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of the Ferninine in the French Revolution
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It has long been known that Marie-Antoinette was the subject of a
substantial erotic and pornographic literature in the last decades
of the Old Regime and during the Revolution itself. Royal figures
at many times and in many places have been the subject of such
writing, but not all royal figures at all times. When royal bodies
become the focus of such interest, we can be sure that something is
at issue in the larger body politic. As Robert Darnton has shown,
for example, the sexual sensationalism of Old Regime libelles was a
choice means of attacking the entire “establishment”—the court,
the church, the aristocracy, the academies, the salons, and the mon-
archy itself.! Marie-Antoinette occupies a curious place in this lit-
erature; she was not only lampooned and demeaned in an increas-
ingly ferocious pornographic outpouring, but she was also tried
and executed.

A few other women, such as Louis XV’s notorious mistress
Madame du Barry, suffered a similar fate during the Revolution, but
no other trial attracted the same attention or aired the same range of
issues as that of the ill-fated queen. The king’s trial, in contrast, re-
mained entirely restricted to a consideration of his political crimes.
As a consequence, the trial of the queen, especially in its strange re-

fractions of the pornographic literature, offers a unique and fasci-
nating perspective on the unselfconscious presumptions of the rev-
olutionary political imagination. It makes manifest, more perhaps
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than any other single event of the Revolution, the underlying inter-
connections between pornography and politics.

When Marie-Antoinette was finally brought to trial in October
1793, the notorious public prosecutor Antoine-Quentin Fouquier-
Tinville delivered an accusation against her that began with extraor-
dinary language, even for those inflamed times:

In the manner of the Messalinas-Brunhildes, Frédégonde and Médecis,
whom one called in previous times queens of France, and whose names
forever odious will not be effaced from the annals of history, Marie-
Antoinette, widow of Louis Capet, has been since her time in France, the
scourge and bloodsucker of the French.

The bill of indictment then went on to detail the charges: before the
Revolution she had squandered the public monies of France on her
“disorderly pleasures” and on secret contributions to the Austrian
emperor (her brother); after the Revolution, she was the animating
spirit of counterrevolutionary conspiracies at the court. Since the
former queen was a woman, it was presumed that she could achieve
her perfidious aims only through the agency of men such as the king’s
brothers and Lafayette. Most threatening, of course, was her influ-
ence on the king; she was charged not only with the crime of having
had perverse ministers named to office but more significantly and
generally with having taught the king how to dissimulate—that is,
how to promise one thing in public and plan another in the shadows
of the court. Finally, and to my mind most strangely, the bill of in-
dictment specifically claimed that

the widow Capet, immoral in every way, new Agrippina, is so perverse
and so familiar with all crimes that, forgetting her quality of mother and
the demarcation prescribed by the laws of nature, she has not stopped
short of indulging herself with Louis-Charles Capet, her son, and on the
confession of this last, in indecencies whose idea and name make us
shudder with horror.2

Incest was the final crime, whose very suggestion was cause for horror.

The trial of a queen, especially in a country whose fundamental
laws specifically excluded women from ruling, must necessarily be
unusual. There was not much in the way of precedent for it—the
English, after all, had tried only their king, not his wife—and the rel-
atively long gap between the trial of Louis (in December and Janu-
ary) and that of his queen ten months later seemed even to attenuate
the necessary linkage between the two trials, Unlike her husband,
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Marie-Antoinette was not tried by the Convention itself; she was
brought before the Revolutionary Criminal Tribunal like all other
suspects in Paris, and there her fate was decided by a male jury and
nine male judges.’?

Because queens could never rule in France, except indirectly as
regents for underage sons, they were not imagined as having the two
bodies associated with kings. According to the “mystic fiction of the
‘King’s Two Bodies” as analyzed by Ernst Kantorowicz, kings in
England and France had both a visible, corporeal, mortal body and
an invisible, ideal “body politic,” which never died. As the French
churchman Bossuet explained in a sermon he gave with Louis XIV
present in 1662: “You are of the gods, even if you die, your authority
never dies. . .. The man dies, it is true but the king, we say, never
dies”* It is questionable whether this doctrine still held for French
kings by 1793, but it is certain that it never held for French queens.
We might then ask why the destruction of the queen’s mortal body
could have had such interest for the French. What did her decidedly
nonmystical body represent? In this chapter, I argue that it repre-
sented many things; Marie-Antoinette had, in a manner of speaking,
many bodies. These many bodies, hydralike, to use one of the fa-
vorite revolutionary metaphors for counterrevolution, were each in
turn attacked and destroyed because they represented the threats,
conscious and unconscious, that could be posed to the Republic.
These were not threats of just the ordinary sort, for the queen repre-
sented not only the ultimate in counterrevolutionary conspiracy,
but also the menace of the feminine and the effeminizing to republi-
can notions of manhood and virility.

