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Prince Ludwig II
For players of the game Gabriel Knight, it is impossible to talk of Prince Ludwig II of Bavaria without mentioning the word “mad” – yet European royal insanity was hardly unique to Ludwig. Examples abound throughout history: Caligula, Nero and Commodus of ancient Rome, or Ivan the Terrible of Russia, are just some examples. Nevertheless, the malady of royal insanity, which had reached its nadir in such monstrosities, did reach its apogee in Ludwig II, the ‘Swan King’, known to his fellow-spirit, Elizabeth of Austria, as ‘Cloud climber’, and to the composer Richard Wagner as Parsifal, the ‘pure knight’. In my view, Ludwig was a spiritually beautiful and very sensitive, but almost fragile, man; he was certainly unsuited to ruling Bavaria in the time of such Teutonic nationalistic ogres as Moltke and Bismarck. Ludwig’s insanity became an art form, finding its outlet in the construction of castles of miniature perfection, particularly Berg, Linderhof and Herrenchiemsee, and the crowning glory of Neuschwanstein.
Childhood
Ludwig’s childhood as a Wittelsbach was not a happy one. His father, King Maximilian, treated him extremely harshly, starving, humiliating and beating both Ludwig and his younger brother Otto. He apparently believed that his sons were soft and that no cure could be better than a piece of black bread and a swim in the icy lake. The two boys were starved so often that, from time to time, they had to beg for scraps from the servants, and Otto once tried to sell a tooth to a Munich dentist so that he could buy some food. His mother, Queen Marie – a Prussian and possibly not directly tainted – possibly suffered from porphyria and was odd enough to request that the poetry books of the world should be reprinted with the word ‘love’ replaced by ‘friendship’. (Regan, 53-4)
Appallingly, this treatment of European royal children had not been unique at that period of European history, particularly in central Europe. European monarchs seemed to believe that the heirs to the throne should be raised according to Spartan principles: early rises, cold showers, frugal eating, and hard work. Interestingly, Ludwig II’s grandfather, Ludwig I, was an exception; his rule had been surprisingly liberal. Being a Wittelsbach, part of a family who had always admired art and architecture, and having an admiration of early Greek architecture, he decided that his capital of Munich should be remodeled after Greek architectural principles. By trimming court costs and living frugally, he eventually managed to achieve his dream.
However, Ludwig’s successor Maximillian and, indeed, several other monarchs across Europe tended to treat their heirs quite abysmally. One need only think of the treatment accorded to the Edward VII by his father, the Prince Consort Albert; or to Crown Prince Rudolf by his father, King Franz Joseph of Austria. Franz Joseph allowed a military martinet by the name of Count Leopold Gondrecourt to ‘make a man’ of Rudolf by firing a pistol next to his ear while he slept, or forcing him to march in the snow without even a coat. The Prince Consort expected his son Edward to study for more than 10 hours a day, and did not allow him to come into contact with people of his age. Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, expectations of royal children, especially heirs, were unreasonably high and children were expected, from the cradle, to be more than any other children – stronger, braver, more intelligent, more virtuous – in order to set an example to their future subjects. Inevitably, their children failed to live up to their fathers’ stringent moral standards, but this was invariably seen as rebellion and obstinacy, and was frequently rewarded with beatings or severe reprimands. As Greg King writes: “Crown Prince Rudolf eventually severed relations with his father and even conspired with his political enemies; the Prince of Wales responded to his father’s callousness by becoming the exact opposite of what was expected of him. Rudolf rebelled through his political involvements; the Prince of Wales through his numerous love affairs and questionable private life.” (King, 20).
