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In this talk I am going to look at Marie Antoinette and how she has endured as 

a cultural icon. Her life story has inspired numerous books, films and artworks, 

each one adapting the facts we know to suit the time it was made. In 

particular I am going to focus on two opulent Hollywood biopics, directed by 

Sofia Coppola in 2006 and W.S Van Dyke in 1938. 

 

 
History 
 
Marie Antoinette was born an Archduchess of Austria in 1755. In 1770, at the 

age of 15, she left Austria for France to marry Louis-Auguste, the heir 

apparent to the French throne. In 1791 when her husband was crowned Louis 

XVI she became Queen of France and Navarre. Although initially popular 

(shortly after the coronation there was a huge demand for portraits of the royal 

couple including this gilt-bronze pair probably made by Antoine-Francois 

Lebrun which are in the Wallace Collection) she came to be disliked by a 



growing number of the population who saw her as profligate and 

promiscuous. During the French Revolution she was blamed for the country’s 

financial crisis and became known as Madame Déficit. She was eventually put 

under house arrest until her ultimate fate at the guillotine in 1793. 

 

                      
Antoine-Francois Lebrun, King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette,  

c.1775, gilt-bronze on a background of white marble 
 

The Study at the Wallace Collection is furnished with pieces of Marie 

Antoinette’s furniture, originally purchased from a sale at Versailles. There are 

also Marie Antoinette related artworks in the collection including a 

miniature, Marie-Antoinette, Queen of France by Louis Cournerie, painted 

between 1840 and 1870 (almost one hundred years after her death),  

 

 
Louis Cournerie (1820 - 1897) Marie-Antoinette, Queen of France, 1840-70 



as well as a number of paintings by Elisabeth Vigeé-Lebrun, who painted 

Marie Antoinette numerous times and became her official artist. Vigeé-

Lebrun’s portraits have helped to shape our ideas of who Marie Antoinette 

was, and how she looked. They also acted as contemporary propaganda - her 

1787 portrait of Marie Antoinette with her children was intended to prove to 

the French people, that rather than extravagant, foreign and cold, she was 

actually a caring mother.1 

 

 
 

Elisabeth Vigeé-Lebrun, Marie-Antointte de Lorraine-Habsbourg,  
Queen of France and her Children, 1787, oil on canvas, 271x195cm 

 

There have been numerous film depictions of Marie Antoinette from silent film 

to pastiche – such as 1984’s Liberte, Egalite, Sauerkraut featuring Ursula 

Andress.2 I am going to focus here on two of the best known, both of which 

are notable for their lavish production values.  

 



		 		 		
Mystery of the Wax Museum (Michael Curtiz, 1933), Fay Wray as Charlotte Duncan / Marie Antoinette 
Madame Du Barry (William Dieterle, 1934), Anita Louise as Marie Antoinette 
La Marseillaise (Jean Renoir, 1938), Lise Delamare as Marie Antoinette 
	

				 				 					
Madame du Barry (Christian-Jaque, 1954), Isabelle Pia as Marie Antoinette 
Shadow of the Guillotine (Jean Delannoy, 1956), Michéle Morgan as Marie Antoinette 
Story of Mankind (Irwin  Allen, 1957), Marie Wilson as Marie Antoinette 

 

				 	
Liberté, Egalité, Sauerkraut (Jean Yanne, 1984), Ursula Andress as Marie Antoinette 
The Affair of the Necklace (Charles Shyer, 2001), Joely Richardson as Marie Antoinette 
 



Thalberg’s Marie Antoinette 
 

 
Marie Antoinette (W.S Van Dyke, 1938) 

 

The first of these is the 1938 film directed by W.S Van Dyke, which is 

considered to be ‘one of the most elaborate eighteenth century period films 

ever made’.3 The film was conceived by MGM’s head of production, Irving 

Thalberg, as a project for his wife, Norma Shearer and was based on Stefan 

Zweig’s 1932 biography of Marie Antoinette. To create the film’s 98 sets, the 

art department, under Cedric Gibbons, documented 11,000 photographs sent 

from Versailles to Hollywood, collected 2,500 books and visual elements and 

bought rooms full of 18th century furniture.4 There are notable factual 

inaccuracies in the film, such as the grand staircase, which was demolished in 

1752 (before Marie Antoinette was born) and the grand ballroom, which didn’t 

actually exist at the palace, despite this the film is a triumph of Hollywood’s 

golden era. 