Most striking is the way in which the obsessive focus on the
queen’s sexualized body was carried over from the pamphlets and
caricatures to the trial itself. In the trial there were frequent refer-
ences to the “orgies” held at Versailles, which were dated as begin-
ning precisely in 1779 and continuing into 1789. In his closing state-
ment Fouquier-Tinville collapsed sexual and political references in
telling fashion when he denounced “the perverse conduct of the for-
mer court.” Marie-Antoinette’s “criminal and culpable liaisons” with
unfriendly foreign powers, and her “intimacies with a villainous fac-
tion.”s Herman, president of the court, then took up the baton in his
summary of the charges against her: he too referred to “her intimate
liaisons with infamous ministers, perfidious generals, disloyal repre-
sentatives of the people.” He denounced again the “orgy” at the chateau
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of Versailles on 1 October 1789, when the queen had presumably en-
couraged the royal officers present to trample on the revolutionary
tricolor cockade. In short, Marie-Antoinette had used her sexual
body to corrupt the body politic either through “liaisons” or “inti-
macies” with criminal politicians or through her ability to act sexu-
ally upon the king, his ministers, or his soldiers.

In Herman’s long denunciation the queen’s body was also held
up for scrutiny for signs of interior intentions and motives. On her
return from the flight to Varennes, people could observe on her face
and her movements “the most marked desire for vengeance” Even
when she was incarcerated in the Temple her jailers could “always
detect in Antoinette a tone of revolt against the sovereignty of the
people”® Capture, imprisonment, and the prospect of execution, it
was hoped, were finally tearing the veil from the queen’s threatening
ability to hide her true feelings from the public. Note here, too, the
way that Herman clearly juxtaposes the queen and the people as a
public force; revelation of the queen’s true motives and feelings
came not from secrets uncovered in hidden correspondence but
from the ability of the people or their representatives to “read” her
body.

The attention to the queen’s body continued right up to the mo-
ment of her execution. At the moment of the announcement of her
condemnation to death, she was reported to have kept “a calm and
assured countenance,” just as she had during the interrogation. On
the road to the scaffold, she appeared indifferent to the large gather-
ing of armed forces. “One perceived neither despondency nor pride
on her face.”” More-radical newspapers read a different message in
her demeanor, but they showed the same attention to her every
move. The Revolutions of Paris claimed that at the feet of the statue
of Liberty (where the guillotine was erected), she demonstrated her
usual “character of dissimulation and pride up to the last moment”
(see engraving in photo insert). On the way there she had expressed
“surprise and indignation” when she realized that she would be
taken to the guillotine in a simple cart rather than in a carriage.’

The queen’s body, then, was of interest, not because of its con-
nection to the sacred and divine, but because it represented the op-
posite principle—namely, the possible profanation of everything
that the nation held sacred. But apparent too in all the concern with
the queen’s body was the fact that the queen could embody so much.
The queen did not have a mystic body in the sense of the king’s two
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bodies, but her body was mystical in the sense of mysteriously
symbolic. It could mean so much; it could signify a wide range of
threats. Dissimulation was an especially important motif in this re-
gard. The ability to conceal one’s true emotions, to act one way in
public and another in private, was repeatedly denounced as the chief
characteristic of court life and aristocratic manners in general. These
relied above all on appearances—that is, on the disciplined and self-
conscious use of the body as a mask. The republicans, consequently,
valued transparency—the unmediated expression of the heart—
above all other personal qualities. Transparency was the perfect fit
between public and private; transparency was a body that told no
lies and kept no secrets. It was the definition of virtue, and as such it
was imagined to be critical to the future of the Republic.? Dissimu-
lation, in contrast, threatened to undermine the Republic: it was the
chief ingredient in every conspiracy; it lay at the heart of the coun-
terrevolution. Thus, for example, to charge Marie-Antoinette with
teaching the king how to dissimulate was no minor accusation.
Dissimulation was also described in the eighteenth century as a
characteristically feminine quality, not just an aristocratic one. Ac-
cording to both Montesquieu and Rousseau, it was women who taught
men how to dissimulate, how to hide their true feelings in order to
get what they wanted in the public arena.!? The salon was the most
important site of this teaching, and it was also the one place where
society women could enter the public sphere. In a sense, then, women
in public (like prostitutes) were synonymous with dissimulation,
with the gap between public and private. Virtue could be restored
only if women returned to the private sphere.!" Rousseau had ex-
pressed this collection of attitudes best in his Letter to M. d’Alembert
on the Theatre (1758): “Meanly devoted to the wills of the sex which
we ought to protect and not serve, we have learned to despise it in
obeying it, to insult it by our derisive attentions; and every woman
at Paris gathers in her apartment a harem of men more womanish
than she, who know how to render all sorts of homage to beauty ex-
cept that of the heart, which is her due” And, as Rousseau warned
ominously about women in the public sphere, “no longer wishing to
tolerate separation, unable to make themselves into men, the women
make us into women.”!2 With her strategic position on the cusp be-
tween public and private, Marie-Antoinette was emblematic of the
much larger problem of the relations between women and the pub-
lic sphere in the eighteenth century. The sexuality of women, when
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operating in the public sphere through dissimulation, threatened to
effeminize men—that is, literally to transform men’s bodies.

