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INTRODUCTION


For all the sobriquets that Francis I collected, and is still known by, there is one that was never coined. ‘The Maker of Modern France’ was ‘The Renaissance Warrior’, ‘The Father of the French Language’, ‘The First Gentleman of France’ and ‘Le Grand Nez’ (big nose). What he was not was Francis the Great. It is no exaggeration to say that he viewed himself as a man of the same calibre as Alexander or Charlemagne, and expected to be treated as such by his people and posterity alike. On his deathbed in 1547 his own assessment was that he had never treated any man unfairly, and that his conscience was clear. In death, as in life, he offered an optimism that was not borne out by action.


Insofar as he is remembered today, it is largely for his least attractive traits. He was a king of fleeting enthusiasms, and a capricious and impetuous figure who displayed short-lived passion rather than tenacity. He was ridiculed even during his lifetime as a time-waster whose single main obsession, to rule Milan and the Italian peninsula, dominated his reign without consummation. Since his demise, greater and lesser monarchs have sat upon the French throne, but there are few whose reputations have suffered such a decline. This book will explore why posterity has much diminished his legacy.


When I began researching my biography of Catherine de Medici in the late 1990s, the figure of Francis, Catherine’s father-in-law and the great king of the day, informed much of my understanding of the period. He seemed to me to have been a vast and brilliant man, with a benign tendency that was frequently at odds with those of his contemporaries. Almost all the historic buildings that I visited during my research bore the mark of his personal emblem, the salamander: a recurring suggestion that this was a journey that I should take at greater length in due course.


Two decades later, Francis seems all but forgotten. The salamander remains the tantalising clue to the overwhelming impact he made during his reign. In England he is known, if at all, for being the other participant in the greatest Renaissance pageant between princes, the Field of the Cloth of Gold. For the more cosmopolitan, Victor Hugo’s swingeing character assassination of him as a self-obsessed satyr in his 1832 play Le Roi s’amuse, banned after its first and only production, has mistakenly become his epitaph.* His achievements and influence have faded into undeserved obscurity. If ever there was a king who warrants rehabilitation, it is Francis.


This is not to exonerate his many mistakes. In addition to his time-wasting and mutability, he was a deeply flawed figure. He cannot be seen as his own man, so closely was his rise and early success tied to the influence of his mother, Louise of Savoy. She both inspired and indulged him, and some of the blame for his later poor decisions must lie with her. Likewise, it was his sister Marguerite, a woman comfortably his intellectual superior, to whom he often turned for much-needed advice, if only to clarify his own thoughts. They were the only people who could speak frankly to the king about his failings without fear of provoking an astonished and furious response. He was not a monarch who encouraged debate.


Neither sadistic nor cruel in the manner of many other rulers, and even lenient by contemporary standards, he was no protodemocrat. Instead, absolutist rule provided his greatest conviction and his guiding principle. He met any suggestion that his power might be checked with a fury that belied his otherwise charming reputation. He was given to paranoia, jealousy and a fickle attitude towards his favourites. In one particular instance, this led to a dispute that threatened his life and the integrity of France itself. His treatment of his wives, although unexceptional by the standards of the day, was technically correct but with occasional outrageous public lapses. A womaniser all his life, he was not the first or last king to be guided by his baser carnal appetites. Nonetheless, some of his judgements were amongst the poorest made by any ruler; they were invariably made under the influence of powerful mistresses.


His achievements were extraordinary – and I shall return to them in a moment – but they could have been even greater. Much of the second half of his reign was misspent in over-elaborate stratagems, the whimsical making and then breaking of alliances, as well as pointless and expensive conflicts caused by his grotesquely inflated pride. Had he acknowledged his errors, and devoted himself to furthering the interests of his country, there is no doubt that he would now be regarded as among France’s greatest kings.


Yet it is Francis’s extraordinary charm that is key to understanding this most complex of monarchs. He succeeded to the throne following a time of great dissent largely caused by the Hundred Years War and feudal infighting. The country stood on the verge of being carved up into its constituent parts, with powerful magnates permanently on the verge of civil war. Just as the Italian peninsula was in a constant state of flux, and ambitious men plotted each other’s destruction with the same ease with which they made their subsequent confession, so only the strong rule of Louis XI had avoided a similar fate for France. The failure of Louis XII to maintain the country’s standing in Europe by losing its Italian possessions and parts of the north meant that Francis inherited a compromised kingdom. It would take the most remarkable of men to unite the country. Against the odds, Francis succeeded in this. The single largest nation in Europe was a formidable enemy and ally if led to maximum advantage.


For a man who was easily bored, it is a credit to Francis that he was able to muster the patience and tenacity to understand the disparate regions that made up his realm. With their many languages and dialects, to say nothing of their different laws and customs, it must at times have seemed as if he were attempting to rule Babel. Yet his response to the challenges he faced was an almost childlike enthusiasm for action. While many would have found the obstacles before him insurmountable, his belief in monarchical supremacy meant that he was unable to understand why things could not be done, for ‘le Roi le veut’, ‘the king wills it’, seemed quite sufficient.


This indomitable spirit permeated his reign both foreign and domestic. It was believed impossible that a French king could conquer the duchy of Milan, having successfully navigated one of the most treacherous passes in the Alps; Francis enjoyed proving the disbelievers wrong. When he faced his greatest downfall, his blithe willingness to behave in a dishonest and dishonourable fashion and abandon every treaty he had agreed shook Europe to its foundations, but also gave notice that his reign was cast in a new mould. For all his undoubted self-belief in his chivalric and gentlemanly qualities, he was prepared to break new ground in international relations that went against centuries of tradition and etiquette. And, in the most unlikely alliance that he eventually made, he forged an ecumenical sense of religious and social understanding, albeit for personal gain, that holds some valuable lessons for politicians and leaders today.


His aesthetic and artistic interests, again inspired by his mother, were genuine, and resulted in some of the most remarkable architecture, paintings and sculpture that his country had ever known. These remain an indisputable testament to him today. He wished to be a true Renaissance monarch in a way that his predecessors had not been, and the glorification of his own image through magnificent châteaux and splendid entertainments, exquisite and short-lived though they were, showed him to be unusually aware of the power of public manipulation. These great palaces included Fontainebleau, the inimitable Chambord and the refurbishment of the Louvre in Paris, which were worked upon by the likes of Primaticcio, Philibert de l’Orme and Giulio Romano.


