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A Royal Gift – 
Marie-Louise and the Guitar

When, in the years 2009 to 2011, Stefan Hackl, Pascal Mougin and I composed the book 
Stauffer & Co. – The Viennese Guitar of the 19th Century, 1 we came across an article published in 1810 
in the periodical Der Sammler . 2 The short yet surprisingly detailed report recounts the donation made 
by a local craftsman, Johann Georg Stauffer, to Marie-Louise of Austria (1791-1847) [fig. 4], on the 
occasion of her wedding to Napoleon I. While the French Emperor through this political marriage 
consolidated his position as the most powerful man of his time, the gracious young woman, who was 
only 18 years old at the time of the wedding, resigned herself to her fate with admirable constraint. 3 
The gift made by Stauffer – simply one of the most extraordinary guitars ever made – not only reveals 
his patriotic devotion and business acumen, but also tells a story of the guitar in its time.

When our book was published, we did not know of the instrument’s whereabouts. We certainly 
hoped that it had survived, a sleeping beauty in the repository of some French castle or museum, but 
failed to trace it. At that time, none of us had ever visited the Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel 
in Switzerland – a remarkable institution in its own right, which also happens to host the instru-
ment in question. 4 Nor had we visited the temporary exhibition on Napoléon and Marie-Louise in 
Compiègne in 2010, where the guitar had briefly been on show. But on the occasion of a Sunday outing, 
my colleague Jacques Vincenti found himself facing the instrument, elegantly displayed in a glass 
cabinet. Of course, he immediately linked this spectacular guitar to the article reproduced in 
Stauffer & Co.
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Although the account from 1810 describes instrument and case thoroughly, seeing it for real comes as a 
shock. At first glance, it is a typical Viennese guitar from around 1810 (coinciding with the beginning of 
a Golden Era for the guitar, which started in Vienna and rapidly spread all over the old continent). The 
overall design, as well as the extravagant applications enhancing the small bridge recall Italian guitars from 
the same period [fig. 5, 6 and 7]. In terms of construction, it features techniques inspired by the French 
School: solid inner linings on both sides (back and top), systematic insertion of all transverse bars into 
the linings, absence of an “Italian nail” going through the upper inside block to secure the neck, etc. – 
a perfect blend of two major influences, 5 which was indeed Stauffer’s first stroke of genius.

The complexity of its decorations makes this guitar stand out against all others. In particular the 
(literally) thousands of minuscule mother-of-pearl lozenges covering the neck and heel are a unique 
feature  [fig. 2] – which alone says a lot about Georg Stauffer’s ambition to mark the event and 
demonstrate his devotion to “King and Country”. But then the guitar displays other remarkable 
details: the subtle inlays adorning the head [fig. 8], jointure of the ribs [fig. 9], bridge [fig. 1] and pegs; 
the intricate applications on the soundboard, developing around the Imperial eagle in a unique and 
elaborate design [fig. 1 and 9]; the delicate floral inlays edging the soundboard etc. Stauffer also paid a 
lot of attention to the veneered, leather-lined and French-polished case, and, last but not least, to the 
label that was engraved especially for the occasion [fig. 3]. 6 A label which reads: 

“Most respectfully presented 
to her Majesty Marie-Louise, 
Empress of the French and 
Queen of Italy, Archduchess 
of Austria, by George [sic] 
Stauffer, citizen and luthier 
in Vienna, in Austria, as 
an expression of his most 
profound respect.”
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From today’s perspective, the choice of a guitar as a royal gift – rather than a piano-forte or a violin, 
for example – may seem odd. But in 1810, virtuoso Mauro Giuliani, publisher Anton Diabelli and 
many other leading figures of the (pre-)romantic guitar (Simon Molitor, Louis Wolf, Leonard de Call 
et al.) had already established themselves in Vienna. More than merely acceptable, the guitar became 
fashionable. Also, Georg Stauffer was not just any maker, but was the driving force of a rapid evolution 
in instrument-making: whereas the generation of his master(s) had still been generalists, building both 
bowed and plucked string instruments, Stauffer, from the day he set himself up in 1800, specialised in 
the making of one particular instrument – which happened to be the guitar. And even if he and his son 
Anton later dabbled with new designs in violin- and piano-making, 7 the guitar always remained their 
paramount product.

The dedication of a guitar to the young Empress, 
though certainly a bold move, was also a well-
reflected one. Stauffer had good reason to 
believe that the publicity deriving from this gift 
(possibly modest in the eyes of the Empress, but 
very expensive for him) would consolidate his 
reputation as the most respected guitar-maker 
in Vienna, not to say in Europe. As the article in 
Der Sammler also reveals, Marie-Louise was not 
present in person during the ceremonial presen-
tation. It was her father, the Emperor Franz II 
(I), who received the instrument.

