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			Preface

			In January 1949, Nancy Mitford wrote to her old friend Evelyn Waugh. ‘I’m translating La Princesse de Clèves’, she told him, ‘in the hopes of showing the English (not you) what French society is like because that’s exactly what it is like to this day.’1 And indeed there can have been few writers of the time more ideally equipped to understand the parallels, with Nancy herself, a devastatingly acute observer, embedded in the most sophisticated echelons of Parisian society. Taught French as a child, she had been in love with France since the age of seventeen, from then on immersing herself in the country’s history and literature, in particular those of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Later she was to write biographies of both Louis XIV and Madame de Pompadour.

			In 1945 Nancy had enjoyed her first significant success with the publication of her novel, The Pursuit of Love, enabling her the following year to leave England for good and settle in Paris. The translation had been suggested by her sister, Diana, whose husband, Sir Oswald Mosley, was in the process of setting up his own publishing firm, Euphorion Books. Essentially to provide a platform for himself and others committed to the far right, Euphorion was also to issue editions of well-known classics. Diana’s initial idea had been a translation of the memoirs of the Duc de Saint-Simon, but on reflection Nancy decided La Princesse de Clèves would have greater appeal to English readers.

			Originally published in 1678, La Princesse de Clèves by Marie Madeleine Roche de la Vergne, Comtesse de Lafayette, first appeared in English the following year, succeeded by three further versions, in 1720, 1891 and 1925. When in January 1949 Nancy began work she had only recently finished her sixth novel, Love in a Cold Climate. ‘I do love translating,’ she wrote happily to Waugh, ‘it is the pure pleasure of writing without the misery of inventing.’2 As the weeks passed, however, she began to understand the difficulties confronting her, and soon turned to Waugh for advice. After reading the finished version, Waugh sent her a detailed and highly critical report, berating her grammatical inaccur­acies and posting her a copy of Fowler’s The King’s English and recommending that she read it. But by that time Nancy felt she had done her best – ‘I’ve struggled with your grammar,’ she told him, ‘& it fascinates me but I can’t see how to use it’3 – and decided to leave her text unaltered.

			The Princesse de Clèves, with a cover by Philippe Jullian, was published in 1950. The book was well received, critics in the main appreciative of Nancy’s wit, charm and lightness of touch, which so accurately conveyed the delicacy and refinement of the original work. It was not an English review, however, that proved the most gratifying but a piece in the French journal, ‘La Table Ronde’. ‘There’s an article in next month’s Table Ronde’, Nancy reported to Waugh in April, 1950, ‘saying I write wonderful English & am England’s gift to France so I’ve got away with something.’4 

			*

			Nancy Mitford’s translation of The Princesse de Clèves was published in a revised edition by Penguin Books in 1962, and then reprinted in Penguin Classics in 1978 with further revisions by Leonard Tancock, in keeping with current notions of ‘correctness’ and reliability. The present edition reprints Mitford’s original translation for Euphorion Books, its idiom unaltered.

			Selina Hastings
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			Introduction to 1950 Translation by Nancy Mitford

			MADAME DE LAFAYETTE’S maiden name was Marie Madeleine Pioche de la Vergne. She was born in Paris in 1634. In 1650 her father died and her mother married the Chevalier de Sévigné, guardian of the Marquise de Sévigné’s children. Mademoiselle de la Vergne was neither rich nor beautiful; her mother and step-father lived in an intellectual world on the fringe of Court circles but were not important people; when she reached the age of twenty-two it began to look as if she would never find a husband. In those days women seldom married later than twenty and often as early as twelve years old. Then the Comte de Lafayette fell in love with her and negotiated for her hand; he was eagerly accepted. It was not an ideal match, for the bridegroom was a country man and the bride a Parisian in heart and soul. After the wedding they drove away to Auvergne, where M. de Lafayette had large estates and various houses. Auvergne is one of the most beautiful of French provinces; the scenery, however, meant nothing to Madame de Lafayette, to whom every mile of the jogging journey was merely a mile further from Paris; the houses were ruinous, old-fashioned, and uncomfortable; her husband was too bucolic for her taste. She did not repine, she was thankful to be married and to have escaped the convent, but she was not happy.