Francis would rule as an absolute monarch, but he wanted to be loved and admired by his subjects; he made a point of travelling throughout his kingdom, showing himself to them. These royal progresses rarely comprised fewer than 10,000 people, with twice as many animals. The total expenditure was dramatic, costing both the locale visited and the nobles and royal exchequer a fortune. Although his final achievements did not match up to his giddy aims, few could have competed with him for showmanship. If his recruitment of an aged Leonardo da Vinci did not produce the late masterpiece that Francis had hoped for, it nonetheless proved to be a remarkable coup in terms of establishing his own credentials as a cultural patron for the nation. When da Vinci brought the Mona Lisa to France with him in 1516 it represented the imprimatur of the new French dominance of the international cultural scene. While an attempt to do the same with Cellini later in his reign was less successful, it had more to do with the growing factionalism at court, and the goldsmith’s refusal to curry favour, than misplaced appreciation for talent.


Francis knew that he was a great bluffer rather than a great thinker. He surrounded himself with people more intelligent and adept than himself, and this paid dividends. Tellingly, most of the major failures of his reign took place when he placed an inappropriate faith in his own judgement and intelligence. His mother’s death in 1531 can therefore be seen as a clear demarcation between his major achievements prior to it and the many blunders that occurred afterwards. Like many a little boy who has never quite grown up, it proved to be entirely true of Francis that ‘Mummy knew best’. She gave him sound counsel, and when he ignored it the consequences were almost invariably regrettable. Yet when he did listen to her, or heeded his sister’s advice later in life, he acted with a Machiavellian skill that put his peers to shame with his decisive and effective results.


He was the king that his country needed, if not the one that it might have wished for. In an age in which European relations were characterised by the emergence of great nations from small independent states, his cheerily forthright attitude towards the expansion of French territories overseas came at precisely the right time. A century before, he would have faced a near-endless number of local magnates and powerful prelates, meaning that, whatever small conquests he managed, he would have had no scope to develop the glory of France. If his people had an ambivalent attitude towards their king, especially later in his reign, greater civil disobedience was checked by their knowledge that he acted in both their interest and his own, which he considered one and the same.


An intriguingly magnetic and contradictory figure emerges from a modern assessment of Francis. Perhaps the best point of comparison is with his contemporary and occasional ally-cumenemy Henry VIII. Both men occupy an important symbolic position in their country’s history, but for entirely different reasons. While Henry’s influence was a destructive one, Francis furthered the glory of his kingdom. As Henry posed as a Renaissance man but without substance, Francis devoted his time and energy to the arts and to creativity. As men, their differences were as striking as their similarities. Despite his substantial nose, Francis was a handsome and dashing figure, as Henry had been in his youth, but the French monarch’s acknowledged charm and accessibility endeared him to many. It was no wonder that he managed to seduce women, just as the blunter and more belligerent Henry executed them. Francis led his armies from the front, literally fighting until he was unable to do so any more; Henry’s most notable military entanglement was the pointless accidental destruction of his flagship. It is not a comparison from which the English monarch emerges with any credit.


This book is not a hagiography of Francis. I have taken pains to expose his failings and inconsistencies, and I have little doubt that many will frequently find him as exasperatingly flawed as I have often done myself. Instead, I have attempted to use the historical and biographical facts of his life and reign as the basis on which the reader can make up his or her own mind about a man who, for all his foibles and drawbacks, was undoubtedly one of the most significant rulers in French history. Without him, there can be little doubt that his country would have risked taking a different and far less modern direction. He prevented the hegemony of Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, over the Continent, and reshaped territorial boundaries in a way that his successor and son Henri II would ultimately consolidate. Perhaps the most appropriate description of Francis, then, is as much ‘The Maker of Modern Europe’ as it is ‘The Maker of Modern France’. This does credit to a king who, far from the obscurity in which he has undeservedly languished, merits a rigorous reassessment in our own, changeable, times.


* The play later became the basis for Verdi’s Rigoletto.




CHAPTER 1


A Prophecy Fulfilled


On Friday, 12 September 1494, the eighteen-year-old Louise of Savoy, Countess of Angoulême, went into labour at the Château of Cognac. The birth pains intensified, as did her prayers for the realisation of a prophecy. Four years earlier she had been told that she would bear a son. The seer who had revealed her destiny was the famed Calabrian hermit Francis of Paola, who had built an unparalleled reputation among nobles desperate for news of male heirs. He was much favoured by Louis XI, who brought him to the French court. Later, his son and successor, King Charles VIII, beguiled by the oracle, had refused to allow him to return home. It was ironic that the soothsayer had not foreseen his own, luxurious, captivity.


Louise, too, had travelled to him in search of comfort. At their meeting the friar had given her momentous news. He foretold that she would not only give birth to a boy, but that he would one day be King of France. This prediction had become her sacred truth, and would later justify her belief that she too had been chosen for greatness.


The marriage between eleven-year-old Louise and the twenty-eight-year-old Charles, Count of Angoulême, had taken place in Paris on 16 February 1488. The bride’s extreme youth raised no eyebrows, for it was unexceptional in dynastic matches at the time. The couple had only begun living together as man and wife when Louise reached the age of fifteen. Angoulême, a prince of the blood, was first cousin of Louis II, Duke of Orléans. The Angoulême were the junior branch of the house of Valois-Orléans; after the ruling Valois dynasty, they were the most senior royal line. Louise of Savoy might not have married the immediate heir to the throne, but she had wed into the royal house of France. Charles of Valois-Orléans, Count of Angoulême, could hardly be described as a mismatch for the young Savoyard princess.


The union soon resulted in the birth of their first child, Marguerite, on 11 April 1492 at Count Charles’s residence of the Château de Cognac, a vast fort that was much added to during the Hundred Years War to protect the town of Cognac, which it overlooked. Here, Louise and her husband presided over a royal court in miniature, with jesters, musicians and all the fanfare of a king’s residence but without the same glamour.


Salic law in France dictated that only a male should inherit the dynastic rights that any great family could bestow upon their scions. The splendid future prophesied by the hermit for her as yet unborn son weighed upon the young countess as she felt the first birth pangs. Accompanied by the most trusted ladies of her household and a number of her female servants, Louise walked out into the park and sat down beneath the boughs of an ancient elm, which, according to Angoulême tradition, protected both mother and child. Here, the countess was safely delivered of a healthy boy, as foretold. The relieved parents had already agreed that if the child was male he would be named Francis in tribute to the man who had forecast both his birth and future greatness. Years later, Louise would write in her journal: ‘Francis, by God’s grace King of France and my own gentle Emperor had his first experience of this world’s light at Cognac about ten o’clock of the afternoon, on the twelfth day of September, in 1494.’


Today Louise might be regarded as credulous, possibly even gullible. She was undoubtedly a deeply superstitious woman, with an obsessive terror of death and the dark. Many aristocrats were flattered by bogus fortune-tellers, but the Countess of Angoulême never doubted the hermit’s claims. It seemed to her entirely unsurprising that her son would be destined to ascend to the throne of France, and her faith proved to be justified. A little over twenty years later, after a series of events that stemmed from agency either divine or more mundane, Louise would watch Francis proclaimed the first Valois-Angoulême King of France.