Today, the guitar itself as well as its later destina-
tion raise many questions: What use did Marie-
Louise make of it? As we shall see, she seems to 
have started playing the guitar only five years 
later. Also, far from being an instrument adapted 
to a female constitution in scale and proportion, 
it is a remarkably large specimen: the vibrating 
string-length, one of the main parameters that 
can be adapted to meet the requirements of 
smaller hands, is 650 mm (a measure which, 
around 1810, is at the upper end of the range). 
The body, too, is remarkably huge: it is 461 mm long, 308.5 mm wide (at the lower bout), 8 and up to 
94.5 mm deep – and thus far bigger than any standard model of the Stauffer workshop at the time. Was 
the instrument really meant to be played by her, or rather by a male secretary, for example to accom-
pany her singing? And how did it come into the possession of the de Pury family, a member of whom 
later donated it to the Museum in Neuchâtel?

But first things first. In Marie-Louise’s personal letters to her lifelong friends, the Countess of Colloredo 
and the Countess of Crenneville, 9 no direct mention of Stauffer’s gift can be found. Yet, these letters 
reveal a lot about the young woman’s musical activities, and incidentally make reference to her starting 
to play the guitar. 
As early as in March 1799, Marie-Louise mentions her piano-teacher, Leopold Kozeluch. 10 This is not 
surprising, as in the late 18th century, mastering the piano-forte was one of the basic skills a child of 
high social standing was expected to acquire. Only a few years later, in June 1802, Marie-Louise writes 
to her friend Victoire de Crenneville, reporting on piano lessons she now gives to the latter’s mother. 11 

Fig.5



In the year of the 1809 war, while staying in Erlau under circumstances which represented a massive 
downgrade compared to the Hofburg in Vienna, a piano-forte was still at hand. However, Marie-Louise 
does not mention playing it, but rather that the chamberlains are using it as a writing table 12 (for 
the lack of a more appropriate piece of furniture). Later that same year, though she now seems more 
attracted to painting, she gives a detailed account of her musical activities: 

“Please tell Kozeluch that I miss him very much; I am quite certain that thinking of me, he must 
imagine that I have forgotten everything I learned this past ten years, and that I do not even look at 
a harpsichord anymore. But he is wrong: I play for at least one hour every day, and have studied all 
the sonatas of the Countess Uhlefeld. [...] we play music almost every day, sometimes I accompany 
my Uncle François when he sings, sometimes my Uncle Rodolphe and I play on two harpsichords, 
or else I play four-handed with Archduke Louis. Also, I have played – with some success, I venture 
to say – the grand sonata by Heibelth [most certainly Daniel Gottlieb Steibelt (1765-1823)] for 
piano and harp.” 13 

In another letter to Victoire from the same period, she adds: 

“Unfortunately, I believe that we’ll have no other music than that coming from a harpsichord; and 
what is worse, it is always up to me to perform.” 14 

And, in December 1809, to Victoire again: 

“I cannot touch the harpsichord anymore, because mine is totally out of order and needs to be 
repaired. I believe this is a just punishment of God, because every day I tormented Edling playing 
ombre adorata, one chord with three sharps on the left, another one with five flats on the right – the 
resulting harmony was truly superb. I also look forward to playing the variations by Jelinek which 
you promised to me, even more so as they will come from you.” 15  

In a letter dated only a day after the previous one, things appear to be quite different, as Marie-Louise 
has just received a harpsichord for Christmas: 

“I finally have a better harpsichord and enjoy it very much. Please tell Kozeluch that I accompany 
Archduke François every day when he sings, and still play for an additional hour at home. But I 
paint even more, as this is my true passion.” 16 

All of these insights on Marie-Louise’s (not only) musical activities predate 1810, and thus her marriage 
to Napoleon I. The future Empress was undoubtedly a very intelligent young woman; still, in early 
1810, she apprehended the future with youthful naivety. In a letter to Victoire from 10 January 1810, 
she openly revealed her troubles: 

“I hear him [Kozeluch] talk of Napoleon divorcing his wife, and I suspect that he expects me to be 
her replacement; but in that he must be wrong, because Napoleon is too afraid of facing a refusal to 
even dare to propose, and he is too keen on hurting us furthermore; also, father is too kind to force 
me to yield in such an important matter.” 17