			Her only link with the world of Paris was her correspondence with Abbé Ménage, described by his contemporaries as an amorous pedant, or flirtatious savant; he seems to have been half in love, not only with Madame de Lafayette, but also with Madame de Sévigné and other brilliant young ladies of the day. At this time, Mesdames de Lafayette and Sévigné were quite obscure and Abbé Ménage was famous (for his Latin and Italian verses), but he was one of those characters who are always regarded as half a joke, and Molière finished off his reputation by portraying him as Vadius in Les Femmes savantes. Madame de Lafayette would have been lost without him during the early years of her marriage, since he wrote her the gossip of the town and sent her the latest books. Her letters to him have been published recently; they are uninteresting, heavy in style, and often disagreeable, but perhaps the Abbé was not an inspiring correspondent.

			Madame de Lafayette put up with the discomfort of country life and the boredom of her husband’s company for several years. At last, having done her duty as a wife by giving birth to two sons and one or two stillborn babies, she managed to persuade M. de Lafayette that her health, no less than his interests, made it absolutely necessary for her to go and live in Paris. M. de Lafayette was entirely absolved by the administration and enlargement of his estates, and he was always involved in complicated litigation by which he hoped to acquire more and ever more land. His wife had powerful friends in Paris: she pointed out, with perfect truth, that she would be far more useful to him living in her house in the rue de Vaugirard and pulling strings on his behalf, than buried away in the castles of Nades, Lafayette, and Espinasse, where she always seemed to feel so ill. At last he agreed; he took her to Paris, settled her there, put his lawsuits into her very capable hands, and went back to Auvergne. Henceforward they lived on the best of terms, seeing each other every two or three years at most, and M. de Lafayette is hardly heard of again. Indeed, until modern research proved to the contrary, it was generally assumed that Madame de Lafayette had been left a widow at quite an early age.

			The rue de Vaugirard soon became a centre for a little group of intellectuals, the shining stars of which were Madame de Sévigné and the Duc de La Rochefoucauld. Madame de Sévigné, one of the great charmers of history, was eight years older than Madame de Lafayette. She had no illusions about her, knew that she was rather heartless – ‘I am loved there as much as one can be in that house’ – but evidently enjoyed her company; it was to the rue de Vaugirard that she flew to be consoled when her lovely daughter married the Comte de Grignan and was taken away to live in far Provence. In common with most of Madame de Sévigné’s friends, Madame de Lafayette cordially disliked Madame de Grignan, found the continual recital of all her perfections exceedingly boring, and was very much in favour of them remaining in Provence.

			Whether or not the Duc de La Rochefoucauld was Madame de Lafayette’s lover has been much disputed. She first made his acquaintance through his mistress the Marquise de Sablé and was obliged to give herself a great deal of trouble before he began to go to the rue de Vaugirard. In 1662 Madame de Sablé became a nun. After this the Duke visited Madame de Lafayette every day until his death. Their mutual friend Bussy-Rabutin remarked: ‘In such cases there is always love, and even when old age has intervened there is still something left which, in the eyes of the Church, is as inadmissible as love itself.’ (M. de La Rochefoucauld at this time was in his fifties, then considered as old age, and was besides blind and gouty.) The Duchesse de La Rochefoucauld could not abide Madame de Lafayette, who never set foot in her house, much frequented by Madame de Sévigné and others.

			Regular members of Madame de Lafayette’s salon included the learned Huet, tutor to the Dauphin, Segrais, the poet, Mignard, the painter, and the old Cardinal de Retz. A younger and more fashionable element was introduced by the Marquis and Marquise de Coulanges.

			Madame de Coulanges was famous for her bons mots and her confessor used to say, ‘This lady’s sins are a series of epigrams.’ Her husband wrote delightful songs; they were a jolly pair, too frivolous, indeed, and too fond of food for Madame de Lafayette, who only put up with them for the sake of Madame de Sévigné.