The country that Francis was born into had become embittered, scarred by both war and internal acrimony. The long conflict between France and England, the Hundred Years War, had ended with a French victory, though the cost in both financial and social terms had meant that such a triumph could only be the most Pyrrhic of successes. Widespread poverty, economic disaster and social misery blighted the kingdom. In the first half of the fifteenth century, the incursions of successive English kings into northern France meant that the unlovely duo of massacre and famine dominated the land. This desperate epoch reached its zenith when wild dogs and wolves roamed the streets of Paris; they came to eat the dead, whose bodies littered the streets like carrion.1


The young king, Charles VI, had been born in 1368 to Charles V, who rejoiced in the nickname of ‘Le Sage’, or ‘The Wise’. He had inherited his throne aged eleven, but the true power lay with the king’s four regents, who were also his uncles.* The ensuing civil unrest prevented him from ruling in his own right until 1388, when he finally managed to rid himself of his self-serving regents. His country was exhausted and bankrupt; the Crown exchequer lay virtually empty and a demoralised and afflicted people looked to their king for stability and prosperity.


Initially, Charles VI personified all that his subjects could have hoped, ruling with a mixture of compassion and strong leadership. He was helped by his appointment of a series of wise advisers known as the ‘Marmosets’, and soon became known as ‘Le Bien Aimé’, or ‘The Beloved’. Unfortunately, the longed-for dawn of peace and plenty came to an end as Charles descended into madness. This took the form of severe delusions, which included failing to recognise his queen, Isabeau, his twelve children or his closest courtiers. At times he believed he was St George, and vainly tried to slay illusory dragons. His people once again had to reconcile themselves to an unstable monarch, and Charles’s sobriquet of ‘The Beloved’ was all too soon ditched in favour of ‘Le Fou’, or ‘The Mad’.


The king endured cruel periods of lucidity, forcing him to confront his actions. Mercifully, these episodes of sanity gradually lessened in duration and occurrence. By the end of his life, Charles had become convinced that he was made of glass, and, despite special clothing designed to protect him from being smashed into royal smithereens, his anguished cries of ‘No me le tangere! No me le tangere’ (‘Do not touch me! Do not touch me’) were heard throughout the royal court. In 1422, to general relief, the poor wretch died.


He was succeeded by his son, Charles VII, whose reign was long, but compromised and undistinguished. He suffered the ignominy of being decisively outshone by one of his subjects, the young peasant girl Joan of Arc, whose supposedly divine charisma led to the English invaders being driven from the country by the mid-1450s. If he had hoped for some reflected glory, he was to be disappointed. Instead, he spent the last few years of his life wrangling with his ungovernable heir, Dauphin Louis, who had caused little but trouble from a young age. Eventually his father banished him from court after Louis defied his wishes and married Charlotte of Savoy, aunt to Louise of Savoy. He subsequently fled to Burgundy, where he lived in exile, broodingly waiting for the only news that could bring him satisfaction.


In 1461 that news arrived. With the announcement of Charles VII’s death, the new king returned as Louis XI, and soon became known as ‘The Spider King’. He proved to be one of the most brutal and Machiavellian rulers that France had ever seen. Austere and reclusive in his personal habits, he did not allow anyone around him to offer a credible threat to his power. It was typical of Louis that, when he became monarch, he repressed the power of the nobles who had helped him while in exile. Seizing their estates, he proceeded to neutralise his former supporters using a judicious mixture of imaginative forms of torture and, when necessary, execution. He was proud of his ‘official’ nickname of ‘Le Prudent’, which reflected his closeness with money, but the unofficial appellation of ‘Le Ruse’ or ‘The Cunning’ summed him up rather more accurately.


This desire to dominate every level of monarchical and state power extended to plotting the marriage of Charles, Count of Angoulême. The match that he chose was Louise, his niece by marriage and the daughter of Philip, Count of Bresse. Philip, the youngest son of Louis, Duke of Savoy, was better known as ‘Sans Terre’ or ‘Lackland’; the nickname was mockingly bestowed in recognition of his lack of any substantial estate after he lost his apanage of Bresse, which was taken during hostilities between the warring neighbours France and Burgundy. In 1469 Philip’s luck and nickname changed when he unexpectedly inherited the lucrative throne of Savoy. In 1472 he married Margaret of Bourbon; Louise of Savoy was born in 1476, but her mother was to die seven years later, three years after the birth of her son Philibert. As their father was far more interested in womanising than in his own children, Louise and Philibert were dispatched to live with Louis XI’s daughter, Anne of France. Anne, who was known as ‘Madame la Grande’, was the elder of the young dauphin Charles’s two sisters. Her father called her the least foolish woman in France, which proved a prophetic assessment of her worth when, shortly after Louise and Philibert arrived in France in 1483, Louis XI died. Before his death, he had appointed Anne and her husband Peter of Beaujeu as guardians to the young dauphin. When Louis of Orléans protested that, as senior male of the royal family of sufficient age, he should be made regent, the Estates General supported Madame la Grande and Peter. Consequently, upon the death of his childless elder brother, Louis became Duke of Bourbon.


Madame had little time for her ward Louise, whom she regarded as of secondary importance. The girl survived on a meagre and often inadequate allowance, dressed poorly and did not have the household or servants that her station would usually command. A small and anxious figure with thick brown hair and dark eyes, she seemed both highly strung and uncertain around others.2 When Louis XI first commanded Charles of Angoulême to wed Louise, she offered little as a matrimonial prospect. The count took this as the insult it was intended to be; he had hoped to marry the more appealing Mary of Burgundy, a woman so well endowed with territories and money that the English simply referred to her as ‘Mary the Rich’. After Louis XI’s death, rather than embrace his matrimonial destiny, Charles became involved in the so-called ‘Mad War’, a noble revolt led by his senior cousin Louis of Orléans against Anne of France’s de facto regency during the minority of her brother, Charles VIII. The disorganised rebels had little chance of victory, and when a truce was eventually agreed upon in 1488, a condition of a royal pardon and the return of the seized Angoulême estates included compulsory marriage to Louise of Savoy. The union of Francis’s parents took place with enormous reluctance and misgiving on his father’s side, and presumably just as little relish or enjoyment on the part of the eleven-year-old bride.


It is therefore something of a surprise that the match proved to be a happier and more durable one than either party had expected. Louise quickly established herself as an efficient and capable administrator when it came to courtly matters, dealing with hierarchical and business details with brisk competence, but was also a worthy intellectual companion for her husband. Both shared a love of reading, and an appreciation of illuminated manuscripts, as well as the pleasures of literary discussion. Charles’s enjoyment of masques and other entertainments was catered for by his wife, who ordered these feasts in an accomplished manner that might have been expected from one twice her age. Yet while Charles was amiable, he was also an indolent fellow who was content with his everyday pleasures.