In any event, both of Ludwig’s parents put their country before their family and henceforth seemed aloof, cold and distant to their sons. In the absence of a familial role model, Ludwig turned towards his governess, Fraülein von Meilhaus, who was a warm and loving woman but who made the twin mistakes of inculcating in the young Ludwig the feeling that he was monarch by right of God and urging him to look up to monarchs of the past – particularly Louis XIV, le Roi Soleil or the Sun King. In the young Ludwig, she found a conscientious student. But it was the Castle of Hohenschwangau – the legacy of the knights of Schwangau, who first raised its battlements in the 11th century, and which was restored by Ludwig II’s grandfather and painted with scenes from German mythology, including such mythic heroes as Lohengrin and Parsifal – which had the most extraordinary effect on the young Ludwig, who was deeply affected by their inspiring stories. In a way, it offered a comforting release from the strictly regulated and formal courts of Germany. Hohenschwangau translates loosely as “the High Country of the Swan”, and accordingly Ludwig adopted the swan as his personal emblem. (Richter, 6)
Ludwig’s Education
More than anyone else, three people shaped Ludwig’s education as a young man and, unfortunately for his father Maximilian, two of them were actually appointed by him. The three were Count Theodor Basselet de la Rosée, Michael Klass, and Richard Wagner. Count de la Rosée – a former cavalry officer appointed by Maximilian to oversee Ludwig’s education – attempted to segregate Ludwig from the common people and encouraged him to trust no one, and only see his closest family as intimates. Furthermore, the Count encouraged Ludwig’s belief in his own superiority and indulged his snobbery. He insisted that Ludwig should only associate with his fellow Wittelsbachs and with children of the Bavarian aristocracy, thus further insulating Ludwig from having a relatively normal childhood. 
Klass, a rather liberal but influential Bavarian educator whom Maximilian appointed to teach Ludwig languages, had rather medieval ideas about the separation of monarch and people. Overawed by Ludwig’s rank, he made the disastrous mistake of urging the young Ludwig to see himself as the link between his people and his deity. Being naturally gifted with languages, and with Count de la Rosée having practically isolated him from the outside world, Ludwig had little difficulty in accepting Klass’s suggestion that he should be aloof from “the common people”.
Above all, Wagner – through his music and his books – gave Ludwig’s life a sense of purpose. The sentimental and patriotic messages of Wagner’s operas appealed to Ludwig’s romantic mind. Beyond this, however, lay a deeper reason: barely a year after seeing the opera Tannhäuser being performed, a copy of the poem Der Ring des Nibelungen, with a preface by Wagner, was given to Ludwig by one of his mother’s ladies-in-waiting, Countess Fugger. In the preface, the composer denounced the current state of German opera; for his own works, Wagner hoped for better productions with higher standards and trained musicians, singers, and actors working together in a creative community. But Wagner despaired of ever reaching his goal, pointing out what he saw as the sad state of financial support for the arts in Germany. He did, however, hint that a German prince could lend his support as a patron to such a cause, thus ensuring the purity and survival of German art for generations to come. He ended the preface with this question: “Will this Prince be found?” (Newman, 3:214) Reading these words, Ludwig was overcome with emotion. Here lay his destiny, his purpose as a monarch, his role in adult life. Given the opportunity, Ludwig vowed to himself, he would be the patron prince and come to the rescue of German national art.
King Ludwig
After Maximilian’s premature death in 1864 and Ludwig’s ascension to the throne, at age 18, things changed. Ludwig was a young and exceptionally attractive man – tall, athletic and with a hair and complexion that matched his cousin, Elizabeth of Austria. At the time, they were regarded as the two most beautiful people in the world. But even though Ludwig was aware of his incredible beauty, he had no desire to wed. The one love of his life were the romantic and nationalistic operas of Richard Wagner. It is not difficult to imagine that Ludwig – still a very young man – was easily influenced by Wagner’s sentimental messages, which helped him to escape what he hated: the Germany of the nineteenth century, the grim and forbidding court of his parents, the unfriendly faces in the streets of Munich, and the smoke stacks of the new factories belching smoke into the air. Instead, he tried to escape to an earlier, purer age of chivalrous knights rescuing damsels in distress.
