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The Duchess Mazarin dressed as Diana, by Benedetto Gennari  Courtesy of Sotheby’s Picture Library
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I FIRST ENCOUNTERED Marie and Hortense Mancini through their memoirs, as I was working on a historical study of French women writers. I was interested in how women in the early modern period told the story of their lives and how they thought about themselves as writers at a moment in European history when female writers began to sign their names to printed books. The two sisters were among the first to openly publish their life stories. As I read their narratives, I was amazed by their extraordinary daring—not only in their decision to go public with their private lives, but in the unfolding of the events themselves, which were tales of unbelievable adventure, worthy of a novel. Historians and chroniclers of the age of Louis XIV have tended to refer to Hortense and Marie either as scandalous pleasure-seekers or pathetic victims, usually pleasure-seekers who became pathetic victims. I saw them as bold, energetic, fascinating women who certainly loved pleasure but who also fought for their personal liberty and overcame obstacles so great that in the process they inspired other women of their generation and beyond.

My fascination with them began in 1995 and continued through a series of projects, each one ending with me thinking that I had  finally finished my work on Marie and Hortense. But at each “end” of the road I saw another path beckoning. When Patricia Cholakian and I decided to work together on a new edition of Marie’s memoirs, I wrote to the Colonna family, Marie’s descendants, to see if I could access their family papers. I received no response, and then suddenly, a few months later, I heard that the Prince Colonna had decided to donate all of the family papers to a state library housed in a monastery two hours north of Rome. That news drew me into a series of visits to the Santa Scolastica library in Subiaco, Italy, where I kept searching for the original manuscript of Marie’s memoirs, and I kept finding other papers and letters that seemed even more fascinating than the ones I was looking for. I never found the original manuscript but I read hundreds of letters written by Marie, her family and friends, and her obsessed husband. The adventures of Hortense, too, and the amazing travels of both sisters were woven through the accumulated letters that remained mostly unorganized, piled in boxes, but preserved over the centuries by their descendants.

Two biographers of Marie Mancini Colonna had been given access to the Colonna papers before me, both of them while the papers were held in the private family library in Rome. Clara Adèle Luce Herpin, who wrote at the end of the nineteenth century under the male pseudonym Lucien Perey, published a detailed account of Marie’s romance with Louis XIV, and she pursued the story in an excellent second volume devoted to Marie’s life after her marriage. But the Colonna family had denied her request to read Marie’s private correspondence. More recently, Claude Dulong wrote a biography drawing on a broad array of letters and documents that were at the time still housed in the palazzo Colonna. Dulong expresses some exasperation with the character of Marie that she discovered there. At each turn in the complicated route of Marie’s life, Dulong admonishes her for her recklessness, her unpredictability, her lack of restraint. This was not my response when I read the letters.  I came to appreciate, making my way through the delicate web of correspondence with the family as Marie and Hortense both tried to negotiate their independence, how “recklessness” and “unpredictability” could be used as strategies, and a viable means of self-protection when one has spies tracking one’s every move.

Most biographical studies of Hortense Mancini have focused on her years in London and especially the period when she was mistress to Charles II. Georges Mongrédien (1952) and Toivo David Rosvall (1969) published fuller treatments of her life, but neither of them was able to draw on the Colonna Archive or the many accounts of her travels and escapades recorded in the Roman avvisi, the handwritten Italian news gazettes of the period. I was lucky enough to be able to consult this material in the Vatican library just before the archives suddenly closed for a three-year period of restoration and reorganizing in 2007. It was fascinating to see what a media figure she was in these early years of journalism, when reports on her travels and appearances in different cities would be written up next to the latest news on the outcomes of battles and political struggles.

I am deeply grateful to the Benedictine monks, whose task it is to keep the Santa Scolastica archive, for the assistance they have given me on my visits to Subiaco. The librarians Don Romano and Elia Mariano have been particularly solicitous and have alerted me to papers and letters that had gone astray in the depths of the library, manuscripts they thought would be of interest to me, and even, on one blessed occasion, the single letter proving that Marie had mailed her memoir in manuscript form to her family and had arranged for its translation and publication.