Central to the queen’s profane and profaning body was the
image of her as the bad mother. This might take many, even surpris-
ing forms, as in Fouquier-Tinville’s charge that she was the calumni-
ator of Paris—described in his closing statement as “this city, mother
and conservator of liberty” The queen was the antonym of the na-
tion, depicted by one witness in the trial as the “generous nation that
nurtured her as well as her husband and her family.”13 The nation,
Paris, and the Revolution were all good mothers; Marie-Antoinette
was the bad mother. It should be noted, however, that the nation,
Paris, and the Revolution were motherly in a very abstract, even
nonfeminine fashion (in comparison to Marie-Antoinette).

The abstractness and nonsexual nature of these political figures
of the mother reinforces what Carole Pateman has tellingly de-
scribed as the characteristic modern Western social contract:

The story of the original contract is perhaps the greatest tale of men’s
creation of new political life. But this time women are already defeated
and declared procreatively and politically irrelevant. Now the father
comes under attack. The original contract shows how his monopoly of
politically creative power is seized and shared equally among men. In
civil society all men, not just fathers, can generate political life and polit-
ical right. Political creativity belongs not to paternity but masculinity.!4

Thus, La Nation had no real feminine qualities; she was not a threat-
ening effeminizing force and hence not incompatible with republi-
canism. La Nation was, in effect, a masculine mother or a father capa-
ble of giving birth. Marie-Antoinette’s body stood in the way, almost
literally, of this version of the social contract, since under the Old
Regime she had given birth to potential new sovereigns herself.!5

Pateman is unusual among commentators on contract theory
because she takes Freud seriously. As she notes, “Freud’s stories
make explicit that power over women and not only freedom is at
issue before the original agreement is made, and he also makes clear
that two realms [the civil and the private, the political and the sex-
ual] are created through the original pact”!6 She is less successful,
however, at explaining the preoccupation with incest in a case such
as Marie-Antoinette’s.

The charge of incest in the trial was brought by the radical jour-
nalist Jacques-René Hébert, editor of the scabrous Pére Duchesne,
the most determinedly “popular” newspaper of the time. Hébert ap-
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peared at the trial in his capacity as assistant city attorney for Paris,
but his paper had been notorious for its continuing attacks on the
queen. Hébert testified that he had been called to the Temple prison
by Simon, the shoemaker who was assigned to look after Louis’s son.
Simon had surprised the eight-year-old masturbating (“indecent
pollutions”), and when he questioned the boy about where he had
learned such practices, Louis-Charles replied that his mother and
his aunt (the king’s sister) had taught him. The king’s son was asked
to repeat his accusations in the presence of the mayor and city attor-
ney, which he did, claiming that the two women often made him
sleep between them. Hébert concluded:

There is reason to believe that this criminal enjoyment [jouissance in

French, which has several meanings, including “pleasure,” “possession,”

and “orgasm”] was not at all dictated by pleasure, but rather by the polit-
ical hope of enervating the physical health of this child, who they contin-
ued to believe would occupy a throne, and on whom they wished, by this
maneuver, to assure themselves of the right of ruling afterward over his
morals.

The body of the child showed the effects of this incestuousness; one
of his testicles had been injured and had to be bandaged. Since being
separated from his mother, Hébert reported, the child’s health had
become much more robust and vigorous.!” What better emblem
could there be of effeminization than the actual deterioration of the
boy’s genitals?