			These people went most days to the rue de Vaugirard, others went when they were invited, which they usually were for some spiteful reason and so that they could be laughed at afterwards. The Duchesse de Brissac, for instance, had the face of an angel, but was a pretentious idiot who ‘contemplated the essence of her being and spoke a language of such sophistication that nobody understood what she meant’. Madame de Maran was a joke with her short hair. Lovely Madame de Fresnoy, the mistress of Louvois, only pronounced such words as suited the shape of her mouth. The Duchess of Northumberland was asked in order to provide an object lesson for M. de La Rochefoucauld. In spite of being hideous and badly dressed, in spite of her extraordinary manners lacking in any grace, she was loved with an extremity of passion by the English ambassador Lord Montague. M. de La Rochefoucauld’s eyes sometimes strayed in the direction of Mademoiselle de Sévigné, aged eighteen – there was no harm in showing him that youth and physical attractions are not a necessity of love.

			Ménage was not very much encouraged now that Madame de Lafayette had found more fascinating friends, while the great middle-class writers of the day, Molière, Racine, Boileau, Pascal, etc., never seem to have been invited to the rue de Vaugirard, though their works were thoroughly read and discussed there as soon as they appeared. La Fontaine did go once or twice, but he annoyed Madame de Lafayette with his uncouth manners and had to be got rid of. Like many intellectuals she was at heart a snob, hankered after high society, and longed for a place at Louis XIV’s Court. In this ambition her friends were no help to her, a hindrance in fact. Both the Cardinal and the Duke were old Frondeurs; M. de Retz was completely in disgrace; and M. de La Rochefoucauld, in spite of his great name, literary reputation, and the fact that his son, the Prince de Marsillac, was a favourite of the King’s, received little or no consideration when he went to Versailles. He was not always even offered a tabouret to sit on, though this was his absolute right as a Duke.

			Madame de Lafayette, however, had one useful connexion with the Court. Her husband’s sister, Louise, had had a melancholy, chaste love affair with the late King Louis XIII. She took the veil, retiring to the convent of Chaillot where the King used to go and talk sadly to her through the grille. She was now Mother Superior there. The royal family had always liked her; various little princesses were sent to Chaillot to be educated, among others Henrietta of England, the daughter of Charles I. Many people thought that this child might well be Queen of France one day, and Madame de Lafayette, true to the principle of ‘always be civil to the girls, you never know whom they may marry’, took a great deal of trouble with the Princess Henrietta, visited her constantly, relieved the tedium of long conventual days with gossip and flattery, and promised that later on she would write a novel with her as the heroine. The Queen of England herself did not hope more fervently than Madame de Lafayette that her little girl would marry the King of France. In the end, however, Princess Henrietta was married, not to her cousin Louis XIV but to his brother, the Duc d’Orléans, always known as Monsieur. Cardinal Mazarin, who brought up these brothers, is said to have educated Monsieur in such a way that he was bound to become a pederast so that the King should not be burdened with a possible rival so near the throne. If this is true he succeeded perfectly. Monsieur was a pederast, utterly frivolous, unambitious, and uninterested in politics; there was not only no rivalry but a lifelong devotion between him and his brother. His wives, however, did not benefit by the arrangement.

			No sooner was Princess Henrietta married than the King fell in love with her. A few months of great fun ensued for everybody, the King and Madame leading the Court in every kind of amusement, fantasy, and folly, never apart and not attempting to conceal their passion. The Queen retired to her prayers; Monsieur amused himself according to his tastes and neither seems to have minded very much, but after a while the Queen-Mother sent for Louis XIV and told him that he was making a scandal. If he must go on with the affair, she said, with the worldly wisdom which she had learnt from long years of daily contact with Mazarin, he had better seem to be courting somebody in Madame’s household, Mademoiselle de la Vallière, for instance, and use her to mask his real activities. Louis XIV, whose chief preoccupations in life were always the dignity of the throne and the good of the state, saw that his mother was right. He pretended to be in love with Louise de la Vallière, and pretended so well that soon he really was, and poor Madame’s day was over. Nothing now remained to her but to have eight children, of whom only two little girls survived her, and to die in agony and terror, poisoned, as she thought, by the Chevalier de Lorraine, her husband’s lover. Louis XIV kept a tender feeling for his sister-in-law, and when he was old she came to life for him again in the person of her granddaughter the Duchesse de Bourgogne, mother of Louis XV, to whom he always showed a most uncharacteristic indulgence.