 



Publicity around the film focussed on the excesses of the film’s production, 

which mirrored the excesses of the court of Versailles and generated 

headlines such as ‘Royal Robe Uses 2500 Ermine Pelts’.5 The gala premiere 

in Hollywood6 featured a scale replica of the gardens of Versailles, complete 

with fountains, a 30-piece orchestra, antique statues and hundreds of 

flowers.7   

 

 
Picturegoer 16th April 1938 

 

The costumes, hair and makeup are arguably the film’s most striking feature. 

Robert Morley, who played Louis XVI, was reportedly so annoyed with this 

focus on the look of the film (it was his first role) that he nicknamed the 

production ‘Marie and Toilette.’ 

 

The film had twelve hundred costumes – including 34 ‘gowns by Adrian’ for 

Norma Shearer.8 Gilbert Adrian was MGM’s star designer and is probably 

best known for his contemporary 30s and 40s designs - flamboyant bias-cut 



gowns and sharp tailored suits with large shoulder pads often with quirky 

touches, worn by the likes of Joan Crawford.  

 

 
Norma Shearer as Marie Antoinette (1938), gowns by Adrian 

 

As for the wigs - ‘Max Factor & Co. made 903 ornate white wigs and another 

1,2000 more restrained wigs for extras.’ 9 Norma Shearer wore 18 different 

extravagant wigs designed for her by MGM’s chief hairstylist Sydney Guilaroff. 

These wigs chart the development of Marie Antoinette from Dauphine to 

condemned Queen. Her early wigs have a ‘youthful quality’, which quickly 

subsides to become more and more elaborate with plumes and birdcages 

incorporated into the hair – details that although correct for the period, were 

exaggerated for the screen. Although concessions were made to 1930s 

fashions and to what suited Shearer (such as the lack of period width on the 

sides of the wigs10), costume scholar Alicia Annas notes that: 

 



‘Overall Shearer’s wigs were masterpieces of the Hollywood 

hairdresser’s art and proved to be amazingly compatible with her 

elaborate 1930s formula makeup, including spiked lashes, heart-

shaped beauty mark, and coloured nail polish.’11 

 

 
Norma Shearer as Marie Antoinette (1938), wigs by Sydney Guilaroff 

 

One of the most famous wigs, which incorporates a delicate birdcage, still 

survives, and was displayed in 2009 at an Irving Thalberg exhibition hosted by 

the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.12  

                

                   
                    Norma Shearer as Marie Antoinette (1938), wig by Sydney Guilaroff  



Coppola’s Marie Antoinette 
 
 

 
Marie Antoinette (Sofia Coppola, 2006) 

 

 

The 2006 version of Marie Antoinette, written and directed by Sofia Coppola, 

is notable for the way it incorporates contemporary references such as a post-

punk soundtrack (including Adam and the Ants), and designer clothing (the 

shoes were made by Manolo Blahnik), into the film’s mise en scene. Rather 

than making a costume drama, which is arguably what the 1938 version is, 

Coppola rather calls her film a ‘fashion film’ with her aim being to exemplify a 

number of conceptual points about the disempowerment of young women 

rather than to slavishly reproduce the looks of the past. Fiona Handyside in 

her book about the films of Sofia Coppola, explains that Coppola 

 

 ‘gives us the tone and feel, the sensibility, of how we might imagine 

the decadent luxury of eighteenth century Versailles not despite but 

because of the decision to feature contemporary designer goods, a 

post-punk soundtrack and a range of natural accents.’13  

 



In other words Coppola wants to update Versailles so that rather than it being 

a historical reference it becomes relevant by its translation into the visual 

language of today. 

