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A NOTE ON THE MEMOIRS OF LOLA MONTEZ

Copyright Bruce Seymour


The earliest purported memoirs of LM were Lola Montès. Aventures de la celèbre danseuse raconté par elle-même avec son portrait et un fac-simile de son écriture, published in Paris by Baruche in April or May of 1847.  My compilation does not contain a copy but there is a copy of the German translation, which appeared in Leipzig in July 1847, found in Volume 16T.  The German translation does not contain the facsimile, which is a copy of the letter to the Journal du Dimanche of 31 March 1847, now in the Bibliothèque National in Paris.


These first purported memoirs were certainly not written by LM but parts of them may be based on stories she had told when she was living in Paris.  The book certainly catches her sense of Jesuit persecution, which was no secret by the spring of 1847, and there are a number of remarks that may very well have come from LM herself, such as the assertion that she had never been afraid of anyone, that she loved freedom above everything, etc.  There are also some passages that occur elsewhere, such as her assertion that Alexandre Dumas told her she had behaved like a nobleman in striking the gendarme in Berlin.  This same remark occurs in the Grimma memoirs (Vol III, page 17).  It is possible that these remarks were all manufactured by the author of the Aventures and copied by later authors filling out their stories of LM, but it is also possible that at least some of these stories were ones that LM herself told often and that were frequently repeated in connection with her.  My guess is that this is true of the Dumas remark.  But except as they may repeat a few of LM’s standard stories, the Aventures are worthless as memoirs and as biography.


At the time LM was driven from Munich, many pamphlets appeared and some of them gave biographical sketches of LM, largely unreliable, but nothing purporting to be memoirs of LM herself appeared.


Elements of autobiography occasionally appear in LM’s letters to King Ludwig.  The most extensive memoir of LM’s life in the correspondence in the King Ludwig I. Archiv is not actually in a letter from LM but in the very curious letter written to the king from Barcelona by her new friend Hudson.  The letter (a summary appears in Volume 20A, at 3 December in the Chronological Documentation) was clearly written at LM’s request and gives what may be a fairly accurate account of her relationship with Lt. James.  Other parts, such as the claim her mother was a Spanish countess, are certainly false.


LM undertook to write her memoirs in late 1850 for Le Pays in Paris.  These were certainly ghostwritten, since LM’s French left much to be desired and her sense of organization was not terribly strong.  The stories at the time were that the ghostwriter was her new friend the Comte de Corail, also called Coral and Cortal.  I have been able to find absolutely nothing about this character.  The name he used probably was Corail, which is what Ambassador Wendland told Ludwig his name was, saying he lived at 24 rue Godot de Mouroy.  There was a noble French family named Corail, but I can find not record of a Comte de Corail at this time.  Wendland said that the actual ghostwriter would be a friend of Corail’s, and this would seem to be Charles Brifaut, an elderly member of the Academy who had not produced any work of note since he had been elected to the Academy many years before.


It appears that no copy survives anywhere of the original French publication of these first and most extensive memoirs of LM herself.  Even the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris has no copies at all of  Le Pays.  Ironically, the only fragment that has survived is to be found in the König Ludwig I. Archiv in the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Section 39, Wendland file, where the galley proofs of the introduction addressed to King Ludwig can be found.  These were forwarded to the king by Ambassador Wendland when they were presented to him as part of a blackmail attempt.


The actual text of the memoirs can be reconstructed from the two German translations available, the Berlin and the Grimma editions.  The memoirs, according to the reports from Wendland to King Ludwig, disappointed the general public, and when, in April 1851, Le Pays was sold to Lamartine and Lagueronniere whose republican sentiments were directly opposed to LM’s expressions of scorn for the Second Republic, no one seems to have cared much that the new owners refused to continue LM’s memoirs.  I have searched everywhere to see if LM’s memoirs were continued in French in any form, but it appears reasonably certain they were not.


This brings us to the discussion of the two German versions that are clearly completions of the Le Pays memoirs.  They are the Grimma editiion, which is contained in this binder and which I will address first, and the Berlin edition, a reprint of which is in this collection.