			Princess Henrietta, when she became Madame, the second lady of France, did not forget her old friend of convent days. She was unable to offer her a place in her household, as these were all in the gift of the King, but Madame de Lafayette was continually invited to Saint-Cloud and the Palais Royal, was Madame’s best friend and confidante, and seems to have been on consistently good terms with Monsieur. This, then, was her foothold at Court; she assisted at the manifold intrigues and dramas which occupied Madame’s short life and breathed the Palace atmosphere, which she reproduced so vividly in La Princesse de Clèves. She fulfilled her promise of early days by taking notes for a life of Madame, some of which were dictated by the subject herself; she assisted at her death-bed and so was able to give, in her Histoire d’Henriette d’Angleterre, a first-hand account of what really happened. (This fascinating little book was published in 1722, fifty-two years after the event.)

			Now that Madame was dead, Madame de Lafayette’s great preoccupation was how best to keep in with the Court. Luckily for her she was very friendly with the Marquise de Thianges, sister of the reigning mistress of Louis XIV. Mademoiselle de la Vallière having by now taken the veil, the beautiful, brilliant Marquise de Montespan was installed in her place. Abbé Testu said of her and her sisters, ‘Madame de Montespan talks like a woman who reads, Madame de Thianges like a woman who dreams, and Madame de Fontevrault like a woman who talks.’ Madame de Thianges had intellectual tastes, she loved to go to the rue de Vaugirard and enjoy the chatter which flowed and sparkled there so brilliantly. She saw how much Madame de Lafayette longed to go to Court again and most good-naturedly devised a way of arranging this. On New Year’s Day, 1675, she gave an amusing and original toy, which she had designed herself, to her little nephew, the Duc du Maine.

			It was the model of a room, furnished with a bed and armchairs, and shutting up by means of an iron grille; dotted about it were wax figures portraying Madame de Lafayette, M. de La Rochefoucauld, the Prince de Marsillac, Madame Scarron, Monsieur Bossuet, and Madame de Thianges herself. This charming object bore a scroll with the words Chambre du Sublime. She presented it to the child in front of his father the King and all the court; for days nobody talked of anything else and the group of the rue de Vaugirard was known henceforward as the ‘cabale du sublime’. Nothing could bring M. de La Rochefoucauld back into favour, but Madame de ­Thianges’s manoeuvre worked wonders for Madame de Lafayette. The King probably remembered that she had been a friend of Madame, at whose death-bed they had knelt side by side, and now that he was reminded of her he often invited her to royal entertainments, even on one occasion taking her over Versailles himself to point out the improvements which were always going on there. She was so appreciative that he rewarded her with a small pension of 500 écus a year, whereupon she hysterically embraced his knees and he was obliged to calm her down with kind words and further promises.

			The Princesse de Clèves, a historical novel about the Court of Henri II, seems to have been conceived early in the year 1671. Many French critics think that, on the evidence of her letters to the Abbé Ménage and of her earlier novels, the Princesse de Montpensier and Zayde, Madame de Lafayette must have had a great deal of help with the Princesse de Clèves: some have definitely stated that it was by the Duc de La Rochefoucauld and others have attributed it to M. de Segrais. But it must be said in defence of Madame de Lafayette that it is by no means unheard-of for an author to write a lot of indifferent books and a single masterpiece. All writing depends for its merit upon the imaginative spark and upon the interest felt by the author in his subject; this spark and this interest could easily have been lit by such a character as the Duc de Nemours or such a circumstance as Madame de Clèves’s confession, and might not have happened to be so lit again. However, speculation is useless and we shall never really know whether Madame de Lafayette wrote the Princesse de Clèves alone, or, if in collaboration, how much was her own. What we do know is that the little group of friends helped her enormously with the historical details, that they all settled down together to a minute study of Brantôme and the other historians and memorialists of Henri II and his times, and that the novel was read and criticized and discussed, at every stage of its creation, in the Chambre du Sublime.