Things were not as simple as Ludwig liked to pretend, though, as Geoffrey Regan writes: “However, during the 1860s, Germany was becoming more and more industrialised and nationalised. The Zollverein (customs union) now bound the separate German states together in its economic web and Otto von Bismarck was striving for political unification. But Ludwig was comically out of touch with the militant German nationalism.” (Regan, 54) Two years after his ascension to the throne, in 1866, the Seven Week War would break out between Prussia and Austria; five years later, in 1871, the Franco-Prussian War would be set off by an undiplomatic telegram from Bismarck and the rabidly anti-German French press. Throughout it all, Ludwig dressed in silver armour and paddled round a lake in a swan-shaped boat. In order to finance these wars and Ludwig’s increasingly phantasmagorical castles, the Bavarian state treasury would be ransacked in a raid to end all raids; but Ludwig would sit on a peacock throne and plan the construction of his theme-park castles. Having experienced nothing but separation from the outside world throughout his childhood and early adolescence, and having been crowned king with no experience of dealing with court officials and politicians, he felt himself separated from the outside world and saw no need to have to deal with it. His destiny, as he saw it, was to rescue German national art; nothing else mattered.
Ludwig’s Buildings
It is unimaginable today that any ruler would build anything close to Ludwig’s excesses. The palace of Herrenchiemsee, for instance, is “a replica of the palace at Versailles, which was meant to outdo its predecessor in scale and opulence. It is located on an island in the middle of a large lake, but most of the palace was never completed, and Ludwig only stayed there once.” (Ludwig II of Bavaria - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia)
The Linderhof palace is “an ornate palace in neo-Rococo style, with handsome formal gardens. The grounds contain a grotto where opera singers performed on an underground lake lit with electricity, a novelty at that time, and a Romantic woodsman's hut built inside an artificial tree. Inside the palace, iconography reflects Ludwig’s fascination with the absolutist government of the Ancien Régime of France.” In contrast to the Sun King – Louis XIV of France – Ludwig saw himself as a "Moon King", a romantic shadow of his predecessor. From Linderhof, Ludwig enjoyed moonlit sleigh rides in an elaborate 18th century sleigh, complete with footmen in 18th century livery. Ironically, for a man who was educated to be distant and detached from “the common people”, Ludwig was known to stop and visit with rural peasants while on rides – but this only added to his legendary status and popularity.
None of his buildings, however, can compare in size or in imagination to the castle at Neuschwanstein (translated roughly as “New Swan Stone"). Neuschwanstein is “a dramatic Romanesque fortress with Byzantine and Gothic interiors, which was built next to his grandfather's castle at Hohenschwangau. Numerous wall paintings depict scenes from Wagner's operas. Christian glory and chaste love figure predominantly in the iconography, and were possibly hoped to help Ludwig live up to his Catholic ideals. The castle was not finished at Ludwig's death, but it is by far the best-known (to non-Germans) landmark in Germany today. In time, Neuschwanstein became the inspiration for Sleeping Beauty's castle at Disneyland.” (Ludwig II of Bavaria - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia)
Ludwig and Wagner
Ludwig shared his world with just one man – Richard Wagner – the only man who could really appreciate his bizarre genius and for whom Ludwig had an admiration akin to worship. A genius but a poor one, Wagner could not afford to set himself above the world of ordinary people. He needed money and Ludwig had it; this created a stronger bond than their kinship of spirit. Ludwig’s patronage enabled Wagner’s music to reach a wider audience and thus the world’s debt to Ludwig is a great one. In return for his money, Wagner gave Ludwig the chance to join with him in the act of creation. He might have been childless, but Ludwig saw each Wagner opera as his own foster-child, learning all of Wagner’s librettos by heart. (Regan 54)
Ludwig’s Madness
Many books have been written and movies have been filmed about Ludwig’s increasingly eccentric acts. Taking the form of some legendary character who only appeared at night to terrify anyone unwise enough to be out late, his night-time sleigh-rides have become the stuff of fairy tales. The huge golden sleigh, with a gilt mast capped by a crown, all wrapped around by climbing gilt cherubs, and pulled by four horses, would glide silently through the night, guided by Ludwig with a huge fur greatcoat wrapped around him. Illuminated by its great torches, the sleigh was an astonishing sight, and must have frightened the more superstitious villagers into believing in the ancient Teutonic myths of troll kings.