Louise tolerated her husband’s greatest enthusiasm: hunting, for both wild animals and women. His two most enduring mistresses, Antoinette de Polignac and Jeanne Comte, were attached to his household as permanent fixtures, and Louise treated the three daughters they bore as her own stepchildren. Rather than make rivals of the concubines, she appointed Antoinette head of her household, while Jeanne received an almost similarly exalted role, and the three women became friends. Louise needed their guidance as much as they needed her approval. By the time that Louise gave birth to Francis, both Antoinette and Jeanne were her closest companions as her labour progressed under the Angoulême elm; both women were also pregnant by Charles at the time. Francis was to grow up in a household dominated by women.


If her patience and tolerance seem at odds with the person she later became, it should be remembered that Louise, who was barely a teenage girl, had a different and greater ambition, both for herself and her offspring. Charles of Angoulême was ultimately a provincial prince who was unlikely to inherit the throne of France, and Louise might have nursed a hope that her fortunes would change. She understood that, if the childless Louis of Orléans became king, the chances of Count Charles becoming heir presumptive increased dramatically. Louise had developed a strong will from childhood, combined with an absence of sentimentality and a desire to fulfil her perceived purpose. As one chronicler described this avidity, ‘[it was] the most serious trait in her character, and, in the absence of worthier passions, often served to dignify it’.3


In winter 1496, a little more than a year after Francis’s birth, tragedy visited the Angoulême household. Count Charles was riding to Paris to attend the funeral of the three-year-old dauphin Charles Orlande, the son of Charles VIII and Anne of Brittany, who had died of smallpox. Angoulême, intent upon reaching Paris in good time to attend the late dauphin’s obsequies, did not take cover when a sudden rainstorm broke. Drenched and shivering, he took refuge at a nearby inn at Châteauneuf, but in the cramped and unsanitary conditions his chill turned into a fever, followed by pneumonia. The countess received news of her husband’s illness and rode without resting until she had reached his bedside. Beside her were the best physicians in the area, but it was of little use. Despite their efforts, which included Louise looking after Charles ‘as tenderly and humanely as the poorest wife might nurse her husband’, he died on 1 January 1496.4 One observer wrote that ‘when, despite everything, my said Lord’s malady worsened, it was necessary to take my said Lady out of the chamber, and indeed there was need to do so . . . otherwise, to speak truth, she would never have left it in this life, and certainly she seemed more dead than alive’.5


Louise was a widow at nineteen. While her marriage to Charles had begun inauspiciously, it had grown into a match of understanding and affection, if not true love. She now feared losing the guardianship of Francis and Marguerite, as French law stated that any guardian had to be aged at least twenty-five. It seemed as if the hermit’s prophecy and her son’s eventual destiny were further away from realisation than ever. Yet Louise remained a pragmatist. She lived in an age when futures changed without warning and beyond expectation, and when all seemed lost, the most unlikely of deliverances could restore her and her children’s fortunes in an instant.


The first indication of good luck was in Charles VIII’s choice of guardian for Francis and Marguerite. Louis, Duke of Orléans was Francis’s closest male relative, as well as being heir presumptive to the royal throne, and as such exerted his right to claim the guardianship. However, the thirty-three-year-old Louis was an unimpressive figure, unhappy in his marriage to the crippled and unsightly Jeanne de France and incapable of exerting his authority in a sphere such as this. Louise invoked Angoulême law, which held that those who had reached the age of fifteen were considered competent to act on behalf of orphaned or fatherless children. Louise eventually took her case to the highest court in the land, the Grand Conseil, and a compromise was reached: she retained custody of her children, and Louis was accorded the senior guardianship. In truth, the only real check on the Countess of Angoulême’s influence was that she was forbidden to carry out any important family business without Louis’ permission, and, in the event of her remarrying, the duke would obtain full custody of the children. Such an occurrence was unlikely, given that Louise’s priority remained her offspring. Personal happiness and fulfilment were to be obtained vicariously, rather than through another marriage.


She also had more significant adversaries to consider. Chief among these was Anne of France, who had grand territorial ambitions for both her brother Charles and for France. These were fulfilled when the king successfully invaded Brittany in 1490, annexing the territory. Part of the peace treaty was that Anne, the Sovereign Duchess of Brittany, was obliged to marry either Charles or his successor, should he die childless. The marriage took place in December 1491, and also ensured that Charles became the Breton Duke.


On 7 April 1498, an unfortunate accident occurred at Amboise. While hurrying to watch a game of tennis, ‘Charles the Good’, as his people called him, took a shortcut through the court latrine and cracked his head against the lintel. A little later the king was discovered lying face-down in the hay of that ‘evil smelling gallery’; he fell into a coma and died in the early hours of the following day, at the age of twenty-seven. Philippe de Commynes, a royal adviser both to Louis XI and to his son Charles, summed up the late monarch’s character in his memoirs: ‘He was but a little man both in body and in understanding yet so good hearted that it was impossible to meet a better creature.’6


As Charles died without issue the throne passed to Louis, Duke of Orléans, who became Louis XII. It was typical of this gentle and unworldly man that, upon hearing the news of the young king’s death and his own assumption of the throne, he burst into tears. One courtier wrote: ‘I think no man ever died whom he so mourned. For he loved him with a great and perfect love, above all others, as nearest kinsman of his father’s house, truest vassal and most loyal friend.’7


The rest of the Orléanist faction did not share this compassion, and Charles’s fatal accident incited ridicule. Had Louise been able to turn cartwheels of joy, she would have done. However, Louis’ relations assumed suitably sombre expressions in the weeks immediately after the late king’s passing, during the period of deep mourning. Failure to observe the expected expressions of grief would have been impolitic, particularly as Louis had not expected to ascend the throne, and hoped to achieve a smooth transition of power. Nonetheless, the Orléanist dynasty, which had spent much of the past century jostling for position without success, rightly saw Charles’s death as a stroke of good fortune, and Louis’ kingship as a means of placing the junior branch of the royal family in power. The monarch had no children, and fulfilment of the hermit’s prophecy that Francis would one day mount the throne drew closer. The three-year-old boy had become heir presumptive.


The king granted Francis an annuity of 8,000 livres a year, as well as creating him Duke of Valois. He was rarely known by this title, continuing to be referred to as the Count of Angoulême. As for the annuity, Louis drew this from his own pocket, or apanage, making it an impressively generous gift. His mother, an Orléanist by marriage, had the continued guardianship of her children confirmed upon Louis’ accession, and watched with wry amusement as she became courted by those who wanted to be close to the centre of power and influence. Louis had by now relegated his unfortunate wife Jeanne to a convent, dissolved the marriage and taken Charles’s widow Anne as his bride on 8 January 1499.