There are many other friends and colleagues who have encouraged me on my long and winding route in the company of these intrepid lady travelers. The late Patricia Cholakian first shared my excitement and pleasure in the conversational style and storytelling skills of Hortense and Marie. I miss her generous collegial spirit  and I know she would have enjoyed joining me in the adventure of writing this book. I am grateful to Susan Shifrin for her work on the many paintings that were done of Marie and Hortense, and for her constant willingness to share her expertise. My conversations with Valeria De Lucca about Marie’s role in the Colonnas’ patronage of the arts in Rome have been most valuable, as was her assistance in negotiating the collections of avvisi in the Vatican library. Christopher Maurer entered into the excitement of this project and helped guide me at its most crucial, beginning moment. Luisella Brunetti, James Simpson, Harvey Blustain, and Teri Lamitie have all given me the benefit of their readings and thoughts at different stages. Nancy Harrowitz has been able to offer moral support from the point of view of one who knows exactly how far I had to walk each day as I made my way from my hotel in Subiaco down one mountain slope and up another to reach the Santa Scolastica monastery. Erika Storella, of the Gernert literary agency, and my editors, Lindsay Jones and Clive Priddle at PublicAffairs, have been better navigators than I ever could have hoped for. Finally it is to my family, especially my mother, Florence Clark, my sister, Carolyn Clark, my husband, Art Goldsmith, and our daughter, Emily, that I owe the most gratitude. Their enthusiasm for the book and persistent optimism that I would finish it has kept me engaged with the pleasure of its writing.






HISTORICAL PROLOGUE

LOUIS XIV, THE FRENCH MONARCH who was destined to rule longer and more conspicuously than any other king in Western history, officially assumed the French throne upon the death of his father in 1643. As a child of four, he wore the crown in name only, while his mother, Anne of Austria, served as queen regent. The early years of her regency were difficult. The country was torn by war with foreign states as well as internally by rebellions of nobles and other elites against the authority of the queen and her ministers. But by 1650, France was already beginning to enjoy enhanced power and prosperity with respect to Europe’s other sovereign states. Cardinal Mazarin, prime minister to the queen regent, had taken the lead in designing the Peace of Westphalia that put an end to the Thirty Years’ War. The long period of religious and dynastic conflict had involved most of the European powers and left vast territories in a state of near-total destruction. But France had come out of the peace negotiations in a strong, unified position. Catholics and Protestants were given equal status by international law. The other great powers found themselves weakened by comparison—territorial claims over German states made by the Holy Roman Emperor were annulled. Rome and the papal states found their influence diminished.  Spain lost territories to the Dutch and to France. France emerged as the leader militarily and in the areas of political governance that would be the most crucial for maintaining power in a community of European states whose common interest it was to resolve its military disputes. Under the leadership of the French, the modern art and practice of international diplomacy was invented. French became the common language for communication between sovereign courts.

After 1661, in the early years of his personal rule, Louis XIV was known as a bringer of peace. He concluded decades of military conflict, consolidated the state’s control over warring noble factions, and focused his youthful attentions on enhancing life at court and constructing a palace at Versailles that was destined to become one of the wonders of the world. He turned to Italian Renaissance courts for inspiration, surrounding himself with musicians, painters, sculptors, and poets, and sponsoring lavish court spectacles. Italian artists and statesmen found a welcome place at the court of the young king. During the regency of Anne of Austria, with the encouragement of her Rome-born prime minister, the court had already become a cosmopolitan center, welcoming gifted and ambitious figures, such as the Italian composer Jean-Baptiste Lully, who founded a French academy of music, became the personal ballet master to the young king, and introduced opera to the world.