Montez, Lola.  Memoiren von Lola Montez, Gräfin von Landsfeld, aus dem Französischen übertragen von Ludwig Fort.  Grimma und Leipzig, Druck und Verlag des Verlags-Comptoirs [1851] volumes 443, 444, and 483 in the fifth series of Europaische Bibliothek der neuen belletristischen Literatur.


This book appears to be quite rare.  In all my research, I located only two copies, one in the Sächsische Landesbibliothek in Dresden and another, in poorer condition, at the Harry Ransom Center for the Humanities at the University of Texas, Austin.  This binder contains a Xerox copy I was able to make of the Dresden copy.  By comparing this edition with the Berlin edition listed below, it is possible to establish exactly where LM’s memoirs as published in Le Pays were broken off.  They ended where this Grimma edition ends Volume II, Chapter 10, just as LM is about to return to England on the Larkins in 1841.  Up to this point both the Grimma and Berlin editions are obviously translations of the same lost French original (except for the fact the Berlin edition inserts five apochryphal chapters near the end of the section, there numbered as Chapters 44-48).  From this point on, the two editions are totally different with no common points whatsoever.  I will discuss the Berlin edition below.


This Grimma edition is certainly not completely original.  A comparison of the Grimma edition with the novel Mola, published in the spring of 1847, and with Stuttgart translation of Papon’s book with its massive supplemental material, published late in 1849, shows that certain parts of this Grimma edition seemed to be based upon passages in those two books or upon a common source.  For example, the strange account of the Larkins arriving in Dublin is also found in the Stuttgart book, as are references to Lord Arbuthnot, the Polish episode with Graf Owiesky, and a number of other episodes.  Episodes paralleling passages in Mola include the entire Baden Baden story and LM’s first glimpse of Ludwig in a religious procession, among others.


In every case the Stuttgart book and Mola tell the story in the third person while the Grimma edition tells the story in the first person.  And in every case, the version in the Grimma edition is a retelling of the same material in the other two books, although sometimes the dialogue gives the impression of being a translated version, expressing the same ideas in slightly different form.


The primary question with the Grimma edition, as it will be with the Berlin edition of LM’s memoirs, is the question how much of it is authentic, that is, how much is actually attributable to LM and how much of it in no way originated with her.  The question whether it is true is completely separate, since much of what LM said and wrote was far from the truth.


My firm conviction, after examing the Grimma memoirs at length, is that they are based upon the original French completion of her memoirs in Le Pays and that they are not the invention of someone other than LM and her Parisian ghostwriters.  The reasons for this conclusion are multiple.  First of all, I find the Grimma edition stylistically coherent, with no major changes of tone or style anywhere.  Since it is clear the first part of the book is a translation of the authentic Le Pays memoirs, this would tend to indicate that all of it is authentic.  A prime example of this continuity is the example of the strange hostility to the Bavarian National Guard exhibited in the book.  It is exhibited first in the introduction addressed to King Ludwig, which is unquestionably by LM.  There on pages 16-17 she writes of the vanity and the foolishness of the members of the National Guard.  It is a strange theme, without obvious purpose or cause.  The very same strange attitude recurs near the end of the book, in Volume III, pages 174-176, where the author belittles the French National Guard.  It is hardly likely that a German writing an apochryphal conclusion of the Le Pays memoirs would have returned to this bizarre fixation mentioned in the introduction, this scorn of civilian corps, and included it in relation to the French Civil Guard, particularly when it was neither very interesting nor particularly coherent in context.  There is also the example that her presentation before the court as the king’s best friend, of which she speaks in the introduction, is described in detail in Volume III, page 124.  The same is true of the story of the clairvoyant predicting her rise to power in Bavaria; she mentions it in the introduction, Volume I, page 12, and the incident finally appears in Volume III, Chapter 4.


Secondly, there is solid evidence that the entire book is a translation from the French.  At the very last pages, there is a long passage in which the author attempts to work the titles of the prominent Parisian daily newspapers into a purported quotation.  This extended pun makes no sense in German, as the translator notes in a footnote (Volume III, page 210).  It is inconceivable that any German author attempting to write an apochryphal conclusion to the Le Pays memoirs would have gone to the trouble to write into the text a series of untranslatable and not very amusing French puns to convince the reader on the last pages that he was really reading a translation.