As sensational as the charge was, the court did not pursue it
much further. When directly confronted with the accusation, the
former queen refused to lower herself by responding “to such a
charge made against a mother.”!8 But there it was in the newspapers,
and even the Jacobin Club briefly noted the “shameful scenes be-
tween the mother, the aunt, and the son,” and denounced “the virus
that now runs through [the boy’s] veins and which perhaps carries
the germ of all sorts of accidents.”!® Since it seems surprising that re-
publican men should be so worried about the degeneration of the
royal family, it is not farfetched to conclude that the incest charge
had a wider, if largely unconscious, resonance. On the most explicit
level, incest was simply another sign of the criminal nature of roy-
alty. As Hébert complained rhetorically to the royalists: “You immo-
late your brothers, and for what? For an old whore, who has neither
faith nor respect for the law, who has made more than a million men
die; you are the champions of murder, brigandage, adultery, and in-
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cest.”20 Although incest can hardly be termed a major theme in revo-
lutionary discourse, it did appear frequently in the political pornog-
raphy of both the last decades of the Old Regime and the revolu-
tionary decade itself.2! Perhaps the most striking example is the
pornography of the marquis de Sade, which makes much of incest
- between fathers and daughters and between brothers and sisters.2

The official incest charge against the queen has to be set in the
context provided by the longer history of pornographic and semi-
pornographic pamphlets about the queen’s private life discussed in
several essays in this volume. Although the charge itself was based on
presumed activities that took place only after the incarceration of
the royal family in the Temple prison, it was made more plausible by
the scores of pamphlets that had appeared since the earliest days of the
Revolution and that had, in fact, had their origins in the political
pornography of the Old Regime itself. When Révolutions de Paris ex-
claimed, “Who could forget the scandalous morals of her private
life,” or repeated the charges about “her secret orgies with d’Artois
[one of the king’s brothers], Fersen, Coigny, etc.,” the newspaper was
simply recalling to readers’ minds what they had long imbibed in un-
derground publications about the queen’s promiscuity.

Attacks on the queen’s morality had begun as early as 1774 (just
four years after her arrival in France) with a satirical lampoon about
her early morning promenades. Louis XV paid considerable sums in
the same year to buy up existing copies in London and Amsterdam
of a pamphlet that detailed the sexual impotence of his grandson,
the future Louis XVI.2? Before long, the songs and “little papers” had
become frankly obscene, and the first of many long, detailed pam-
phlets had been published clandestinely. The foremost expert on the
subject found 126 pamphlets he could classify in the genre of Marie-
Antoinette, libertine.2¢ Even before the notorious Diamond Neck-
lace Affair of 1785, and continuing long after it, the queen was the
focus of an always-proliferating literature of derision preoccupied
with her sexual body.?s

Although fewer than 10 percent of the anti-Marie-Antoinette
pamphlets were published before 1789, they often provided the
models for later publications.?s It is difficult to find out much about
the publication (the precise dates or location) or authorship of the
prerevolutionary pamphlets, since they were necessarily produced
clandestinely. As Robert Darnton has vividly demonstrated, those
authors who can be traced were from the French version of Grub
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Street.” Men such as Théveneau de Morande and the comte de
Parades worked sometimes for the French crown (as spies), some-
times for rival members of the court, sometimes for foreign print-
ers, and always for themselves. The connection to members of the
court is most significant, since it shows the intensity of the interlac-
ing of social networks of communication under the Old Regime.
The author of one of the best-known pamphlets, Portfolio of a Red
Heel, made the connection explicit, tracing the circuit from courtiers
to their valets, who passed the verses on in the market, where they
were picked up by artisans and brought back to the courtiers, who
then hypocritically professed surprise.28 The “popular” images of
the queen, then, had their origin in the court, not in the streets.
Politically pornographic pamphlets were often traced to Lon-
don, Amsterdam, or Germany, where the most notorious of the
French Grub Street types made their living, and the French crown
evidently spent large sums having such pamphlets bought up by its
agents abroad and destroyed before they could reach France. Indeed,
this new industry seems to have become a very lucrative one for
those hack writers willing to live abroad, since large sums were paid
to secret agents and printers, who were most likely in collusion with
the writers themselves.2? In 1782 the Mémoires secrets described the
government’s reaction to the recently published Historical Essays:

The dreadful libelle against the queen, of which I’ve spoken [in a previ-
ous entry], and others of the same genre, have determined the govern-
ment to make an effort on this subject and to sacrifice money, which is
very distasteful; with this help they have gotten to the source and asked
for the assistance of foreign governments. They undertook searches in all
of the suspect printing shops of Holland and Germany; they took away
everything that deserved to be, and they have even had the printer-book-
sellers arrested who have taken the chance of coming to France to intro-
duce their merchandise; they have had them condemned to large fines.?

Needless to say, copies still made their way into France; in 1783, 534
copies of Historical Essays Concerning the Life of Marie-Antoinette
were officially destroyed at the Bastille prison along with many other
offensive productions.’!