As his mind weakened, Ludwig began to make nocturnal rides rather than travel far from home. To his disturbed mind, these rides actually represented the journeys to his destination. For instance, instead of travelling to Innsbruck in Austria, he first calculated the distance and then worked out how many laps of his stable he had to complete before claiming to have gotten there. He would then order his grooms to provide fresh horses and continue riding round and round until, sometime in the middle of the night, he would “arrive”, whereupon he would dismount and go to bed.
On the rare occasions when he was forced to hold state receptions for visiting dignitaries, he took the precaution of becoming drunk beforehand, regularly drinking at least ten glasses of champagne, so that he knew nothing of what occurred either during the evening or afterwards. During one occasion, he ordered an enormous spread of flowers and spent part of the evening hiding in it, presumable jumping out at one stage and shouting ‘boo’. On another occasion he ordered his band to play so loudly that no one could engage in conversation. Rarely entertaining anyone to dinner, his most famous guest was his horse named Cosa Rova. Ludwig was not upset at his horse breaking the dinner service with her hooves, declaring that he could at least trust horses not to indulge in deceit and treachery.
Abdication
As Ludwig grew older, his unconventional behavior became less eccentric and more distressing. By 1880 Bavaria was facing debts of close to ten million marks, but Ludwig was still demanding more – at least twenty million marks – to build a new castle with jewel-encrusted walls. When his ministers refused, Ludwig was infuriated at what he saw as treachery, threatening to leave Bavaria forever and take his skills elsewhere. When relatively few of his ministers begged him to stay, he tried to raise loans to pay off his debts, but all of his fellow European monarchs declined to extend him a loan, citing ‘cash-flow problems’ at critical moments. When no one obliged him, Ludwig devised an audacious – and extreme – scheme to rob banks throughout Germany, leading a gang of Italian bandits. His night-time rides became even more bizarre, taking him on marathon rides to such real and make-believe locations as Afghanistan and Shangri-la. Having completed these rides, he would descend from his horse and spend some time in meditation. (Regan 57)
What Ludwig felt to be mere strangeness others interpreted as terminal insanity, as when he ordered Munich to be razed to the ground, or told his guards to establish absolute rule in Bavaria, or send a man to Capri to check if the water of the Blue Grotto was still blue. But he was condemned for what was seen as his most serious crime – his financial recklessness. By 1884, the man whose name was a very byword for stunning beauty wore an increasingly ravaged look. His overthrow, in 1886, contained elements of both tragedy and endearing loyalty. The Head of the Commission to inquire into Ludwig’s mental health, Dr. Bernhard von Gudden, announced that the King was insane and should be forced to abdicate, and troops were sent to Neuschwanstein to arrest him; but when the news broke, a huge group of loyal peasants drove off the commissioners and saved the King. However, the next attempt to capture Ludwig was stronger and more resolute, and he was taken prisoner on the morning of the 12th of June, 1886, to Schloss Berg, at the head of the Starnbergersee (Lake Starnberg), south of Munich. The same day, at 11:30pm on the banks of the lake, Ludwig Friedrich Wilhelm of Bavaria was found dead.
Murder?
The facts of Ludwig’s death have never been properly explained and, in a sense, have contributed to his enduring legend. At 6:30pm on 12th of June, 1886, Ludwig expressed a desire to walk along the shore of the lake with Dr von Gudden. The two men never returned from their walk. At 11:30pm the same day, they were found dead in the shallow water near the bank of the lake. How Ludwig died has always remained a mystery.