Once this was done, he summoned Louise and her children from Cognac to his gloomy fortress and unprepossessing court at Chinon, in the Loire Valley, where he greeted them with great affection; he had been looking forward to her arrival and that of the children. It was a curious place to meet, being an eleventh-century fortress and as much redolent of war and punishment as it was of monarchical trappings, and so the assembled company soon moved on to the more congenial setting of nearby Blois.


Louise had travelled to Chinon bringing with her a motley train comprising her late husband’s mistresses with their bastards, servants and various sycophants. Her retinue was only impressive insofar as its colourful assortment of her various retainers made the whole troupe appear as though it were part of a travelling circus. These men and women included her household and nobles in attendance, as well as priests, cooks, blacksmiths, laundresses, seers, fools and musicians. An overwhelmed king, dismayed by the appearance of the Angoulême caravanserai, was persuaded to give Francis (and by extension Louise) the mighty Château of Amboise nearby as his main residence, the traditional nursery of royal children. Amboise was both larger and more pleasant than Blois, with a huge round tower and great outdoor spaces where a young prince might cavort with his new playmates.


Louis might have been a man of great sentimental feeling, but he was by no means a fool. Aghast at the impression that Louise had made, he realised that her influence needed to be checked, and so appointed Anne of Brittany’s cousin Pierre de Rohan, Seigneur de Gié and Marshal of France, to act as a guardian to her and her family. De Gié was one of Louis’ closest advisers and, along with the Cardinal of Amboise, the man with the greatest influence in France. Here, de Gié was expected to fulfil the role of instructor and spy on behalf of the king. He might have nursed ambitions to marry the young widow; becoming stepfather to the heir presumptive and making himself regent would have been a wholly desirable outcome. However, there was not only no spark of warmth between the two, but de Gié’s actions frequently angered Louise, as she chafed under his restrictions. Few other women in their early twenties would have been able to take on this forty-four-year-old widower and man of action, but Louise, toughened by experience and ambition, was not to be cowed. She would marry nobody; she was wed to her son’s destiny, so closely coupled with her own.


Once de Gié was placed in a position of influence over the heir presumptive and his family, the manoeuvring began. His first move was to bring with him a military unit of twenty-five archers, under the command of the officer Roland de Ploret, whose task was to guard the Angoulême. Thus emboldened, he dismissed or banished most of Louise’s household, which he regarded as dangerously subversive and liable to corrupt the young Francis. In de Gié’s defence, this is likely to have been a direct order from the king, who was disconcerted by the free-living aspects of the household. Concerned that the boy was not growing up with the right manly values, de Gié then attempted to remove Francis from his mother’s chamber, where she slept with both her children. Ploret, who was ordered to escort Francis to Mass every day, only had permission to venture as far as her door, an office that he respected, but his subordinate, a soldier named du Restal, became somewhat over-zealous and, perhaps misunderstanding his instructions, knocked down the door instead of knocking upon it. Although this resulted in du Restal’s dismissal, it also meant that Francis was removed from Louise’s quarters, on the feigned excuse that he needed the close attention of de Gié’s men on a nightly basis.


Nonetheless, despite the privations that Louise felt had been heaped upon her, she continued to oversee the education of her children. She taught them Italian and Spanish and, following the grand traditions of a future monarch’s education, she commissioned a globe, an impressive and unusual luxury in an early-sixteenth-century schoolroom. The countess also chose wisely in her appointment of tutors. The first of these, Christophe de Longueil, was a Humanist who had studied law for a time before exchanging it for classical literature, which the young prince enjoyed. The other, Francis Desmoulins de Rochefort, was one of Renaissance France’s greatest scholars. Desmoulins de Rochefort remained a part of the Angoulême household for at least seven years from 1501 onwards, and featured in Francis’s financial ledger as late as 1513, a little over a year before his pupil ascended the throne. He would eventually be given the title Grand Aumônier de France (Almoner), a role created by the king in honour of his mentor, which involved the administration of the ecclesiastical branch of the royal household.


Desmoulins de Rochefort taught Francis biblical history and some basic Latin, but he struggled to impart wisdom and knowledge to his august young charge, who was more interested in the many distractions that Amboise and its surroundings offered. It did not help that he was taught alongside his sister Marguerite, a far cleverer pupil whose intellectual and philosophical curiosity seemed to grow by the day and who threw her brother’s scattered powers of attention into stark perspective. Nevertheless, the future king’s intellectual curiosity and veneration for learning found their origins here.


This was partly down to Marguerite, who was perpetually anxious that he should make the most of his gifts, but others were impressed as well, such as the Italian nobleman Baldassare Castiglione, Count of Casatico. Castiglione hailed from Mantua, a small but vital city-state near Ferrara, between Venice and Milan. The Gonzaga, Mantua’s ruling family, proved an unusually enlightened marquisate, and led the way for their local patrons in supporting young local artists. He also wrote a philosophical work, Il Cortegiano (‘The Book of the Courtier’), which furnished aristocratic Europe with a guide to the etiquette of an ideal Renaissance court and was especially applicable to young Francis. In it, Castiglione wrote that ‘if good fortune has it that Monsieur of Angoulême, as it is hoped, succeeds to the throne, then I believe that, just as the glory of arms flourishes and shines in France, so also with the greatest brilliance must that of letters. For when I was at that court not so long ago, I set eyes on this prince . . . And among other things I was told that he greatly loved and esteemed learning and respected all men of letters, and that he condemned the French themselves for being so hostile to this profession.’8


As for the ‘glory of arms’, Francis was preparing for a future life of soldiering. He took great delight in pursuits such as hunting, hawking and mock battles, and Louis saw to it that he was provided with a number of noble playmates. One chronicler wrote: ‘My said Lord of Angoulême, the self-styled “Young Adventurer” [Robert de La Marck, Seigneur of Fleurange, the Duke of Sedan’s younger son], and other young noblemen built towers in which they fought, attacking and defending with strokes of the sword . . . and when they grew somewhat older they began to wear proper armour and to tilt in every sort of joust and tourney’. Francis had a natural talent in physical contests and required no hyperbole when describing his sporting accomplishments. Later Fleurange, who became one of the future king’s closest friends and most valued courtiers, wrote, with an eye on diplomatic relations: ‘I think no prince ever had more pastimes than did my said Lord or was better instructed, by the provision of my Lady his mother.’9


Louise stated that she loved her books second only to her offspring, choosing the words ‘Libris et Liberis’ (Books and Children) as her personal motto, and proved dauntless in encouraging her son with his studies. Francis and his friends’ favourite tales told of the lives of chivalrous knights, much in vogue at the time, and he himself spent a great deal of his time trying to emulate them. On one occasion, on 25 January 1502, a galloping horse carried Francis off. Although the steed threw him, the young man was unharmed by his ordeal; his survival was interpreted as miraculous, especially as it was the same date that St Paul had reputedly fallen from his own horse before embarking on his Damascene conversion.* Francis’s mother and his tutors instilled in him a love of learning, as well as a reverence for scholarship.