Many of the major accusations against Marie-Antoinette were
already present in the prerevolutionary pamphlets. The Portfolio ofa
Red Heel (also condemned in 1783) begins in classic eighteenth-
century fashion with a preface from the presumed publisher an-
nouncing that someone had found a portfolio while crossing the
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Palais-Royal (the notorious den of prostitution and gambling that
was also the residence of the king’s cousin, the duc d’Orléans, who
was assumed to have paid for many of the pamphlets). In it was
found a manuscript addressed to Monsieur de la H of the
French Academy. It began, “You are then out of your mind, my dear
H ! You want, they tell me, to write the history of tribades at
Versailles.” In the text appeared the soon-to-be-standard allegation
that Marie-Antoinette was amorously involved with the duchesse de
Polignac (“her Jules”) and Madame Balbi. The comte d’Artois was
supposedly the only man who interested her. These charges, as
harshly delivered as they were, formed only part of the pamphlet’s
more general tirade against the court and ministers in general.
Speaking of the courtiers, the author exclaimed, “You are an abom-
inable race. You get everything at once from your character as mon-
keys and as vipers.?2

The short and witty Loves of Charlie and Toinette took up much
the same themes, though in verse, but this time focused exclusively
on the queen, the comte d’Artois, and the princesse de Lamballe
(who would become the most famous victim of the September Mas-
sacres in 1792). Marie-Antoinette was depicted as turning to les-
bianism because of the impotence of the king. Then she discovers
the delights of the king’s brother.33

The long 1789 edition (146 pages in the augmented French edi-
tion) of the Historical Essays Concerning the Life of Marie-Antoinette
(there had been many variations on the title since its first publica-
tion in 1781) already demonstrated the rising tone of personal hos-
tility toward the queen that would characterize revolutionary
pornographic pamphlets.?* In the most detailed of all the anti-
Marie-Antoinette exposés, it purported to give the queen’s own view
through the first person: “My death is the object of the desires of
an entire people that I oppressed with greatest barbarism.” Marie-
Antoinette here describes herself as “barbarous queen, adulterous
spouse, woman without morals, polluted with crimes and de-
baucheries,” and she details all the charges that had accumulated
against her in previous pamphlets. Now her lesbianism is traced back
to the Austrian court, and all of the stories of amorous intrigues
with princes and great nobles are given substance. Added to the
charges is the new one that she herself had poisoned the young heir
to the throne (who died in early 1789). Characteristic, too, of many
of the later pamphlets will be the curious alternation between
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frankly pornographic staging—descriptions in the first person of
her liaisons, complete with wildly beating hearts and barely stifled
sighs of passion—and political moralizing and denunciation put
into the mouth of the queen herself. The contrast with the king and
his “pure, sincere love, which I so often and so cruelly abused” was
striking.? The queen may have been representative of the degener-
ate tendencies of the aristocracy, but she was not yet emblematic of
royalty altogether.

With the coming of the Revolution in 1789, the floodgates
opened, and the number of pamphlets attacking the queen rapidly
rose in number. These took various forms, ranging from songs and
fables to presumed biographies (such as the Historical Essay), con-
fessions, and plays. Sometimes the writings were pornographic with
little explicit political content; the sixteen-page pamphlet in verse
called The Royal Dildo, for example, told the story of Junon (the
queen) and Hébée (presumably either the duchesse de Polignac or
the princesse de Lamballe). Junon complained of her inability to ob-
tain satisfaction at home, while pulling a dildo out of her bag (“happy
invention that we owe to the monastery”). Her companion promises
her penises of almost unimaginably delicious size.’ In the much
more elaborately pornographic Uterine Furors of Marie-Antoinette,
Wife of Louis XVI of two years later, colored engravings showed the
king impotent and d’Artois and Polignac replacing him.”

The Marie-Antoinette pamphlets reflect a general tendency in
the production of political pornography: the number of titles in this
genre rose steadily from 1774 to 1788 and then took off after 1789.
The queen was not the only target of hostility; a long series of “pri-
vate lives” attacked the conduct of courtiers before 1789 and revolu-
tionary politicians from Lafayette to Robespierre afterward. Aristo-
crats were shown as impotent, riddled with venereal disease, and
given over to debauchery. Homosexuality functioned in a manner
similar to impotence in this literature; it showed the decadence of
the Old Regime in the person of its priests and aristocrats. Sexual
degeneration went hand in hand with political corruption.’® This
proliferation of pornographic pamphlets after 1789 shows that po-
litical pornography cannot be viewed simply as a supplement to a
political culture that lacked “real” political participation. Once par-
ticipation increased dramatically, particularly with the explosion of
uncensored newspapers and pamphlets, politics did not simply take
the high road.*
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Marie-Antoinette was without question the favorite target of such
attacks. There were not only more pamphlets about her than any
other single figure, but they were also the most sustained in their vi-
ciousness. Henri d’Almeras claimed that the Historical Essays alone
sold between twenty thousand and thirty thousand copies. The
~ year 1789 does appear to mark a turning point not only in the num-
ber of pamphlets produced but also in their tone. The pre-1789
pamphlets tell dirty stories in secret; after 1789 the rhetoric of the
pamphlets begins self-consciously to solicit a wider audience. The
public no longer “hears” courtier rumors through the print medium;
it now “sees” degeneracy in action. The first-person rendition of the
1789 French edition of Historical Essay is a good example of this
technique.