Ludwig has never spent the state’s money in building his fantastic castles, always funding it from his own private property. It is possible, indeed likely, that his spending of the family’s wealth on art and architecture upset his relatives. It was therefore often suspected that his death was not an accident, though this was never proven. However, it is known that Doctor von Gudden was a slight man and that Ludwig, though he had put on much weight, was still a vigorous and well-built man, as well as a good swimmer. It is possible that Ludwig was murdered, although if he was, a third unknown entity must have been involved.
But murder is possible, as Katerina von Burg sets out in her description of the Ludwig’s last days, which were spent with Dr. von Gudden and his examiner at Schloss Berg, Dr. Müller: “…Unlike genuine paranoids, Ludwig at no time expressed the fear that everyone was against him. On the contrary, he continued to trust people who were most definitely his enemies. He merely pinpointed a small minority group and stuck to his story, and this was what most disturbed Müller who had naturally encountered many paranoids and schizophrenics in the course of his work and was accustomed to persecution complexes…” (von Burg, 297). Müller’s later summing up of his interview with Ludwig was that “I was with the King for about three-quarters of an hour and during that time I had more questions put to me than in the State Examinations. If I had not already been informed of the patient’s bearing by Dr. Gudden and convinced of his illness during our first and second visits to Neuschwanstein, then I would never have had occasion to make my diagnosis.” (Author’s italics, von Burg, 297-8). On the late afternoon of the 13th, when it rained constantly, Ludwig remarked to his nurse and body servant, Mauder, gloomily that “it is still raining.” June weather in Bavaria is notoriously bad, but again, Mauder got the strong impression that Ludwig was annoyed by it because it would hamper some personal plan. The King then added, as von Burg tells us, “and such weather for the consecration of the church at Grosshessenloh’ – the new church there, you know. Such bad luck.” (von Burg, 300). If Ludwig was crazy, why would he make such a mundane, everyday comment? Even von Gudden himself confessed that he was ‘completely bewildered as to Ludwig’s docility, his amiability and calm, and that he agreed “to all suggestions (…) without demur”.’ (von Burg, 301) Furthermore, why did von Gudden go for a walk along the lake, alone and without aides, with a man that he himself had certified to be a raving madman? Why did he insist that no one was to follow them, not even at a distance? And, most damningly of all, why did von Gudden go walking with Ludwig to a vulnerable location earlier in the day, deliberately sending back the keeper who had been provided for his protection? It makes no sense except to cast further doubt on von Gudden’s credibility and, indeed, von Burg has no qualms about Gudden’s motives: “Surely he would only have done that if he had known without any doubt that the ‘patient’ was perfectly normal or, more sinister still if he had known that some third person, armed with a weapon of some kind, already waited in the vicinity for a suitable opportunity to present itself or alternatively, carrying out a rehearsal for some later attack.” (von Burg, 298-9).
Therefore, if we presume that Ludwig was not mad after all, can it be that his death was also not accidental? After all, if Ludwig was sane and lucid, it is possible that he might have tried planning to escape. This is also possible, as von Burg shows us: “…the King looked at his watch and walked to the window again, looking out with mounting anxiety… In the distance was the barely discernable outline of a canoe going in the diction of Leoni, its occupants bowed against the force of the wind.” (von Burg, 297). And later: “…Ludwig scanned the lake and the Schlosspark through the glasses [his opera glasses – ed.] and then suddenly, like a cat pouncing on a mouse, he said, ‘Tell me, Mauder, have the Gendarmes received fresh instructions?’
‘I have no idea, Majesty. That side of the administration has nothing to do with me. Has Majesty some special reason for asking?’
‘Yes, two of them have just taken up positions outside the Schloss. Can you think of any reason why they should do that, Mauder?’” (von Burg, 300).