			Hardly was the Princesse de Clèves begun than its progress was retarded by a terrible tragedy which befell M. de La Rochefoucauld. On one day, 17 June 1671, in the war against Holland, his eldest son, the Prince de Marsillac, was gravely wounded, his second son, the Chevalier de Marsillac, was killed, and so was his adored illegitimate son, the Duc de Longueville, the idol of his old age. He was utterly broken by the death of M. de Longueville and could hardly even make the effort of pretending that his grief was on account of the Chevalier. His friends gave themselves up to trying to console him, they surrounded him with love and attentions; a great deal of ingenuity had to be expended in keeping away les pleureuses, fashionable women like Mesdames de Brissac and Marans who, each pretending to have been the beloved of M. de Longueville, would come and upset the poor Duke with their wailing. Not until December did he renew his interest in life; then, by degrees his friends coaxed him to begin on a new set of Maxims and he soon turned his attention once more to the historical background for the Princesse de Clèves.

			Another interruption occurred in February 1673, when M. de Lafayette paid one of his rare visits to his family and bored them all with descriptions of beautiful nature in Auvergne. He seems to have enjoyed himself, and stayed on and on until at last the grape harvest made it necessary for him to go back. Hardly had he taken himself off than Madame de Sévigné returned to Paris after a long visit to Provence; she had to be welcomed, consoled for the parting with her daughter, and told all the news. Then the Chevalier de Sévigné, Madame de Lafayette’s stepfather, died, leaving a tiresome will to be contested – another lawsuit – then Segrais, that mine of historical information, decided to marry (most unnecessary of him), and as if that was not bad enough, to go and live at Caen. Finally, and by far the most tedious of all, a thin sunburnt man appeared at the rue de Vaugirard announcing himself as M. de Lafayette’s long-lost sailor brother, and proceeded to hold forth unceasingly about naval warfare and his two captured English frigates. Every writer experiences this sort of interruption and knows too well how upsetting they are to the quiet and even flow of thought without which creative work can hardly be achieved. To make things worse, Madame de Lafayette was now having liver trouble and M. de La Rochefoucauld’s gout was so bad that he often screamed aloud with pain; the only remedy that did him any good at all was viper soup, and the poor man longed for death.

			At last, however, in 1677, the Princess was ready for her début, a ceremony that was prepared for months beforehand with the greatest care and attention to detail by Madame de Lafayette’s little band of faithful admirers. Readings of the book were given to ‘des personnes très éclairées’ who then did their bit by praising it to the skies wherever they went. Soon it was the talk of the town; and everybody knew that it was by Madame de Lafayette, in spite of her strenuous disclaimers. In March 1678 it appeared in the bookshops.

			La

			PRINCESSE

			de

			CLÈVES

			TOME I (II, III, IV)

			à Paris

			chez Claude Barbin au Palais

			sur le second Perron de la Sainte

			Chapelle

			MDCLXX VIII

			avec privilège du roi

			This edition sold out immediately. An English translation was prepared: ‘The Princess of Clèves, the most famed romance written in French by the greatest Wits of France. Rendered into English by a Person of Quality.’

			It caused a sensation. The scene of the aveu provoked violent controversy as to the probability of any woman making such a confession to her husband, several long pamphlets were written abusing the book roundly, and were replied to at length by Madame de Lafayette and M. de La Rochefoucauld, who still pretended not to have the slightest idea who could have written it – in short it was a great success, went from edition to edition, and is indisputably one of the classics of the French language.

			As a work of art the Princesse de Clèves stands alone, it needs no introduction. As a work of historical narrative it is as accurate as the information available when it was written could make it; its author has quite recaptured the chivalrous and romantic attitude to love which prevailed in the sixteenth century, very different from the cynical approach of her own generation. The relationships, at Court, between royalty and commoners, the King and his mistress, the mistress and the other courtiers, and the various royal ladies among themselves were such as Madame de Lafayette had observed them at Saint-Cloud and Versailles, and had probably not changed very much in the course of a hundred years; nor had the manners and customs, for instance, that of women receiving in their bedrooms, even lying in their beds. The hatred of the country, which made Madame de Clèves’s longing to retire to it appear so suspicious to her husband, has always existed in the French nobility.