Thirdly, there is the fact that although much of the book is not the truth, most of the book follows the general itinerary and events of LM’s life.  In other words, the places she says she visited are, for the most part, places she did actually visit, and, to a fair extent, what she says happened there is what did happen.  Examples for this are the story of her visit to Ebersdorf (which was not generally known in 1851) and the details of her visit to Dresden with Liszt (and it was extremely unlikely that anyone but LM would have known that Pantaleoni was with them and that there was a fight at a meal).  The details of LM’s stay in Munich are rather accurately related, including the story of her illness (which she believed was due to poisoning) in the late spring of 1847, her trip to Bamberg and Bad Brückenau, etc.  Admittedly, a German author might have known about these facts or been able to acquire them, but a French author, and the book appears to be entirely a translation from French, would have been unlikely to know or have access to so many details of LM’s life in Bavaria.


Additionally, there are many remarks that sound like LM.  For instance, the remark at Volume III, page 90-91, that she rarely felt kindly about her mother, but she had to admit her gratitude to her and to her noble step-father for giving her an outstanding education.  LM certainly disliked her mother, but it would be in character to be grateful that they had sacrificed to make her brilliant!


The fact that the book contains a great deal of wrong information and many outright lies is no evidence that it does not come from LM.  Anyone who has studied her for any time knows she lied constantly, even when the lies seemed purposeless, and she was also wildly inaccurate without trying to lie.  For instance, in a letter to the editor of the Freeman in Dublin that she wrote in December of 1858, she made the incredible error of stating that Dujarier’s fatal duel was in November, when it actually took place in March.  How, even after 13 years, she could confuse the season of the year of an event that had to have been traumatic, is hard to fathom, but she did it.


To me, the only problem with declaring the Grimma edition completely the authentic memoirs of LM is the extensive material based on Mola and the Stuttgart elaboration of Papon.  There are two possible answers to that, neither of them mutually exclusive.  First, the stories borrowed from Mola and the Stuttgart book may actually have originally come from LM.  They may have been tales she told about herself that worked their way into print in those two books.  When it came time to write the Le Pays memoirs, she may simply have referred her ghostwriters to those two publications.  And secondly, LM was probably acquainted with both of those books (she enjoyed reading about herself), and she may simply have suggested to her ghostwriters that they adapt certain portions of them.  She was later to use phrases from Papon in her autobiographical lectures, and if she was willing to borrow from Papon, she would have been willing to borrow from anyone.


My ultimate conclusion is that the Grimma edition of LM’s memoirs is authentic and based on the lost completion of the Le Pays memoirs.  This does not mean that they are true; they are filled with lies and inaccuracies.  But I think, putting aside the contribution of her ghostwriters, they are her lies and inaccuracies as opposed to those of someone else.


That said, it is worth examining just what she does say in these memoirs.  The introduction, in the form of a dedicatory letter to King Ludwig, is tedious and promises to discuss items that are ultimately never addressed.  It includes two lies that she would repeat for the rest of her life:  that Queen Therese personally invested her with the insignia of the Theresian Order and that King Ludwig presented her to his court as his best friend.


In the narrative of her life, LM states she was born in Seville in 1823 of an Irish father and a Spanish mother and was taken to India when she was five months old.  Her father was about 20, her mother “in the middle of her fifteenth year,” i.e., 14 at the time of the marriage.  If the age on his tombstone was correct, Gilbert was 22 or 23 at the time of his marriage, but the bride may indeed have been 14 in 1820, since her 1875 death certificate says she was 70.  The physical descriptions of her father and mother may be accurate, and she reveals the fact that her mother was still living.   LM also describes her mother as worldly and vain, neglecting her daughter from birth.  She invents a Spanish family for herself.  Whether this bears any relations to real Spaniards LM knew is hard to say.  She told Ludwig she had relatives in Seville when she traveled to Spain in 1849.  Obviously they weren’t really her relatives, but these may have been real persons she was acquainted with.


LM claims her father was a devout Catholic, which was unlikely, and that she was three and a half when he died, which could be exactly correct, and that her mother was 18 when she became a widow, which could also be accurate.  There is a description of Mrs. Brown, the wife of a general, who takes the widow and child under her wing.  I have been unable to identify Mrs. Brown with any real person.  LM says Craigie was 32 when he met her mother, but in fact he was 24 or 25.  Although LM gets Patrick Craigie name correct, which few of her biographers have managed, she puts the marriage in Dinapore instead of Dacca, barely six months after her father’s death, when, in fact, it was about 11 months.