When the boy turned ten, Louise had a medal struck to commemorate the occasion, with his noble profile on one side and a salamander surrounded by fire on the other. The implication was that he would be both enduring and heroic; the motto upon it, ‘Notrisco al buono, stingo el reo’, could be translated as ‘I feed upon the good fire, and extinguish the evil one’. It is a typical Humanist legend, and implies that the salamander is indestructible. The symbolism Louise desired is clear, and those who taught and formed Francis believed that the young prince in their charge was destined to become the next King of France.


* The so-called ‘regent uncles’ were Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, Louis I, Duke of Anjou, John, Duke of Berry and Louis II, Duke of Bourbon.


* The same date would also be chosen for Francis’s coronation in 1515.




CHAPTER 2


A Game of Thrones


While Francis sported with his fellow nobles and, occasionally, learnt from his tutors, the throne that he expected to inherit remained a prize coveted by a number of interested parties. Louis XII was doing his best to revive the country by living prudently and operating by example. Yet, faced with the ongoing situation in Europe, it was inevitable that the complex machinations that stretched over the final years of the fifteenth century and well into the sixteenth were dictated as much by circumstance as by determination.


Louis XII’s marriage to Anne of Brittany in 1499 was one that had long and complex origins. Before she married Charles VIII, Anne had already been wed to the Habsburg prince, Maximilian I, who was also Holy Roman Emperor. As with many matches of the period, the actual ceremony had taken place by proxy, and although Maximilian and his lawyers had argued for its validity, French advocates managed to prove that it was not legally binding. As Maximilian was drawn into a war with King Matthias of Hungary, he had to turn his attention from matrimonial to military matters, and left Charles to marry Anne.


Unfortunately, Charles VIII was already married, to Margaret of Habsburg, Maximilian’s daughter. Margaret had arrived at the court of France in 1483 when she was three years old, following the death of her mother, and her marriage to Charles was a direct result of the Treaty of Senlis, between Louis XI and Maximilian. The French king died almost immediately after Margaret’s arrival, and, due to the youth of both Charles and Margaret, the marriage had never been consummated, which constituted grounds for annulment. Before she was later dispatched from France, Margaret had considered the French court as her home. During her time as Charles’s wife she too had lived under the supervision of Madame la Grande’s aristocratic finishing school, along with Louise of Savoy, where they were taught good manners and etiquette; the bond that they formed proved crucial for European dynastic issues over the following decades.


In 1499, once he was married to Anne of Brittany, Louis was free to address the issue of succession. He was all too aware that his uncle, the so-called ‘Spider King’ Louis XI, had loathed the Orléanist faction and had schemed to dispose of the Valois-Orléans lines through typically Machiavellian methods, namely the marriage of Louis to his crippled younger daughter Jeanne, who was believed (probably correctly) to be infertile. His uncle’s reasoning was that by forcing young Duke Louis, head of the house of Valois-Orléans, into a sterile union with Jeanne, he would extinguish the Orléans branch of the royal family. The loathing he felt for Duke Louis’ house brought out the king’s coldest and most calculating side, and his ingenious deviousness.


Despite the callousness of his manipulation of Jeanne, the future Louis XI had remained dauphin and lived in Burgundian exile with his wife Charlotte and two daughters. He considered his wife too young and too stupid to be given the care of the couple’s children, and so, in order to ensure that Jeanne and her sister Anne received an education fit for the daughters of a future King of France, he placed the girls under the care of Francis de Linières and his wife. They were a childless couple of gifted pedagogues who taught the girls languages, the arts and mathematics, as well as the usual skills that would be expected of them at court, such as the ability to sing, read music and play the lute. Anne, whose stately bearing, fine features and white skin were made all the more regal by a pronounced widow’s peak, was married at the age of twelve to Peter of Beaujeu, younger brother of the childless Duke of Bourbon, the richest duchy in France.


Shortly before his death in 1483, Louis XI made Madame la Grande and her husband Peter the official guardians of her brother Charles, the new King of France. Charged with care of the king’s person, the couple became de facto co-regents. Challenged by Louis, Duke of Orléans, the Estates General confirmed the late king’s wishes, which spurred him to lead an uprising. The war, described at best as a desultory series of skirmishes and minor battles, was named ‘La Guerre Folle’, ‘The Mad War’. This was the conflict in which Charles of Angoulême had also participated, partly out of loyalty to his cousin, the leader of his house, and partly to register his protest against his betrothal to Louise of Savoy.


Upon its resolution, the Treaty of Sablé was signed, which also annexed Brittany to France. Louis of Orléans was imprisoned and his territories were forfeit, as were those of Count Charles of Angoulême. The couple ruled the kingdom for eight years, with Madame la Grande being the dominant figure in taking the decisions made by the French monarchy. One notable intercession in foreign policy was her support for Henry Tudor against King Richard III in England, whom she and many others believed to be nothing more than a usurper. She supplied Henry with troops and horses for his invasion of England in 1485, which resulted in Richard’s defeat and death at the Battle of Bosworth and Henry’s assumption of the title of Henry VII.


As the effective ruler of France, she attracted near-universal admiration and praise for her achievements. Even when her brother Charles became active as king, his sister continued to be the dominant power within the country. This was in part because the unfortunate monarch’s attention proved all too easily distracted by a pretty girl or a new idea, and his physical appearance, consisting of an enormous head with vast bulging eyes and thick blubbery lips, was repellent: distinctly not what was expected from a ruler.


Madame la Grande’s diplomatic triumphs, both domestic and overseas, had led to her late father describing her as ‘the least foolish woman in France’. Upon his death, she would prove him right. Her successes included returning the estates of dissident Orléans nobles that had been confiscated under Louis XI, which benefited both Charles of Angoulême and Louise. Once their marriage contract was agreed, he was able to recover his former wealth and possessions. Yet after Charles VIII’s death, when Louis XII inherited the throne, Madame la Grande found herself in a potentially compromised situation, not least because Louis lost little time in frustrating his uncle’s plans to eliminate his bloodline by remarrying. His choice of Charles’s widow, Anne of Brittany, was politically astute, as it would continue the links between the duchy of Brittany and the French Crown established through the Treaty of Sablé. It also allowed him to marry someone fabulously wealthy, thereby shoring him up financially. Accordingly, his existing wife had to be dispensed with, and as she was a princess this would require a delicate and carefully considered approach.