Only two months later, on 11 March 1810, the course of history would prove her wrong. But in 
the early days of her marriage, her letters reveal neither hurt, nor an avowed loss of dignity. In the 
light of these extraordinary events, it is easy to understand the discrepancy between the expectations 
Georg Stauffer must have had when dedicating his masterpiece to the young Empress, and the lack of 



reference to it in her letters. Naturally, her mind was elsewhere – and even more so after the birth of 
her first child, Franz (François Charles), on 20 March 1811. Domestic affairs demanded all her atten-
tion; music and art were pushed into the background. But four years later, in a letter to Victoire from 
3 March 1815, she springs a surprise: 

“It is wrong to say that I neglect music, as I play in fact quite often, and I even started playing the 
guitar; very badly, it is true. One more talent, you might say, but the number of those remains 
always the same, because each time I learn something new, I forget something old – this time, 
drawing is the poor victim.” 18  
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Another source accounts for this new passion in Marie-Louise’s life. In his book Marie-Louise et la Cour 
d’Autriche, Napoléon Joseph Ernest de Méneval quotes a letter of his grandfather Claude François de 
Méneval (1778-1850), who was her private secretary at the time, written only a few weeks before the 
above, on 28 January 1815:

“She [...] spends her days with her sisters, drawing or making music. It is music that occupies her 
most; she has had a guitar tutor for over a month now. She already accompanies herself quite well 
and makes daily progress, a fact to which we all bear witness every evening, after dinner.” 19  

So the Empress took an interest in the guitar after all. Whether or not the instrument she first played 
was the one Stauffer made for her, we do not know. Nor do we know for sure if her interest lasted. But 
we might be able to identify the mysterious guitar tutor that Méneval omits to name. At the time in 
question, Marie-Louise certainly could have afforded to employ the most prestigious virtuoso in town. 
And as a matter of fact, the first editions of two of Mauro Giuliani’s compositions hint at a relationship 
between him and the young Empress: his Romance op. 27, first published in 1811, bears the program-
matic subtitle Marie Louise au Berceau de son Fils (“Marie-Louise at her son’s cradle”), while his op. 95, 
Sei Ariette, published in 1818 or early 1819, 20 is dedicated to the Empress. 

More explicit still, is this inconspicuous announcement in the newspaper Kaiserlich Königliche privi-
legierte Bothe von Tyrol from 11 October 1819:

“Musical message. On Wednesday 13 October 1819, Mauro Giuliani, Imperial Chamber Virtuoso 
to her Majesty the Archduchess Marie-Louise, Duchess of Parma, on his way through to Italy, and 
on general demand of the local music aficionados, will give a great vocal and instrumental perform-
ance in the Casino-hall [in Innsbruck], at half past seven in the evening, and be heard on the guitar.”

From there on, it is only a small step to concluding that the guitar tutor mentioned by Ménéval was 
indeed Giuliani. Interestingly, the Italian virtuoso also owned an instrument that he claimed to have 
briefly belonged to the Empress. The instrument, a Parisian guitar by “Pons Fils” (a brand that stands 
for one of the many sons of César Pons), surfaced from the storeroom of an English bank, where it had 
been sleeping since the death of its last known owner, Christopher de Monte, in 1816. An accompa-
nying note from the hand of Giuliani himself says that the guitar was given to him by Marie-Louise, 
and that he in turn bestowed it on Mr. de Monte, “as a souvenir of his unalterable friendship”. 21

Concerning other guitars that Marie-Louise owned, a recent publication by Annemarie Bösch-Niederer 
brings some surprising facts to light. In her book Victorin Drassegg, Instrumentenbauer in Bregenz 
(1782–1847) on the life of an equally gifted and unconventional instrument maker, Bösch-Niederer 
reveals that Drassegg dedicated two of his guitars to the Duchess of Parma. 22 The receipt of these 
instruments – one standard six-string guitar and one “Doppelguitarre”  23 – was confirmed by Count Carl 
von Bombelles (1785-1856), Constable at the Court of Parma (and also Marie-Louise’s third husband), 
on 18 September 1837. But von Bombelles’ declaration also makes it clear that these instruments in 
question had not been ordered, but sent unsolicited. Nonetheless, and “as a sign of Her Majesty’s 
magnanimity”, Drassegg was paid the amount of 120 florin and was thanked for the two guitars. 

Considering that 22 years earlier, when Marie-Louise had confessed to playing guitar, she also admitted 
picking up ever new “talents” relentlessly, it seems doubtful that she was still playing the instrument in 
1837. A “Doppelguitarre” acquired in Italy in 2014 by Stefan Hackl seems to fit the description of the 
one made for the Archduchess. Though 180 years old, the instrument is virtually new, displaying only 
very few playing marks.