The description she gives of Craigie does not conflict with what can be gathered from the performance reports in his personnel file in the India Office Library.  She claims she was nine when she was sent back to England.  In fact, she probably turned seven during the voyage.  Since the voyage took place in 1826-27, if she had been nine her birthday would have 1817, earlier than anyone’s estimate and two years before her father arrrived in Ireland.  She reports that Colonel Innes and his family took care of her on the trip, and this is confirmed by the passenger list in the original log in the India Office Libarry.  But she claims she was immediately sent to Sir Jasper Nicolls, which is not true; she went first to Montrose.  Her description of Nicolls and his household may be fairly accurate, but she claims when she was sent to Scotland it was to Perth.


The account of the school in Bath is generally true, although LM went there in 1832, so she was twelve, not ten.  The school was run by a Miss Oldrige, but by two spinster sisters named Aldridge.  As far as I can establish, Sir Jasper Nicolls did not have a daughter Fanny who attended the school with LM.  In addition, the whole story of Sir Robert F is probably fantasy.  There was no boarding school for boys listed anywhere in the neighborhood in the city directories of Bath for that period.  Additionally, the back yard of the town house where the school was located was tiny because of the very steep slope behind it, so the story of the encounter in the adjoining back yards appears totally impossible.  There is no evidence LM ever went to London with the Nicolls family.  Sir Jasper seems, on the basis of his diaries, to have spent most of his time at his home in Reading.


One example of the numerous problems of chronology that occur in LM’s account of her childhood appears at the begining of Volume I, Chapter 13.  She says that in 1830, when she was in her first year of school in Bath, Mrs. Nicolls took her to Paris.  But she earlier wrote she was born in 1823 and entered school in Bath when she was ten.  That would mean the visit could not have taken place before 1833, but by that time the young Duc de Bordeaux could not possibly have been seen in the Tuilleries Palace.  The matter is complicated by the fact that in 1830 Sir Jasper and his wife were still in India.  According to Sir Jasper’s diaries, no such visit to Paris ever took place.


The account of LM’s reunion with her mother and the mother’s opening remark about her hair may be true, although her mother arrived in Bath in the spring of 1837, not during the winter holidays.  Most of the story of James’s seduction of the school girl is probably fiction; although James’s brother did perform the service, it did not take place with only an old servant as witness.  The minister’s wife and a nephew were witnesses.  LM is probably here attempting to make the ceremony seem illegal, since two witnesses were normally required.


The description of LM’s in-laws is remarkably, but not completely, accurate.  The account of the voyage to India, however, is largely fiction.  The passenger list of the Bland did not include the exotic types LM discusses as her admirers (John S, Enrique V, or Captain Sa), nor were there many unmarried women aboard.


LM’s comments on India are often absurd.  For instance, the statement that Bengali and Hindi (which she seems to imply are a single language) is a strange mixture of Persian and Sanskit is laughable.  Even more ridiculous is the statement that in the land of the sacred cow, the rajahs go in procession accompanied by men waving cowtails to keep off the flies.


One of the curious features of the memoirs is their consistantly royalist and anti-republican sentiments.  This certainly is reasonable, in light of the fact they are dedicated to King Ludwig, but it makes a striking contrast with the role of a wild-eyed socialist that was to be attributed to LM in the course of her tour later in 1851 and the republican sentiments she would espouse once she arrived in America later in the year.


The letter from LM’s mother in Volume II, pages 22-23 presents another of the problems with chronology.  The date, 27 July 1843, was after LM had made her London debut and probably was just about the time she arrived on her visit to Ebersdorf.  We know from Emily Eden’s letters home that LM’s visit to Simla was four years earlier.  The chronology is further confused when LM’s letter on page 31 states that she was 17 at the time.  If the year were 1843, that would make her year of birth 1826, not 1823 as she claimed at the beginning of the memoirs.  All the specific adventures in Simla, including the story of the prince of Kabul, are probably total fiction.


