, as well as Jacques-Louis David’s sombre sketch of her in this dress just before the execution.

As for cake-eating, the quote can actually be traced back to philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau who in his turn was citing Queen Maria Theresa of Spain, decades before Marie Antoinette: “If there’s no bread, give them the crust of pâté”. The infamous phrase was later adapted by revolutionaries to suit the bread crisis in order to malign their favourite victim.

If you happen to be in Paris before June 30, don’t miss the show. The Metro station for Grand Palais is Champs Elysées-Clémenceau on Line 1.
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