Stauffer’s 1810 guitar is in relatively good condition, too. A few repairs seem to indicate that someone 
used the instrument and cared for it. While the body displays one important repair of the back [fig. 6], 
as well as a few smaller repairs, the neck, which must have come off at some point, has been reglued. 
Moreover, there are two dowels through the fretboard between frets 11 and 12, which indicates that 
this was a more massive intervention than one might presume at first glance. And indeed, a rupture in 
the correct spacing of the frets (starting at fret 9) bears witness to more radical surgery: an intervention 
which altered the guitar’s intonation and made it virtually unplayable: Whenever this repair took place, 
it basically put an end to the guitar’s usability as a musical instrument.

Technical data:

Vibrating string length: 650 mm
Body length: 461 mm
Max. body width: 308.5 mm
Body depth(s): from 80 to 94.5 mm
Soundhole diameter: 82 mm
Head length, including the nut: 168 mm
Max. head width: 80 mm
Neck width at the upper nut: 44.5 mm
Neck width at the neck/body-junction: 54.5 mm
Bridge dimensions: 88 x 20 x 7 mm
String spacing at the bridge (1/6): 63 mm
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Given that the guitar was donated to the Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel in 1922 by Louis 
de Pury, 24 it is necessary to examine the links between this ancient, most reputable Swiss family and 
the entourage of Napoleon I. In point of fact, Charles Albert de Pury (1752-1833) was a member of 
Napoleon’s army, holding the grade of lieutenant-colonel. 25 But another member of the de Pury family 
was much closer to Marie-Louise in particular: Marianne de Pury (1790-1860), governess to Albertine, 
the first child of the Duchess of Parma and Count Adam Albert de Neipperg (1775-1829).

Marie-Louise and her second husband had three more children, of which only one – Wilhelm Albrecht – 
survived infancy. Interestingly, in 1834, Marianne de Pury married Daniel-Philippe Zode (1794-1845), 
a fellow countryman from Switzerland, who had been hired as a private tutor for Wilhelm Albrecht. 
On leaving the service of the Duchess of Parma, either Marianne or Daniel-Philippe could have been 
the recipient of the Stauffer guitar. Some of Marie-Louise’s letters indicate that she was very fond of 
her daughter’s governess, to whom she bequeathed a precious bracelet . 26 And the Museum’s donation 
receipt from 1922 details several objects “from the collection of Philippe Zode, private secretary of 
Marie-Louise”. 27

After the death of her husband in 1845, Marianne de Pury sold the house her husband owned in 
Neuchâtel 28 to a relative of hers, Louis-Ferdinand de Pury (1815-1897). 29 Some of the household 
effects – possibly including the Stauffer guitar – could have remained in the house, and thus in the 
possession of the de Pury family. As far as could be ascertained, Marianne de Pury and her husband had 
no descendants, a fact which would support this theory. Of course, Marianne could also have given or 
sold the guitar to a family member at another time, though it certainly remained precious to her, as a 
reminder of both her royal employer and her late husband. 

Today, Georg Stauffer’s wonderful guitar bears testimony to a popularity of the instrument that stretched 
far beyond social borders and musical prejudices. It is indeed a royal gift to posterity. 
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Illustrations