Anne of Brittany, meanwhile, was rid of her physically unprepossessing former husband, who had impregnated her repeatedly but without any of the children surviving. She had begun their marriage by bringing two beds with her, and the couple often lived apart, but his incursions into the marital bed seemed to result in a pregnancy roughly every year and a half. Charles was a priapic man; despite his ill-favoured appearance he had enjoyed a vast number of extramarital liaisons, which she had watched with the tolerance and forbearance expected of any royal wife.


Despite this, Anne had grown fond of her husband, and was hurt by his over-frequent infidelities. She knew that her role, as perceived by Madame la Grande, was to represent the union of Brittany and France, and she fulfilled it admirably (despite barely speaking a word of Breton). However, aware that the Treaty of Sablé forced her to marry her late husband’s successor, or a man of his choice, she realised that as queen consort she would benefit Breton autonomy far more than any other marriage as dictated in the treaty, for Louis had the power to wed her to some lesser prince of the royal family. By agreeing to marry King Louis, she pursued her policy of Breton independence as far as she dared with a single-mindedness and a tough determination that belied her twenty-one years. She did not have the Humanist interests of Louise, and was closer to a medieval queen than a Renaissance figure, with a tough, unsentimental outlook and a determination to obtain her objectives. When she first saw Louis XII in 1498, following her late husband’s death, Anne pertly ended their encounter with the words: ‘Obtain the dissolution of your marriage to Jeanne of France, and I abandon my hand to you.’1


The unfortunate Jeanne now became entirely surplus to royal requirements. In most cases, disposing of a queen would have been no small undertaking, but, for all Jeanne’s undiminished devotion to her husband, the couple had no children after more than two decades of marriage, leaving the new queen without any weapons with which to fight his decision to dissolve their union. In arguing for the annulment of his marriage, Louis could rely on the support of Pope Alexander VI, Rodrigo Borgia, since the Holy See needed French military aid in its armed resistance to Milan, Florence and Venice, which were casting covetous eyes towards the papal states.


Nonetheless, a certain process had to be followed which required Louis to advance reasons for the dissolution of his union with Jeanne. Two possible lines of argument presented themselves: consanguinity, which during this period could almost be guaranteed, or the prescribed legal age of consent to entering the contract of marriage. Unfortunately for the new king, his blood relationship to Jeanne proved unusually remote. French law, however, stated that the bride or groom had to be fourteen to agree to marry and Louis claimed that in 1476, the year of his marriage, he had been only twelve years old. However, no documentary evidence of his date of birth could be produced to support or refute this assertion; no doubt the appropriate records had been suppressed.


Louis, undeterred, blundered ahead and presented a third claim. He swore under oath that Jeanne suffered from a physical malformation preventing the consummation of their marriage. The graphic descriptions of his wife’s disabilities caused a sensation. The king found himself unexpectedly contradicted by a number of witnesses, all of whom testified to Louis’ boasts of having sex with his wife three or four times in the course of a single night. Despite general public disgust at the king’s low argument, Jeanne had to endure a humiliating physical examination witnessed by no fewer than twenty-seven official observers, who proved the falseness of his claims.2 Eventually, the Borgia pope’s silken diplomacy finessed a solution to the chaotic proceedings. He decreed, with justification, that Louis had been forced into his marriage by Jeanne’s father, Louis XI, who was also guardian to the Orléans groom, and thus the pontiff decreed the union null and void. Louis provided the expected quid pro quo by granting the French dukedom of Valentinois to the pope’s bastard son, Cesare Borgia.


Losing her husband caused Jeanne intense sorrow, yet, as was her wont, she remained dignified and expressed her humility by bowing to God’s will, and to that of the king. Jeanne felt no shame over exchanging the title Queen of France for that of Duchess of Berry and retired to Bourges, its capital. Here she concentrated upon establishing a religious order devoted to the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. She found her faith proved to be her salvation, as well as her final vocation. In November 1504 Jeanne took her religious vows and spent the last few months of her life as a nun in the order she had founded.*


With his former marriage annulled, no further obstacles remained to prevent the king’s wedding to Anne of Brittany. Although the tide of popular opinion had turned back favourably towards the new monarch’s marriage, it caused Louise of Savoy nothing but apprehension. She feared that her carefully calibrated plans to see her son obtain the kingdom of France faced potential ruin. Anne, a healthy young woman of twenty-two and Queen Consort of France for a second time, had every chance of bearing children. The Count ess of Angoulême’s worries seemed justified when Anne became pregnant almost immediately after her marriage in January 1499. However, to Louise’s relief, Anne gave birth to a girl, Claude, on 13 October 1499 at the Château of Romorantin; while this did not preclude the chance of a male heir being born, it at least offered her some respite. Due to an outbreak of plague at Amboise, Louise and her children moved to the safety of Romorantin around the time of Claude’s birth. A less confident or arrogant woman would have taken this opportunity to build an intimacy with Louis and his queen. However, Louise was unable to overcome her hatred for Anne and the ongoing threat she cast over her son’s future position and did not attempt a closer understanding with her. The Countess of Angoulême had her eye on the ultimate prize alone; for her, nothing else mattered.


This led to a shift in relations between Louise and her family. The king had hitherto treated them with enormous kindness and generosity, but the queen poured distilled poison into his ear about Louise, including her claim that the latter had shown resentment at Claude’s birth. This unsurprisingly caused the king to distance himself from the Angoulême family.


Louis had hoped that the arrival of his daughter would herald the birth of further children to fill the royal nursery, but he had also privately considered the idea that, were Anne to bear him no sons, Claude should be wed to Francis. The little girl’s ill health proved a sad disappointment; she was distinctly fragile, with a serious curvature of the spine. This also caused the unfortunately named condition, claudication, which bloated her tiny legs and was especially evident when she tried to stand up. To add to her other health problems, Claude had a severe squint, leaving her unable to look at an object with both eyes at the same time. As Louis was preoccupied with his daughter’s health, he reduced his visits to Amboise and Louise’s satellite court shrank as he removed her most trusted courtiers.


Angry at this perceived act of aggression, the countess blamed Anne of Brittany as much as Louis, if not more so, for her privations. The two came to detest one another, which indicated an unusual failure of imagination on Louise’s part; when it came to her rival, she had a surprising lacuna in her usually acute political instincts. She would not bend to Anne any more than courtly deference dictated, and their rivalry led to it being said that ‘The Queen lived to thwart her [Louise] in all her affairs.’ The only matter both agreed upon was that Francis and Claude should not – could not – be joined in marriage. The two enemies agreed with each other, but only in opposition. Anne did not wait long before she began diplomatic enquiries about her daughter marrying Charles of Habsburg, heir to Christendom’s largest empire, to prevent a marriage with Francis and to remove Brittany from the French embrace.