LM’s claim at the beginning of Volume II, Chapter 7, that she abandoned her husband in Bareilly may very well be true.  We know from the divorce case testimony that her husband was adjutant of the recruiting depot there, and this version of her running off certainly seems more likely than the absurd story of his running off with Mrs. Lomer she gave in her autobiographical lectures.  LM’s adventures wandering about India are probably total fiction.  It is certain she visited no nuns in Agra; I visited the convent there, and the mother superior assured me that the first nuns in North India did not arrive until after LM had returned to England for good.


The account of the attitude of LM’s mother, that LM should either go back to her husband or return to England, may be accurate, but the details of LM’s return certainly are not.  We have the testimony of Captain Ingram in the James v. James divorce file that Lt. James and Capt. Craigie both came down to the ship with her.  The Larkins did not stop at St. Helena, so the visit to Napoleon’s grave is fiction.   The portion of the memoirs published in Le Pays ended with Volume II, Chapter 10.  Everything beyond this point is found only in this Grimma-Leipzig edition.


I cannot explain why LM has the ship arrive in Dublin.  The ship actually arrived in Portsmouth.  The mention of Lord Arbuthnot is curious.  In the anonymous article, “Der Beherrscher eines Kleinstaates, Quellenbericht eines Zeitgenossens” in Gartenlaube in 1866, it is said that LM was introduced to Heinrich LXXII by Lord Arbuthnot, so there may be something to it.  But I can find no Lord Arbuthnot (or Arbuthnott) of that time who was in London and would seem to fit the role.


LM may have indeed sailed to Hamburg after her London debut and she may have travelled through Braunschweig, as she says, on her way to Ebersdorf, but I could find no evidence in the archives of the theater or in the newspaper files in Braunschweig that she ever danced there in 1843, not even a single performance.  Strangely enough, the theater director at that time was really a Baron von Münchhausen.  Perhaps LM tried to get an engagement with him and failed.


LM did not go to Paris at that point, and as far as I can tell, the story here of a young Pole and Monsieur de S...y is fiction.  A great deal of the material here is taken from the Stuttgart publication of Papon’s memoirs with extensions, from 1849.  The whole story of Owiesky is fiction borrowed from the Stuttgart book.  But the account of LM’s final performance in Warsaw is probably accurate, except that the villain she points out in the box should be Abramowicz and not the Owieskys.  


The story of meeting Liszt in Krakow and of dressing as a boy for him also come from the Stuttgart book, but many details of the story are quite different and have a ring of authenticity to them, such as LM’s uncomfortable discovery with Liszt what it was like not to be the center of atttention.  Prince Lynar, mentioned here, was actually a noble bachelor in Dresden at that time.


At this point, after leaving Liszt, LM went to Paris, but here she inserts the incident with Heinrich LXXII, which is accurate to the extent that it depicts Heinrich as essentially ejecting her after a brief visit.  This Ebersdorf episode is entirely original in the Grimma-Leipzig memoirs, and, in my opinion, one of the proofs that this completion of the Le Pays memoirs is authentic.


The Berlin episode that follows partially parallels material found in the roman à clef Mola.  The chapter on Vienna is also unique to these memoirs and probably pure fiction.  The Baden chapters owe a great deal to Mola, but it may have some basis in fact.  Much of what appears in Mola actually happened and is merely disguised as fiction.


The story of the trip to Italy and Spain is taken from the Stuttgart “Papon und andere” book and is probably pure fiction.  As the action moves to Paris, there is also some material from “Aventues de la fameuse danseuse....”  Volume III, Chapter 3 is from the Stuttgart book and probably fiction.  Chapters 5 and 6, about Liszt in Dresden, are substantial evidence that these additional pages in the Grimma-Leipzig version of the memoirs are authentic.  Virtually everything here is verifiable fact, fact that would have been known to relatively few people other than LM.  The fact that Liszt was performing with Pantaleoni in Dresden when he was with LM is something that seven years later, relatively few people, particularly in Paris, would have known.  And the fact that there was a dispute at a banquet in Liszt’s honor, as at least two newspapers of that time indirectly verify, is something almost no one except LM would have been likely to know.


The account of the duel and its aftermath is interesting because it mentions the name of Dujarier’s brother-in-law, M. François, another fact that would not have been general knowledge.  Of course, the story of the 150,000 franc legacy is a gross exaggeration.