 

Although there are many authentic period details (much of the film was 

actually shot in Versailles) the film’s costume designer Milena Canonero (who 

won an Oscar) said that it was ‘in the colours, the coordination with the 

makeup and hair,’ that she took particular liberties.14 The films extravagant, 

richly coloured clothing indicates that although Marie Antoinette has the 

money and power to ‘create herself as a spectacle, [she] has little voice,’15 

and for this reason costumes, hair and makeup take on a particularly 

important function. Just as in Norma Shearer’s wigs in the 1938 film chart 

Marie Antoinette’s passage from ingénue to tragic queen, in this film the ‘style, 

colour, cut, coiffure, accessories, jewellery, headgear and even necklines,’16 

communicate the complexities of Marie Antoinette’s social position, her 

relation to her courtiers and the state of her erotic and internal life. 

 

 

 
 



 

One example of the different levels the film works on is conveyed by a blue 

bow that Kirsten Dunst, as Marie Antoinette, wears tied around her neck. This 

bow has its origins in an authentic reference, as it is a version, albeit an 

exaggerated one, of a bow that appears in a portrait of Marie Antoinette. 

Handyside reads it as an indication that she ‘is an object, a gift from Austria to 

France.’17 A further level of significance is mentioned by French literature 

scholar Caroline Weber, who notes that there was a morbid fashion in post-

revolution France for young women to wear red ribbons around their necks as 

if in anticipation of their fates at the Guillotine. 18 

 

 

           
Kirsten Dunst as Marie Antoinette in Marie Antoinette (Sofia Coppola, 2006) 
Jean-Etienne Liotard, Portrait of Archduchess Maria Antonia of Austria at the age of seven years, 1762 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

By taking references from the past, and focussing on figures such as Marie 

Antoinette, whose names are well know, it is possible to construct arguments 

that relate to contemporary audiences. In many ways Marie Antoinette is no 

different from Marilyn Monroe, in that she has become an idea of a certain 



kind of woman with an image that can be adapted and manipulated to 

illustrate ideas about the role of women. Fiona Handyside notes that by 

‘turning a costume film into a fashion film, Coppola comments – through the 

device of look and style – on how Marie Antoinette’s image is part of a 

mediated and ever-changing concept of teen girlhood and its duties, 

demands, pleasures and pitfalls.’19  

 

Big budget films are of course also commercial enterprises and it is important 

to box office takings that contemporary audiences relate to the characters on-

screen and find the actors desirable and attractive. There are numerous 

examples of period stories being restyled and remade in different decades to 

make them palatable to audiences of the day, such as Jane Eyre, which has 

been filmed in 1934, 1943, 1970, 1986, 1996, 1997 and 2011.  

 

 

 
 

 

Some contemporary films include products in order to aid the financing of the 

film – the 2006 James Bond reboot Casino Royale included products and 

references to Sony Electronics, Sony Ericsson, Omega, Heineken, Ford, 

Smirnoff, Virgin Atlantic and Bollinger – this was a financial necessity, said the 

film’s star Daniel Craig. Although Coppola’s film includes contemporary 

products – Converse shoes and Ladurée macaroons for instance, I would 

suggest that this is more a way of connecting with a contemporary audience 

and there is no suggestion that these brands contributed to the financing of 

the film. 



               

 
Ladurée macaroons in Marie Antoinette (2006) 

 

 

In summary both the 1938 and 2006 Marie Antoinette films are lavish 

historical spectacles but they can also be seen very much as documents of 

the time in which they were made. To add another time layer, I have made my 

own series of miniature Marie Antoinette paintings which are on display in the 

Back State Room for this evening only. 

 

 

© Cathy Lomax, 2018 
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