Obscene engravings with first-person captions worked to the
same effect. The engravings that accompanied the long Life of Marie-
Antoinette of Austria, Wife of Louis XVI, King of the French; From the
Loss of her Virginity to 1 May 1791, which was followed by volumes
two and three, entitled Private, Libertine, and Scandalous Life of
Marie-Antoinette of Austria, former Queen of the French, are an inter-
esting case in point. They showed Marie-Antoinette in amorous em-
brace with just about everyone imaginable: her first supposed lover,
a German officer; the aged Louis XV; Louis XVI impotent; the comte
d’Artois; various women (see photo insert); various ménages a trois
with two women and a man (see photo insert); Cardinal de Rohan
of the Diamond Necklace Affair; Lafayette; Barnave; and so on. The
captions are sometimes in the first person (with the princesse de
Guémeénée: “Gods! What transports, ah! My soul takes off, words fail
me”), sometimes in the second (with the comte d’Artois: “Groan,
Louis, your vigeur inactive, outrages your too lascivious wife here”).
The effect is the same: a theatricalization of the action so that the
reader is made into voyeur and moral judge at the same time. The
political effect of the pornography is apparent even in this most ob-
scene of works. In volumes two and three, the pornographic engrav-
ings are interspersed with political engravings of aristocratic con-
spiracy, the assault on the Tuileries palace, and even a curious print
showing Louis XVI putting on a red cap of liberty and drinking to
the health of the nation in front of the queen and his remaining son
and heir.4!

That the pamphlets succeeded in attracting a public can be seen
in the repetition of formulaic expressions in nonpornographic po-
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litical pamphlets, “popular” newspapers, petitions from “popular
societies.” and the trial record itself. The Historical Essay of 1789 al-
ready included the soon-to-be-standard comparisons of Marie-
Antoinette to Catherine de Médecis, Agrippina, and Messalina. These
comparisons were expanded at great length in a curious political
tract called The Crimes of the Queens of France, which was written by
a woman, Louise de Keralio (though it was published under the
name of the publisher, Louis Prudhomme).2 The “corrected and
augmented” edition dated “Year II” simply added material on the
trial and execution to an already-long version of 1791.#3 The tract is
not pornographic; it simply refers to the “turpitudes” committed by
the queen as background for its more general political charges. Ker-
alio reviews the history of the queens of France, emphasizing in par-
ticular the theme of dissimulation: “The dangerous art of seducing
and betraying, perfidious and intoxicating caresses, feigned tears, af-
fected despair, insinuating prayers” (p. 2). These were the weapons
of the queens of France (which had been identified as the arms of all
women by Rousseau). When the author comes to the wife of Louis
Capet, she lists many of the queen’s presumed lovers, male and fe-
male, but insists upon passing rapidly over the “private crimes” of the
queen in favor of consideration of her public ones. Marie-Antoinette
“was the soul of all the plots, the center of all the intrigues, the foyer of
all these horrors” (p. 440). As a “political tarantula,” the queen re-
sembled that “impure insect, which, in the darkness, weaves on the
right and left fine threads where gnats without experience are caught
and whom she makes her prey” (pp. 445-46). On the next page, the
queen is compared to a tigress who, once having tasted blood, can
no longer be satisfied. All this to prove what the caption to the fron-
tispiece asserts: “A people is without honor and merits its chains /
When it lowers itself beneath the scepter of queens” (see photo insert).

The shorter, more occasional political pamphlets picked up the
themes of the pornographic literature and used them for straight-
forward political purposes. A series of pamphlets appeared in 1792,
for example, offering lists of political enemies who deserved imme-
diate punishment. They had as their appendices lists of all the peo-
ple with whom the queen had had “relationships of debauchery” In
these pamphlets, the queen was routinely referred to as “bad daugh-
ter, bad wife, bad mother, bad queen, monster in everything.”*

