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ABSTRACT

In his fifteenth century treatise on building, De re aedificatoria, Leon Battista Alberti argued for the expansion of 
architectural purview through the inclusion of objects such as sundials and dovecotes on the grounds that the former 
marks and fundamentally registers human beings in time and space, while the latter acknowledges the possibility 
of constructed environments for other species.

The long march of coincidence that denoted the inimitable life of Marie Antoinette has provided cover for leveraging 
subjects that have not yet been mined as architecture; much less as possibilities for critical exploration. The Vanity 
and Entombment of Marie Antoinette attempts to goad the limits of critical spatial inquiry by examining a series 
of salient artefacts from the queen’s monarchical life: the guillotine as incontrovertible threshold, cleaving life from 
death, mind from body, thought from matter; the carriage, which widened the experience of the world past the limits 
of human physiology, and placed architecture on the move; curtains and crinolines, those soft precincts between 
body and berth, which beg the question, ‘Is there architecture in the occupation of a material condition, however 
tight the stays of the corset may be?’

The Vanity is a conceptual project imagined for the Hall of Mirrors; an object that is indeterminately a diminutive 
architecture, occupiable furniture, and a sculptural deviation made to house the remains of Marie Antoinette and 
her lost wedding trousseau.

The essay that follows is a fictional test of The Vanity’s measure – of its elasticity as a demarcation of narrative 
and milieu.
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THE VANITY AND ENTOMBMENT OF MARIE ANTOINETTE

On November 2, 1955, a figment appeared in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. It was late in the 
evening. The room had long since closed to the public, and was now inhabited by three guards 
overseeing the work of a doctoral candidate from the Sorbonne who was carefully sampling 
each of the hall’s three hundred and fifty-seven mirrors for chemical analysis, in order to shore 
up his theories on mercury poisoning at the Royal Glass Works of Saint-Gobain during the reign 
of Louis XIV.

The candidate was the first to notice. He was standing on the third rung of a ladder with his back 
turned to the room, when he sensed the emergence of a shadowy form come into focus against 
the silvering of piece number three hundred and three. In distrust of reflections, he lifted his chin 
over his left shoulder, lost his balance, and fell to the floor, bringing the eyes of the guards first to 
him and then to the bewilderment standing at attention before them.

By all accounts, the candidate returned to his feet and approached the figment, cautiously, as if it 
were a wild animal. He reached out to touch its broad, soft flank, embossed with Cartesian lines – 
half expecting it to dematerialise like a sheet of gold leaf under the weight and heat of his fingers. 
But the form endured, as he began to estimate that the scores in its surface were, in fact, the 
embellished edges of a vast set of drawers. The candidate pulled at the surface, enlisting the guards 
to do the same. One after another, they found the drawers to be empty – sitting idle like raided 
tombs – uncertain as to whether they had once held something of import, or if the contents 
had simply never arrived. As the candidate pulled at the last unopened drawer, a small sheaf of 
papers was revealed. They appeared to have been ripped from a book of unknown origin; the text 
describing a closely observed set of episodes in the life of Marie Antoinette.

The incident waned through the earliest plunges of night; chasing the candidate toward a grave 
desire to produce substantiating evidence; a feeling made all the more urgent by the uncertainty 
of how long the figment might remain lodged in the hall. With a meagre set of tools, the 
candidate and his three conscripted aides set about the careful measuring and recording of the 
solid apparition. They worked tirelessly through the night, logging metrics, siting relationships, 
and inferring the potential root of the geometries bound up in the mysterious origins of the 
form. When they were assured that the figment had been secured in all manner and medium, 
the candidate carefully removed a small reflex camera from his satchel and raised the twin lens 
toward his subject; fearful that the dilation of the aperture or the sound of the shutter might 
cause the figment to retract like a superstitious tribal elder on the occasion of having his image 
committed to paper.

Dawn advanced. Shrill light, which had travelled ninety-three million miles from the surface of the 
sun, rolled over Poland, West Germany, and the region of Champagne, pouring down the Avenue 
de Paris toward the Place d’Armes. It reached the Hall of Mirrors through a sprawling reflection 
that rebounded from the standing water in the drained ornamental lakes, penetrating each of the 
three hundred and fifty-seven panes of glass on the western façade of the palace. At 7:36 ante 
meridiem, the figment dissolved into the air of the hall with the measured leaving of humidity 
burning off of a pond.

What follows are remnants of the candidate’s field notes, his drawings and photographs, and the 
last remaining pages of the book discovered in the small bottom drawer; whose author has never 
been ascertained.
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