Some of the details of LM in Munich come from Mola, including the strange story of LM first seeing Ludwig in a religious procession.  LM also specifically replies to the rumor that she cut her dress open in response to Ludwig’s question whether her breasts were real or false.  The poems of the king are authentic but had already been published elsewhere.  LM’s confession that her ambition was awakened in Munich is interesting and probably at least partly true, although it is hard to believe ambition played no role in her life before.  Much of the account of what went on in Munich is accurate, but because the facts had generally been published, it does not necessarily come from LM.  The story of von Bülow on pages 150 ff is interesting because we know LM did actually know von Bülow, and he was living apart from his wife, as she says here.


The account of LM’s flight from Munich is remarkably accurate (not necessarily an indication she wrote it), except it has her arriving in Switzerland too soon.  LM’s secret return to Munich is recounted, but she certainly did not hide in the Residenz, as is claimed here.


The comments on Papon’s and the need to reply to Hurt-Binet’s letter to the Journal de Geneve both seem to be charactistic of LM.  The information about Heald and her marriage to him is also remarkably accuarate, although virtually all of it had already appeared in the press.  But it would have taken someone who had been following LM’s adventures quite carefully and making good notes to recount her adventures as accurately as they appear her.  That, of course, tends to the conclusion that she did herself tell this story.


The final pages of the book, as discussed above, contain an extended word-play on the names of the Parisian newspapers, something that makes it nearly certain the book is entirely a translation from the French.  The conclusion, with its lie about a recent letter from King Ludwig, and her desire to spend her later years near him, somehow, in its mixture of falsehood and delusion, seems very typical of LM’s work.

Montez, Lola.  Memoiren der Lola Montez. (Gräfin von Landsfeld). Berlin, C.Schultze, 1851.


As discussed above, this Berlin edition of the completed Le Pays memoirs was the best known and most widely distributed version in the 19th century (King Ludwig mentions in a letter to Ambassador Wendland that he had read them).  Copies can be found in many libraries.  This edition gained even greater currency when it was republished in a two-volume paperback edition by Zweitausendein, Frankfurt am Main, in 1986.  A copy of that reprint is in this collection.  Schultze, the Berlin publisher, apparently began publishing pamphlets of both a pirated version of the French original as each installment appeared and a German translation.  It appears that other German publishers were also publishing German translations of each installment as it appeared; I have seen bibliographic references to a second German edition by Schnitzer and a Leipzig edition by Hartung, but both of these seem to have been discontinued when the memoirs ceased to appear in Le Pays.  I have not seen them nor the French version from Schultze.


Sales of the installments were apparently so good that when publication ceased in Paris, Schultze hired someone to complete the memoirs.  Whoever it was did it with a vengence, writing about six times as much as had appeared in Paris.  The authentic portion of the memoirs, i.e., what appeared in Le Pays, runs, with some exceptions, through Chapter 50 of the Berlin edition.  The exceptions are material that has been introduced into the last part of the authentic text.  This includes, except for a few paragraphs from the original at the end of Chapter 43, everything after the first few pages of Chapter 37 to the end of Chapter 48 (pages 248 through 384 in the Zweitausendeins edition).  This added material is very much in the character of what follows Chapter 50, being largely picaresque adventures and travel description.


There is no question in my mind that everything beyond Chapter 50, as well as the insert before that point, is absolute fiction, and rather bad fiction, written by someone who never had any contact with LM and knew nothing of her life.  Unlike the Grimma memoirs, there is absolutely nothing in this added section that bears any relation to the real events of LM’s life.  Not one event described in those pages actually happened, except in the sections copied from other books, which are extensive.  As the editor of the Zweitausendeins edition details on pages 1892-1893 of that edition, virtually the entire final third of the Berlin edition is simply stolen from Erdmann’s Lola Montez und die Jesuiten, Venedy’s Die spanische Tänzerin und die deutsche Freiheit, and the Stuttgart edition of Papon’s memoirs extended anonymously.  The exact borrowings are detailed by that editor.  


It is unfortunate that it was this Berlin edition that gained general currency as LM’s memoirs and has been republished as such.  Whenever you see a reference to LM’s memoirs, you must assume this Berlin edition is meant.