The movement from sexual misdemeanors to bestial metaphors
was characteristic of much “popular” commentary on the queen, es-
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pecially in her last months. In the Pére Duchesne Hébert had incor-
porated the Frédégonde and Médecis comparisons by 1791, but still
in a relatively innocent context. One of his favorite devices was to
portray himself as meeting in person with the queen and trying to
talk sense to her.#* By 1792 the queen had become “Madame Veto,”
- and once the monarchy had been toppled, Hébert made frequent
reference to the “ménagerie royale.” In prison the former queen was
depicted as a she-monkey (“la guenon d’Autriche”), the king as a
pig. In one particularly fanciful scene, Pére Duchesne presents him-
self in the queen’s cell as the duchesse de Polignac (“that tribade”)
thanks to the effect of a magic ring, whereupon the former queen
throws herself into her friend’s arms and reveals her fervent hopes
for the success of the counterrevolution.# After her husband had
been executed, the tone of hostility escalated, and Marie-Antoinette
became the she-wolf and the tigress of Austria. At the time of her
trial, Hébert suggested that she be chopped up like meat for paté as
recompense for all the bloodshed she had caused.+’

Local militants picked up the same rhetoric. In a letter to the
Convention congratulating it on the execution of the queen, the
popular society of Rozoy (Seine-et-Marne department) referred to
“this tigress thirsty for the blood of the French . . . this other Mes-
salina whose corrupt heart held the fertile germ of all crimes; may
her loathsome memory perish forever” The popular society of Gar-
lin (Basses-Pyrénées department) denounced the “ferocious pan-
ther who devoured the French, the female monster whose pores
sweated the purest blood of the sans-culottes 48 Throughout these
passages, it is possible to see the horrific transformations of the
queen’s body; the body that had once been denounced for its de-
bauchery and disorderliness becomes in turn the dangerous beast,
the cunning spider, the virtual vampire who sucks the blood of the
French.

Explicit in some of the more extreme statements and implicit in
many others was a pervasive anxiety about genealogy. For example,
the post-1789 pamphlets demonstrated an obsession with deter-
mining the true fathers of the king’s children (they were often at-
tributed to his brother, the comte d’Artois). In a fascinating twist on
this genealogical anxiety, Pére Duchesne denounced a supposed plot
by the queen to raise a young boy who resembled the heir to the
throne to take the heir’s place.# The culminating charge, of course,
was incest; in the trial, this was limited to the queen’s son, but in the
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pamphlet literature, the charges of incest included the king's brother,
the king’s grandfather Louis XV, and her own father, who had taught
her “the passion of incest, the dirtiest of pleasures,” from which fol-
lowed “the hatred of the French, the aversion for the duties of
spouse and mother, in short, all that reduces humanity to the level of
ferocious beasts.”3® Disorderly sexuality was linked to bestialization
in the most intimate way.

Promiscuity, incest, poisoning of the heir to the throne, plots to
replace the heir with a pliable substitute—all of these charges reflect
a fundamental anxiety about queenship as the most extreme form of
women invading the public sphere. Where Rousseau had warned
that the salon women would turn their “harem of men” into women
“more womanish than she” the radical militant Louise de Keralio
would warn her readers that “a woman who becomes queen changes
sex”5! The queen, then, was the emblem (and sacrificial victim) of
the feared disintegration of gender boundaries that accompanied
the Revolution. In his controversial study of ritual violence, René
Girard argues that a sacrificial crisis (a crisis in the community that
Jeads to the search for a scapegoat) entails the feared loss of sexual
differentiation: “one of the effects of the sacrificial crisis is a certain
feminization of the men, accompanied by a masculinization of the
women.”52 A scapegoat is chosen in order to reinstitute the commu-
nity’s sense of boundaries. By invoking Girard, I do not mean to
suggest that the French Revolution followed his script of sacrificial
crisis, or that I subscribe to the nuances of his argument. In fact, the
Revolution did not single out a particular scapegoat in the moment
of crisis; it was marked instead by a constant search for new victims,
as if the community did not have a distinct enough sense of itself to
settle upon just one (the king or the queen, for example). Neverthe-
less, Girard’s suggestion that an intense crisis within a community is
marked by fears of de-differentiation is very fruitful, for it helps
make sense of the peculiar gender charge of the events of the fall
of 1793.

The evidence for a feared loss of sexual differentiation in the
Revolution is in fact quite extensive. Just two weeks after the execu-
tion of the queen (which took place on 16 October 1793), the Con-
vention discussed the participation of women in politics, in particu-
Jar the women’s club called the Society of Revolutionary Republican
Women. The Jacobin deputy Fabre d’Eglantine insisted that “these
clubs are not composed of mothers of families, daughters of fami-
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lies, sisters occupied with their younger brothers or sisters, but rather
of adventuresses, knights-errant, emancipated women, amazons.”5?
The deputy Amar, speaking for the Committee on General Security
of the Convention, laid out the official rationale for a separation of
women from the public sphere:

The private functions for which women are destined by their very nature
are related to the general order of society; this social order results from
the differences between man and woman. Each sex is called to the kind of
occupation which is fitting for it. ... Man is strong, robust, born with
great energy, audacity and courage. . . . In general, women are ill suited
for elevated thoughts and serious meditations, and if, among ancient
peoples, their natural timidity and modesty did not allow them to appear
outside their families, then in the French Republic do you want them to
be seen coming into the gallery to political assemblies as men do?