Had the issue of the succession been removed, the tension between the queen and the countess is unlikely to have existed. They were of a similar age and class, and both were far more accomplished than most women of their day. Anne was of an essentially gentle character and was able to change her opinions if she was convinced she had been wrong. She had a femininity that Louise lacked, and a more attractive mien, with a face that could be likened to a Gothic Madonna, although, as she suffered from a pronounced limp and a slight hunchback, it was not difficult for her rival to appear as regal as a queen, both in bearing and hauteur. Louise also proved a formidable adversary. Largely due to her lack of financial means and prospects, the Savoyard princess had been greatly underestimated by the opposite sex until her marriage. Becoming a widow at the age of nineteen had forced her to think and act like a man, and approach important matters as though going into battle. Like any great warrior, she knew that there could only be one victor.


It did not help that Anne of Brittany also openly disapproved of Louise’s way of life, which she considered unbecoming in any woman of rank, let alone a royal princess. The countess enjoyed nothing better than a lively debate with musicians, scholars and witty courtiers, and her gatherings, fuelled by good food, wine and music, were animated by chatter and accompanying laughter that grew noisier as the nights wore on. It did not help that two brothers, Octavian de Saint-Gelais, a classics scholar and cleric, and Jean, Louise’s valet, had been her familiars since her widowhood in Cognac. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries a royal valet was much more than a mere servant, fulfilling many different roles; they were ‘raised socially from menial associations to a kind of convenient equality [with] . . . every opportunity for a free and easy friendship and it did not prevent their being thrown away at [their masters’] pleasure’.3


Inevitably, rumours grew that Jean was enjoying the countess’s most intimate favours, although his lack of intellectual attainment made this gossip unlikely. A deeper relationship existed between her and Octavian, if not a sexual one; the cleric even inspired his patroness to write verse. Eventually, he would be rewarded with the bishopric of Angoulême. However, he remained, as one critic wrote, ‘an author whose works were as heavy as his life was light’. As for his brother Jean, the rumours of scandal enabled Louis to dispatch him away from court. The king considered that marrying Louise off might have made matters easier for him, but the rumours over her relationship with Saint-Gelais did not make her a tempting prospect for matrimony. In any case, Louise categorically refused to consider remarriage. Her priority, as she would truthfully inform anyone who asked her, remained her children.


As Anne’s frequent pregnancies continued, Louise watched with apprehension as the king and queen waited in hope. In her journal the countess wrote: ‘Anne, Queen of France, at Blois, upon the day of St Agnes, the 21 January [1503], bore a son; but could not stop the exaltation of my Emperor, for he lacked life.’ It would be hard to find a more chilling example of Louise’s detached observation at the tragic result of Anne’s frequent pregnancies. One commentator wrote: ‘Louise’s passions, whether of love or of hate were immoderate, though under the perfect outward control she knew no medium between cordial friendship or avowed hostility.’4


With Anne’s fertility a constant threat to her family’s advancement, Louise remained fixated on her son, no matter how uncertain his future position. However, she managed to turn her attention to Marguerite as a marriageable prospect. The countess’s only daughter had grown up into an attractive girl, much taller than her thin and nervous mother, and with a quiet, searching and intelligent disposition. It was suggested that she could be a match either for the future Henry VIII or Charles of Habsburg, Emperor Maximilian’s grandson and heir. The chance of her contracting a worthwhile union was increased by the intervention of Anne of Brittany, who decided that she would take charge of finding a good match for Marguerite, towards whom she felt a sincere attachment. The king, meanwhile, declared that he ‘loved [Marguerite] with all his heart, and as dearly as if she were his own child’.5


Fate soon dictated that marriage to Henry, Prince of Wales, was not to be; his father, Henry VII, instead chose Catherine of Aragon, for predominantly financial reasons, but the couple did not marry until 1509, the same year that the Prince of Wales became Henry VIII.* Louise felt disappointed that her daughter would not become Queen Consort of England, but Marguerite, who preferred her studies to the procession of worthies to whom she was being offered, remained philosophical. The uncertainty of Marguerite’s situation did not help; had a potential suitor of great importance been sure that he was marrying the sister of the future King of France, her position on the royal marriage market would have been far stronger. As things stood, any potential husband seeking Marguerite’s hand had to take into account that her brother might remain Francis, Count of Angoulême, for the rest of his life. Marguerite continued with her studies, and harboured no desire to live at a foreign court away from her mother and brother. She spoke Italian, Spanish and Latin, but had developed a keen interest in theology, although the subject that truly absorbed her above all others was her brother Francis. The papal legate Bernardo Dovizi, Cardinal Bibbiena, wrote to Rome from the French court and referred to Marguerite, Louise and the heir presumptive as ‘a holy trinity’.


Had it not been for Marguerite’s intense loyalty to her mother, this trinity might have been threatened by her close relationship with both the king and the queen. The most problematic aspect was Anne’s fondness for Marguerite, which necessitated the latter’s insightful diplomacy in order to avoid offending her mother. It was also strained by Louis suffering two serious illnesses, in 1504 and April 1505, which the Countess of Angoulême all but smacked her lips at, so little did she manage to conceal her hopes of the privately preferred outcome. The king realised that, faced with the prospect of dying without male issue, his formal consideration of the succession was urgently required. Much against Anne’s wishes, Louis concentrated on a match between his daughter Claude and Francis. His queen had promised Claude’s hand in marriage to Charles of Habsburg and she pursued Louis in an attempt to make him ratify a document to that effect. The king became unusually exasperated with his wife and said to her: ‘At the creation God had given horns to hinds as well as to stags, but finding they wanted to govern everybody, he took them away as a punishment.’6 His actions were partly dictated by his own prudence; Louis had long since signed a secret document nullifying any betrothal made for Claude to the Habsburg heir, and since his daughter’s birth he had always nurtured the belief that Claude and Francis should marry.


Both Anne and Louise were to receive satisfaction on one mutually agreeable matter. When Louis recovered from his first illness in 1504, servants of de Gié informed him that their master had attempted to make himself Regent of France. Louis reluctantly charged his formerly trusted lieutenant with high treason. According to the somewhat unreliable witnesses, who had been suborned by the queen, de Gié had plans to prevent Claude from being sent to Brittany and he had impounded two of Anne’s royal barges, which she had filled with her silver and gold plate as well as other treasures, also on their way to Brittany. Louise then stepped in, adding her own claims. She accused de Gié of intending to seize Francis in order to have him locked up in the fortified castle of Angers. Further fictitious details were embroidered in the hope of making her testimony more convincing. De Gié admitted that he had feared some attempt would be made by Anne to escape with her daughter, but denied any plot against the heir presumptive. He claimed that all he wished for was the marriage between Francis and Claude to take place, and to prevent any attempt by Brittany to declare independence from France.
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