Throughout the first decade of the French regency, England was engaged in a period of bloody civil strife. While the rest of Europe moved toward a more peaceable end to their conflicts, King Charles I was publicly beheaded in London on January 30, 1649. The event sent shock waves through all of the neighboring royal courts. Louis XIV was just ten years old, but a pamphlet condemning the English for “committing the most barbarous assassination upon his sacred person,” their king, was distributed in the name of the king of France.1 France received and gave protection to the  widow of Charles I, Henrietta Maria, who was an aunt of Louis XIV, and her children. The dead king’s family would remain in exile for the next eleven years, living at the palace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Many English royalists fled to the Continent and lived in France during the commonwealth that had replaced the Stuart monarchy. The diaries and letters of these travelers record their fascination with the glittering sophistication of elite life surrounding the young King Louis XIV and his court. In England, under the Puritan commonwealth, theater and most other forms of public entertainment were forbidden. The French court was a dramatic contrast. During the first phase of the personal reign of the Sun King, spectacle, theater, and art were glorified and supported by the state, especially if made to aggrandize the king. Even the practice of kingship was cultivated by Louis both as his destiny and as an artistic performance. “What other pleasure should we not abandon for it,” he remarked. “The calling of a king is grand, noble, and delightful.”2 In the capital city, salons such as those hosted by the famous novelist Madeleine de Scudéry received a diverse company of artists, writers, nobles, and wealthy bourgeois aspiring to the life of the elite. French writers were quickly translated, publications carrying the news of the day were widely disseminated, and these popular publications contributed to the fashionable new image of French styles of living that would be imitated by high society in England, Germany, Italy, and Spain.

By the time Charles II returned the Stuarts to the English throne in 1660, the cultural life of the French elite, as well as the architecture and design of court palaces and grand Paris residences, had become a model to be followed. London was soon after ravaged by an outbreak of plague in 1665, and further decimated by a fire that destroyed most of the city in 1666. Architects and city planners turned to Paris for inspiration as to how to rebuild the city and improve the design of its streets and public spaces. In the first decade  of Louis XIV’s personal reign, Paris was already being called the City of Light, in reference to a new system of public lighting that had placed uniformed torch- and lantern-bearers on the city’s busiest streets. By 1668, thousands of glass lanterns had been permanently installed all over the streets of the capital city, making it possible for merchants to remain open after dark and for Parisians, both men and women, to safely traverse the city as they pleased, day or night. Louis XIV remarked that the city lights “made his reign glitter.”3 The general impression left on foreign visitors to Paris was of a vibrant and exciting modern city, one to be emulated and to which visitors inevitably were drawn to return. In 1665, architect Christopher Wren wrote enthusiastically of his visits to Paris, during which he observed massive building projects including the expansion of the Louvre, where “no less than a thousand hands are constantly employed in the works; some in laying mighty foundations, some in raising the stories, columns, entablements, etc. with vast stones, by great and useful engines; others in carving, inlaying of marbles, plastering, painting, gilding, etc., which altogether make a school of architecture, the best probably, at this day in Europe.”4


The European states that had for so long been in conflict with the French found themselves in a progressively weakened position. France’s political influence expanded and infiltrated other capital cities and foreign courts. In Italy, family dynasties that had held power for centuries were in decline. Florence was no longer the cultural center of the Continent. The Medici rulers had been unable to reverse an impending state bankruptcy. In a desperate attempt to prevent the flight of wealth and population, they passed laws restricting travel and banning the education of citizens outside of Tuscany. Grand Duke Cosimo III’s marriage to Marie-Louise d’Orléans, cousin to Louis XIV, was an attempt to buttress the prestige of the declining Medici family. But the marriage had the opposite effect, for the grand duchess found her husband’s degenerate  and tyrannical behavior to be unbearable. She fled back to France. By the early eighteenth century the Medici family was extinct and Tuscany was ruled by the Franco-Austrian duchy of Lorraine.

Elsewhere in Italy, the popes who governed baroque Rome were politically weakened by the terms of the Treaty of Westphalia, so they focused their attention on redesigning the city. Rome and Paris vied for the services of the great Italian sculptors, architects, and artists of the era: Bernini, Borromini, Pietro da Cortona. The French tightened their links with Rome through political marriages and a carefully chosen succession of ambassadors who established a vital presence for the French community in Rome. Travel between France and Italy was eased by improved roads and strengthened efforts to police them. Soon France was attracting the best of Italy’s craftsmen and artists, who were drawn by economic opportunity as well as relative freedom from censorship in the first decades of Louis XIV’s reign. Even the republic of Venice, traditionally so protective of its tradesmen and artists, began to lose its monopoly on luxury goods to France. Jean-Baptiste Colbert, the French minister of trade and finance, negotiated a generous agreement with a group of Venetian glassblowers and installed them in the center of Paris. Louis XIV paid them a ceremonial visit and solemnly presented a generous purse to reward them for their defection and to subsidize their training of French craftsmen in the art of glass- and mirror-making. It was a cultural and economic coup on par with a military victory. The Venetian ambassador reported home that the spectacle had reduced him to tears. By the time the new palace of Versailles was under construction in the 1670s, imports of luxury goods from Venice were banned and the newly established glassworks in Paris was producing ornaments and mirrors to decorate the halls of the royal residence and the homes of the wealthy in France and abroad.