To reestablish the “natural order” and prevent the “emancipation” of
women from their familial identity, the deputies solemnly outlawed
all women’s clubs.

In response to a deputation of women wearing red caps that ap-
peared before the Paris city council two weeks later, the well-known
radical spokesman (and city official) Chaumette exclaimed:

It is contrary to all the laws of nature for a woman to want to make her-
self a man. The Council must recall that some time ago these denatured
women, these viragos, wandered through the markets with the red cap to
sully that badge of liberty. . . . Since when is it permitted to give up one’s
sex? Since when is it decent to see women abandoning the pious cares of
their households, the cribs of their children, to come to public places, to
harangues in the galleries, at the bar of the senate?

Chaumette then reminded his audience of the recent fate of the “im-
pudent” Olympe de Gouges and the “haughty” Madame Roland,
“who thought herself fit to govern the republic and who rushed to
her downfall.”54

Marie-Antoinette was certainly not in alliance with the women
of the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, with Madame
Roland or Olympe de Gouges; they were political enemies. But even
political enemies, as Louise de Keralio discovered, shared similar po-
litical restrictions if they were women. Keralio herself was accused of
being dominated by those same “uterine furies” that beset the queen;
by publishing, Keralio too was making herself public. Her detractors
put this desire for notoriety down to her ugliness and inability to at-
tract men.> As Dorinda Outram has argued, women who wished to




THE MANY BODIES OF MARIE-ANTOINETTE 133

participate actively in the French Revolution were caught in a dis-
cursive double bind; virtue was a two-edged sword that bisected the
sovereign into two different destinies, one male and one female.
Male virtue meant participation in the public world of politics; fe-
male virtue meant withdrawal into the private world of the family.
Even the most prominent female figures of the time had to acquiesce
in this division. As Madame Roland recognized, “I knew what role
was suitable to my sex and I never abandoned it.”s6 Of course, she
paid with her life because others did not think that she had so effec-
tively restrained herself from participating in the public sphere.

Read from this perspective on the difference between male and
female virtue, the writings and speeches about the queen reveal the
fundamental anxieties of republicans about the foundation of their
rule. They were not simply concerned to punish a leading counter-
revolutionary. They wanted to separate mothers from any public ac-
tivity, as Carole Pateman argues, and yet give birth by themselves to
a new political organism. In order to accomplish this, they had to
destroy the Old Regime link between the ruling family and the body
politic, between the literal bodies of the rulers and the mystic fiction
of royalty. In short, they had to kill the patriarchal father and also
the mother.

Strikingly, however, the killing of the father was accompanied by
little personal vilification. Hébert’s references to the pig, the ogre, or
the drunk were relatively isolated; calling the former king a cuckold
(“téte de cocu”) hardly compared to the insistent denigration of
Marie-Antoinette.5” Officials chose not to dwell on the king’s execu-
tion itself. Newspaper accounts were formal and restrained. On the
day of the event, one of the regicide deputies who spoke in the Jac-
obin Club captured the mood: “Louis Capet has paid his debt; let us
speak of it no longer” Most of the visual representations of the exe-
cution (medals or engravings) came from outside of France and
were meant to serve the cause of counterrevolution.’® The relative
silence about Louis among the revolutionaries reflects the convic-
tion that he represented after all the masculinity of power and sover-
eignty. The aim was to kill the paternal source of power and yet re-
tain its virility in the republican replacement.

The republican ideal of virtue was profoundly homosocial; it was
based on a notion of fraternity between men in which women were
relegated to the realm of domesticity. Public virtue required virility,
which required in turn the violent rejection of aristocratic degener-
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acy and any intrusion of the feminine into the public. The many
bodies of Marie-Antoinette served a kind of triangulating function
in this vision of the new world. Through their rejection of her and
what she stood for, republican men could reinforce their bonds to
one another; she was the negative version of the female icon of re-
publican liberty but nonetheless iconic for the rejection. She was
- perhaps also an object lesson for other women who might wish to
exercise through popular sovereignty the kind of rule that the queen
had exercised through royal prerogative. The republican brothers
who had overthrown the king and taken upon themselves his mantle
did not want their sisters to follow their lead. In this implicit and
often unconscious gender drama, the body of Marie-Antoinette
played a critical, if uncomfortable, role. The bodies of Marie-
Antoinette could never be sacred by French tradition, but they could
certainly be powerful in their own fashion.
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