			Indeed the whole book is intensely French, in atmosphere, in point of view, and in the virtues and vices of the characters. Specially so is the curious shrinking from happiness of Madame de Clèves herself, a state of mind that has been beautifully observed and recorded by Henry James in The American as well as, in a more extraverted way, by Balzac in the Duchesse de Langeais. These three books all end on the same note, the heroine refusing marriage with somebody she loves, for no apparent reason, and seeking the shelter of a convent. Neither the boring American nor the rumbustious Général has the compelling fascination of M. de Nemours, a fascination so great that had Madame de Clèves’s character been less perfectly understood and portrayed, it would be impossible to believe that she could have resisted him. It is Madame de Lafayette’s final triumph that we can just believe in this renunciation.

			All the characters in the book, except the Princess herself, Madame de Chartres, and those of the story within a story about Madame de Tournon, are real people, and all the anecdotes relating to Court life are true. The Duc de Nemours, perhaps the most irresistible character in any novel, was, as in the book, one of the champions of the fatal tournament. He was in love with the Duchesse de Guise: when the Duc de Guise died she refused at first to marry Nemours; in the end, however, unlike the Princesse de Clèves, she gave way and did. Whether she subsequently suffered the fate which Madame de Clèves dreaded so terribly, of seeing him make love to other women, we do not know, but on the evidence of his character it is to be feared that she must have. The reader should not be put off by the long list of characters on the first pages of the book. It was a convention of the day to start a novel like that; they can very easily be skipped.

			The Duc de La Rochefoucauld was now very ill. He lingered on for two years after the publication of the book and then became much worse, ran a high fever, and took to his room. Madame de Lafayette, who could not go to his house and see him, took to her own room in sympathy and here was brought alternating messages of hope and of hope abandoned. The case was put in the hands of the English doctor Talbot, under his treatment the fever abated, and Madame de Sévigné thought he might effect a cure. The Duke, however, sent for Monseigneur Bossuet and received extreme unction, then, while the people round him were still praising the wonderful English remedy, he quietly died.

			Madame de Lafayette was not the woman to repine for very long, and she had plenty of occupations to distract her. The lawsuits, more numerous and more complicated every year, took up much of her time, then she seems to have become a sort of agent or spy at the Court on behalf of Madame Royale the Regent of Savoy, who, educated at the convent of Chaillot, had been one of her little friends there in the early days of married life. M. de Lafayette died soon after the Duke and she took over the administration of his estates. There were her two sons to settle in their professions, the eldest, for whom she procured rich benefices, in the Church, and the second in the Army – the archives of the Ministère de la Guerre contain many letters from Madame de Lafayette on his behalf to Louvois. It does not seem to have crossed her mind that Louvois, running the whole war practically single-handed, might have other things to occupy his attention than getting young Lafayette out of scrapes and seeing that he was promoted. Lafayette was a boor, a bounder, and a brute. When the time came for him to marry, his mother looked round for a suitable heiress and decided upon Mademoiselle de Lassay, but her father, the Marquis de Lassay, knowing the young man’s reputation, was entirely opposed to such a match. Madame de Lafayette was not at all discouraged. She proceeded to intrigue against him at Court and to blackmail him, even going as far as to have a lettre de cachet made out against him by one of her friends. When M. de Lassay at last found out who was at the bottom of all his troubles he went with the whole story to Madame de Maintenon, begging for her protection and saying ‘may God defend all decent people against such a woman as Madame de Lafayette’. In the end she found another heiress for her son, but they had no children and that branch of the family came to an end with him.

			Madame de Lafayette went on writing novels, but her characters never again came to life. At last she seems to have realized this herself; she gave up fiction and wrote a Mémoir de la Cour de France pour les années 1688 et 1689. This is an account of the Cologne electorate, the English revolution, the arrival in France of the English royal family in exile, and the Dutch war, mixed up with gossip from the French royal residences and larded with comments, mostly unfavourable, upon the character and activities of Madame de Maintenon. It was published in Amsterdam in 1731.

