April, 2004

“Overheard” by Judith Evans Thomas

When addressing a member of the British royal family what do you say?  “Hey, Princess. Nice to meet ya?”  Don’t think so.  Since Her Royal Highness (HRH) Princess Michael of Kent will be the keynote speaker (April 16th) at Carnegie Museum of Art’s 12th Annual Antiques Show, I needed some help.  So, my first question to her was one of protocol.   

In speaking to or writing about members of the royal family, when is it acceptable to use a first name as the press does when speaking of Princess Diana, or Prince Albert? 

 Only those born HRH in the British Royal Family have the right to Prince or Princess and their first name.  Anyone married to a member of the Royal Family adopts their style and title.  Diana was not (legally) Princess Diana. It was only the press who called her that.  Her title was The Princess of Wales and when divorced, Diana, Princess of Wales.  The correct form of address of a Royal Highness is:  Your Royal Highness initially and thereafter "Ma'am" or "Sir".   Only friends from before my marriage and my own family call me by my nickname or first name.  My husband's family call me by my name, Marie Christine, or my nickname.  My husband has his own pet name for me.    Of course it must be strange for anyone from a country without the tradition of monarchy to be sure what to say.  These things do not really matter.  They are a custom, a courtesy, that is all.

Which aspect of Madame de Pompadour’s life will you be addressing in your lecture at the Carnegie Museum?

 In view of the venue, I shall be emphasizing her extraordinary knowledge of the arts and her exquisite taste.  She was undoubtedly the most cultured woman of her time and a great collector.  If her collections had remained intact they would form the basis of any extraordinary treasure for the French state to-day.

Did your upbringing fuel your interest in the history of royal women?

As I descend from so many royal ladies, inevitably my mother spoke of them, but in an historical context and how their lives either changed history or were themselves changed by their historical destinies. My interest was really in women who had great power in history and these were inevitably married to a member of a ruling house or the child of one.

Your biographical chapter on Madame de Pompadour (Cupid and the King) suggests a fascinating dichotomy between the rules of royal lineage and the power of love.  Is this a theme that continues into the present?

There seem to be no "rules" as such concerning love and marriage in royal families today - as you know, many members of royal families from all over the world have married their heart's choice and not members of the aristocracy or even the upper classes.  The only "rule" which still applies in the British monarchy, and that according to the Law of Succession 1702, is that no member of the British Royal Family may "marry or have to do with a Catholic".  As I am Catholic and refused to abjure, my husband automatically lost his place in the succession to the throne - not a great sacrifice as he is a cousin and not a son of the monarch.

What is your idea of happiness?

I can describe so many different moments as happiness - last spring I bottle fed two white tiger cubs and looked into their blue eyes.  That was happiness.  Last summer I caressed four grown cheetah at Hoedspruit Endangered Species Centre (the Princess is Patron) at Kapama, South Africa.  http://www.wildlifecentre.co.za/  That was pure happiness.  I have had and continue to have magical moments with my husband, my children, on horseback - spending this New Year 2004 in a tented camp gently stalking tigers in India.  Pure happiness for me has always been moments with my family, friends or with animals.  This is why I am involved with so many conservation projects.

Your next book,a detailed biography of Diane de Poitiers, will be published in September. Are there any new revelations that weren’t included in Cupid and the King? 

My chapter on Diane in Cupid and the King was just 80 pages long. This is a fully fledged biography of around 400 pages.  Yes - there is quite a lot of new information.  Cupid was published ten years ago and I have been gathering information ever since; sometimes little nuggests have come my way.

Is being royalty a blessing or a curse?

Neither.  There are advantages and disadvantages in everyone's

status.  One must just get on with it and do the best one can in everything one attempts.

(Her Royal Highness, Princess Michael of Kent will be the special guest lecturer at Carnegie Museum of Art’s 12th Annual Antique, Show.  Her lecture on Madame de Ponpadour will be Friday, April 16th at 10:30 A.M. in the Carnegie Music Hall. The $50 fee includes a one day admission to the Antiques Show and the museum.  For information and reservations call 412.622.3325)