If Ludwig had earlier seen the canoe through his window, and had now observed it again through his opera glasses, it is possible that he aimed to escape across the lake to Leoni, where his cousin Elizabeth of Austria and her daughters were waiting. Before he went out with von Gudden on his final walk, he had had a large meal with wines and coffee; perhaps this was to prepare himself for a coming ordeal – such as wading or swimming a short distance through the lake towards the canoe. Ludwig had been a powerful swimmer, and the water at this point relatively shallow. His nurse Mauder had watched him unbutton his heavy topcoat and undo the buttons of his inner jacket before setting off, even though the weather had been bad. Why? Perhaps Ludwig had aimed to do this so that he could simultaneously remove the two coats before swimming or wading; otherwise, they would have hampered his progress.
On their way to the lake, Ludwig – considerably fitter and stronger than the out-of-condition Dr. von Gudden – kept walking ahead of the doctor. As they reached the lake, they found a bench, and Ludwig suggested that they may sit and rest for a while. Rest was of course welcome to the unfit Dr. von Gudden, but it was no accident, for Ludwig may have planned to spring up and rush towards the lake before the ageing Dr. Gudden could stop him or spring the alarm. No longer befuddled by drink or soporifics, Ludwig was certainly able to do this. However, if there was a plot to assassinate him – as he kept insisting there was – then he had played into the hands of his enemies by sitting on the bench. How easy it would have been for a would-be assassin to trap his quarry! There is little doubt that Count Otto von Bismarck of Prussia was involved – at least indirectly – as well as two ubiquitous and unsavoury gentlemen, Max Holnstein and Philipp zu Eulenberg. Both Holnstein and Eulenberg, incidentally, received generous rewards from Prussia and both later enjoyed careers in Berlin which were littered with intrigue and deception.
What exactly happened to Ludwig and Dr. von Gudden? Despite copious testimony of various quality and reliability, we do not know. No theory – and there have been plenty – can neither be confirmed nor disproved since the relevant documents in the private Archives of the Bavarian State and of the Wittelsbach family were sealed until the year 2000, and it is generally supposed that even then their contents will remain secret. This fact in itself suggests direct family involvement in the affair.
However Ludwig died, it is clear that he was one of the most popular Kings Bavaria has ever seen. His funeral was the largest in Bavaria’s history; mourners sank to their knees in despair, and the people looking on from the sidewalk sobbed openly. As the coffin was led into the crypt, the sky above suddenly clouded over and, without warning, a bolt of lightning split the sky, nearly striking the nearby Church of St. Michael. “The Heavens shed a tear,” one of Munich’s newspapers declared sadly. (Sailer, 145)
Ludwig’s Legacy
Undeniably, Ludwig left his legacy to Bavaria threefold:
1. In an ironic twist of fate, despite the fact that he nearly bankrupted Bavaria’s royal family with his construction projects, Ludwig’s palaces have now turned into hugely profitable tourist attractions for the state.
2. Walt Disney’s castle for Sleeping Beauty was based on Neuschwanstein, thus ensuring Ludwig’s immortality for generations to come.
3. His lavish patronage of Richard Wagner, and his funding of the construction of the Bayreuth Festispielhaus (Opera House of Bayreuth), bequeathed the music of Wagner to generations of lovers of opera.
Conclusion
Ludwig once wrote: “I feel so forsaken and lonely on this earth, like a left-over from better times, blown into the present which I hate, and where I shall always feel a stranger.” (Chapman-Huston, 163). It is an outlook which describes the king’s life appropriately; like his cousin Elizabeth of Austria, Ludwig was always an outsider. It is Elizabeth, more than anyone else – Ludwig’s mother Marie, Wagner, or even Richard Hornig, Ludwig’s most constant and influential companion – who understood the king’s strange nature, his sentimental ideals and his renouncement of the realities of the 19th century for a world of dreams. She alone would have understood and empathised with her cousin’s famous words, which may, perhaps, serve as his bequest to history: “It is surely understandable that I am sometimes attacked by an absolute fever of anger and hatred, and that I turn away in disgust from the world around me which has so little to offer me. Perhaps one day I shall be at peace with this earth, when all the ideals whose sacred flames I cherish are destroyed. But I do not ever wish this. I wish to remain an eternal enigma, to myself and to others.” (Zareck, 242)
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