The rise of the French in the military, cultural, and political arenas of Europe was accompanied by the demise of the other great  nations. By midcentury Spain was no longer the world’s foremost power. In 1600, at the height of the age of exploration, Spain had ruled the seas and large parts of Europe, its far-flung empire reaching from the Mediterranean to Africa. By 1659, when the Peace of the Pyrenees finally put an end to the long wars between Spain and France, the Spanish Hapsburg states had been battered by a series of bankruptcies, military defeats, internal rebellions, and epidemics of disease. An outbreak of bubonic plague spread throughout the Spanish Mediterranean encompassing most of southern Italy, killing more than half a million people. There was a shortage of silver, and money to raise armies was not to be had. Even if the funds could have been found, there were no longer enough men available to be conscripted. After Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of England, conducted a brief war with Spain that resulted in a treaty ceding the Spanish city of Dunkirk to England, the fearsome privateers and pirates based in that city who had long contracted with Spain to protect Spanish ships were no longer working for the Hapsburgs.

French travelers and diplomats began to take up residence in Madrid following the marriage of Louis XIV to the Spanish infanta and the end of armed conflict between the two countries. But life at the Spanish court held little appeal for them, compared with the courts of Paris and Versailles. Madrid was the capital of the Inquisition. Pierre de Villars, the French ambassador, wrote that the preferred state spectacles were public burnings of heretics on a huge stage erected in the Plaza Major. The English traveler Francis Willoughby wrote home in 1664 that Spain was intellectually backward, and appeared untouched by advances in the sciences and other areas of learning, with universities that resembled English institutions of the previous century. The writer Madame d’Aulnoy published accounts of her voyage to Madrid in which she described the extraordinarily constrained lives of Spanish noblewomen compared with the French. By midcentury, for cultivated young women  throughout Europe, it was France—especially Paris—that held a special fascination. Stories of salon gatherings led by ladies presiding over a mixed company of men and women found their way to London and the capitals on the Continent.

Over the decades following the Peace of the Pyrenees, Louis XIV followed the program of consolidating and centralizing authority that had been laid out by Richelieu, prime minister to Louis XIII, and continued under Cardinal Mazarin. The Sun King’s overriding ambition, to increase the power and glory of France, led him also to pursue an expansionist military policy that was largely successful. The French army was reorganized and strengthened under the direction of François Michel Le Tellier de Louvois, the minister of war. Modern systems for storing and distributing supplies meant that soldiers on the move no longer depended on foraging and looting for food and ammunition. The efficiency and discipline of the French armies led them to a series of victories that progressively pushed the borders of France farther to the east and southwest. To defend its coastal borders, France bought Dunkirk from Charles II in 1662. Dunkirk was known for its shipbuilders and privateers who sold their services to nations seeking to protect their own merchant fleets on the high seas. This often meant aggressive maneuvers against the ships of competing nation-states. For the next fifty years, mercenary vessels operating from the strategic port city and working for the French attacked Dutch trade ships in the North Sea and the Atlantic.

Within France, Louis XIV worked tirelessly to build a strong centralized state and make the French nation a global cultural center. The French court continued to draw to it the best of Europe’s craftsmen, artists, architects, and engineers. Each military victory was followed by days of festivities, fireworks, and elaborate spectacle at the royal residences of Fontainebleau, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, and Versailles. For the French elite, proximity to Versailles and Paris became the only route to prestige and advancement. To be excluded  from the king’s presence became a nobleman’s nightmare. As Stendhal would later observe, “The masterpiece of Louis XIV was his creation of the ennui of exile.” But by the end of the seventeenth century exile was a familiar experience for many Frenchmen and women from all walks of life. “Un roi, un loi, une foi”—one king, one law, one faith—became the motto of the reign, and dissenters were not tolerated. After the Edict of Nantes was revoked in 1685, thousands of Protestants fled the country, causing France to lose precious resources and a significant portion of its educated population.