1. Guitar by Johann Georg Stauffer, made in Vienna in 1810 and dedicated to “her Majesty Marie-Louise”. This picture shows the 
guitar with its original case, which was made to measure and perfectly matches the description made of it in Der Sammler. The ribbon 
came with the guitar when it was donated to the Museum in Neuchâtel and is likely to go back to Philippe Zode (Photo: Stefano Iori 
© Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel).
2. Detailed view of the bridge. All six bridge pins appear to be original, which is quite rare in a guitar of that age. While most inlays 
are made of mother of pearl, the fine decorative lines and the saddle are made of metal, probably nickel silver (Photo: Erik Pierre 
Hofmann).
3. Detailed view of the jointure between the head and the neck. Besides the stunning effect of the pearl and ebony lozenges covering the 
neck, attention is drawn to the fact that the V-joint securing neck and head is covered by a veneer applied to the back of the head. This 
is a feature that can be seen in some Romantic Era guitars by makers like Pierre René Lacote, but it is most unusual in a Stauffer guitar. 
Stauffer must have considered it more elegant and less risky to put a clear end to the area covered in thousands of minuscule parts. 
The fine execution of the sculpture of the sides of the head blending into the neck is typical of Stauffer (Photo: Erik Pierre Hofmann).
4. The label. While the instrument itself is a homage to Marie-Louise, the use of the French language for the lettering could be seen as 
an act of deference to the French victor.  (Photo: Pascal Mougin). 
5. Portrait of Marie-Louise, engraved by Hofbauer and Stöber and published by Verlag des Bibliographischen Institutes zu Hild-
burghausen (c.1830). It is based on a sketch “drawn from life”, as the original caption points out. The youthfulness captured in this 
portrait, as well as the insignia Marie-Louise is wearing, suggest that it represents her in the year of her wedding. Indeed, the insignia 
very much resembles the “Etoile de la Légion d’honneur”, ordered by Napoléon in 1810 in view of his marriage to the young arch-
duchess (Private collection of the author).
6. View of the front (Photo: Stefano Liori, Erik Pierre Hofmann © Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel, Les Éditions des Robins).
7. View of the back (Photo: Stefano Liori, Erik Pierre Hofmann © Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel, Les Éditions des Robins).
8. View of the bass side (Photo: Stefano Liori, Erik Pierre Hofmann © Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel, Les Éditions des Robins).
9. Front view of the head. As with the bridge, most inlays are made of mother of pearl, and the fine decorative lines of metal (Photo: 
Erik Pierre Hofmann).
10. Detailed view of the bottom. A wonderful lozenge inlay masks the jointure of the ribs and the original end-button. And an inter-
esting technical detail is noteworthy, too: the intricate inlay around the soundboard does not join the ribs, and a thin layer of sound-
board wood remains apparent between both. This was a usual construction method in previous centuries, but was highly unusual in 
a “modern” guitar like this one by Stauffer. Considering the large width of the inlaid area, this technique was probably favoured to 
secure a more solid contact between the soundboard, ribs and inner linings (Photo: Erik Pierre Hofmann).
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Stauffer & Co. –
La Guitare Viennoise au 
xixe Siècle
Die Wiener Gitarre des 
19. Jahrhunderts
The Viennese Guitar of 
the 19th Century

u Hardcover, 320 pages
u ISBN 978-2953886801
u 195,00 €

In English. En français. 

The Renewed Guitar –
the instrument’s evolution 
seen through period pictures 
(1775-1925) 

La Guitare renouvelée –
l’évolution de l’instrument vue 
à travers les images d’époque 
(1775-1925)

u Hardcover and sleeve
u 392 pages (297x 270 mm)
u Weight c. 3,25 kg
u Over 550 colour illustrations
u ISBN 978-2953886832
u 150,00 €

Stauffer & Co. retraces the history of 
the Viennese school, which has been 
neglected for a long time. While a selec-
tion of sixty period instruments, displayed 
in individual portraits, illustrates the 
rich diversity of the Viennese produc-
tion, the book also revives the musical 
and cultural context of the “guitaro-
manie” , that not only made the instru-
ment an emblem of the romantic era, 
but paved the way for the modern guitar. 
A book by Erik Pierre Hofmann, Pascal 
Mougin and Stefan Hackl.

Schubert’s friend Franz von Schlechta 
(1796-1875) put down in writing the 
present collection of songs: some feature 
previously unknown guitar accompa-
niments, some are based on versions 
which had already been printed in Schu-
bert’s lifetime, but have not been repub-
lished since, while others are hard-to-
find arrangements by the composer’s 
contemporaries. These 39 songs are repro-
duced here in facsimile form, enhanced 
with reference texts and documents.
Introduced and commented by Stefan 
Hackl.

Franz Schubert –
39 Lieder mit 
Gitarrenbegleitung
39 Songs with Guitar 
Accompaniment

u Hardcover, 192 pages
u ISBN 978-2953886818
u 80,00 €

Auf Deutsch. In English.

Auf Deutsch. 
In English. 
En français.

The Renewed Guitar retraces a high 
period in the history of the guitar – exclu-
sively through period pictures. A period 
which starts in the late 18th century with 
a revolutionary idea: the mere switch 
from double to single strings, which, inci-
dental as it may appear, renewed the gui-
tar and propelled it into modernity. It 
ends in the early 20th century, when the 
appearance of electromagnetic transduc-
ers opened completely new possibilities 
in the making of musical instruments. 
This abundant iconographic material 
is divided in eight chapters, each treat-
ing a specific topic, including the por-
trait genre, satire and caricature, playing 
technique or the guitar-related business. 
A book by Erik Pierre Hofmann and 
Stefan Hackl.
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