			During Madame de Lafayette’s last years she was constantly racked with pain. ‘Some day you will all see why,’ she used to say, and indeed when an autopsy was made after her death it disclosed one kidney eaten away, the other purulent and containing a large stone, and two growths in the heart, the tip of which organ was all withered up and desiccated. She died in 1693, nursed to the end by faithful Madame de Sévigné, in the consolation of a religion which had played but little part in her life.

		

	
		
			The Princess de Clèves

			THE last years of Henri II’s reign saw a display of opulence and gallantry such as has never been equalled in France. The King himself, charming to look at, the very flower of his race, and a worthy successor to his father, François I, was a great lover of women. His passion for Diane de Poitiers, Duchesse de Valentinois, began when he was barely twenty; it was none the less violent for that, nor were the tokens she received any the less dazzling. He excelled at all forms of sport; much of his time was given up to it; every day there was tilting at the ring, hunting, tennis, ballets, and the like. Madame de Valentinois’s colours and ciphers were in evidence, and so was she herself, dressed in a style which would have been more suitable for Mlle de la Marck, her own granddaughter, who was then just growing up. The presence of the Queen was her warrant. Catherine de Médicis, though no longer in her first youth, was still a beautiful woman; the King had married her when he was Duc d’Orléans before the death of his elder brother the Dauphin.

			Catherine loved pomp, circumstance, and pleasure; she was ambitious and took great delight in reigning; she hardly seemed to mind the King’s attachment to the Duchesse de Valentinois, but then she was a mistress of pretence, her real thoughts never easy to guess. In any case, it was expedient for her to keep the Duchess closely attached to her person, since this also ensured the presence of the King.

			The King liked to be surrounded by women even when he was not in love with them, and every day he went to the Queen’s apartments at the hour when she was at home, knowing he would find all that was most beautiful and elegant of both sexes. So many lovely women and handsome men have never been gathered together at one court; it seemed as if nature herself had taken a particular delight in bestowing coveted prizes upon the most exalted personages.

			Madame Elizabeth of France, who became Queen of Spain, already showed signs of exceptional intelligence and of that beauty which was to prove so fatal to her happiness. Marie Stuart, the Queen of Scotland, who had just married the Dauphin, and whom they called the Queen-Dauphine, was perfection, both in mind and body. She was brought up at the Court of France, had assimilated all its elegance, and was born with so great a love of beauty that, in spite of her youth, she knew and understood more about art than anybody. The Queen, her mother-in-law, and Madame, the King’s sister, also loved poetry, drama, and music; François I had made such things the fashion, the taste for them remained, and, since the King, his son, was so fond of outdoor amusements, it can be said that every form of pleasure was to be found at his Court. But its special radiance and magnificence came from the number of princes and great nobles, who adorned their generation, each in his own way.

			The King of Navarre was universally respected, both for his rank and for his lofty character. He was a first-rate soldier, and though he was a General he often fought in the thick of the battle like a private, side by side with his rival, the Duc de Guise. This Duke was so brave and successful that the greatest captains of his time felt an admiration not unmixed with envy for him; his courage was only one of many great qualities, since he combined intellect with a noble character and a practical capacity both for war and for politics. The Cardinal of Lorraine, his brother, was overweeningly ambitious, witty, eloquent, and learned; at a time when many new attacks were being launched on the Roman Catholic Church, he used his learning in her defence, and thus added to his own prestige. Another brother, the Chevalier de Guise, later known as the Grand Prior, was a prince whom everybody loved; handsome, witty, clever, and famous throughout Europe for his great courage. The Prince de Condé had an indomitable soul in his small crooked body, and was so amusing that the most beautiful women fell in love with him. The Duc de Nevers, in spite of his advanced age, was an ornament of the Court, and had covered himself with glory both in warfare and in the various high offices which he had held during his lifetime. Of his three handsome sons, the second, known as the Prince de Clèves, had all the qualities necessary to uphold the lustre of his name; he was brave, generous, and prudent beyond his years. The Vidame de Chartres was descended from the ancient house of Vendôme, a name famous in love and war which even Princes of the Blood have not been too proud to bear. He was brave and bonny, generous and lively, these qualities were self-evident, and if any human being could be said to be worthy of comparison with the Duc de Nemours, it might be he.
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