The final decades of Louis XIV’s long reign were marked by renewed warring between France and Spain and redoubled efforts by England and the European states to undermine France’s dominant position. After England’s Catholic King James II was deposed in 1688 and William and Mary took the throne, the English were at war with France both at home and abroad in the North American colonies. It was not until 1713 that a treaty was signed, ending France’s battles with the “Grand Alliance” that had been formed to thwart French expansion under Louis XIV. In that year, when the French king was seventy-five years old, the final treaty begun by the Peace of Utrecht was signed. It brought to a close the bloody wars between France and Spain over the Spanish succession, curbed French expansion, and would mark the beginning of the long rise of the British Empire. Now near the end of his reign, with his armies and his population battered, Louis XIV agreed to raze the fortifications of Dunkirk and ceded French claims to the Netherlands, Savoy, Portugal, Prussia, and the Hudson’s Bay Company territory in Canada. The royal treasury was almost bankrupt. The wars that had succeeded in expanding the French territories and securing a Bourbon prince as heir to the Spanish throne had been costly. The French armies had successfully fought off a series of European attempts to thwart their king’s ambitions, but eventually Spain, England, Holland, and the German states had managed to form an  alliance that could contain him. On September 1, 1715, Louis XIV died of a gangrenous infection. It was the end of a fifty-five-year personal reign, the longest in Europe’s history at the time.

The lives of Hortense and Marie Mancini spanned seven decades of these volatile changes to Europe’s political and cultural territory. The two sisters traversed this landscape with a determination and intrepid spirit that was astonishing to those who followed the complicated route on which their adventures took them. At different points, they lived or moved through all of Europe’s principal cultural capitals. They first arrived in Paris from Rome in 1654, as young girls. Their presence soon left an indelible mark on the young king of France, as he approached the age of majority, when he would officially assume personal control of the French state. Their intimacy with him, and their acts of rebellion, inspired the ways in which his own coming to adulthood would be viewed by others as myth, renunciation, and heroic endeavor. Although the Italian sisters ultimately would live most of their lives outside the borders of France, they always viewed themselves as moving in the orbit of the French throne. Like many of their contemporaries, they regarded the French court as the center of the universe. But it was not their fate to remain there for long.[image: 004]
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Genealogical Chart of the Mazzarini and Mancini Families, Including the Children of Marie Mancini, Hortense Mancini, and Laura Martinozzi (but not those of their siblings and cousins)
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Marie Mancini Colonna with pearls in her hair (oil on canvas) by Jacob Ferdinand Voet

Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum

[image: 005]

 





Portrait of Contessa Ortensia Ianni Stella, bust length, in an ivory chemise, with flowers in her hair (oil on canvas) by Jacob Ferdinand Voet (1639–1700)

© Christie’s Images/ The Bridgeman Art Library
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The CARDINAL’S NIECES at the COURT of FRANCE


The greatest good fortune which can happen to this person, is my not deferring any longer to regulate matters; and if I cannot make her wise, as I believe is impossible, at least that her follies appear not any more in the view of the world, for otherwise she will run a risk of being torn to pieces.


 


—Cardinal Mazarin to Louis XIV, August 28, 1659


 



Mazarin was not opposed to this passion as long as he thought it could only serve his own interests.



 


—Madame de Lafayette, History of Henrietta of England


 



 



 



 




THE MAZARIN FAMILY did not have noble origins. The rapid rise in their fortunes came from the unprecedented success of one man, Giulio Mazzarini (as he was called in Italy), at the French court. Invited there in 1639 to serve as a diplomat, within two years he was a valued adviser to Louis XIII and his minister Richelieu. In 1641 he was made cardinal, and when Richelieu died later that year, Mazzarini was appointed to the king’s council of ministers. After the death of Louis XIII, the queen regent named Mazzarini prime minister, a post he retained through long periods of war, civil strife, and revolts against his personal authority,  from 1643 to his death in 1661. Never popular, he was ruthless in his efforts to raise funds for the French wars against the Hapsburgs, the ruling dynasty in Spain, by levying taxes and cutting the salaries of highly placed officials. For himself he loved material wealth, was good at acquiring it, and took pleasure in displaying it. By 1650 he had amassed personal collections of jewels, art, and sculpture that were grander than any in the French royal family. Mazzarini’s extraordinary wealth and power and imposing residence near the Louvre palace came to represent all that the French feared in foreign influence. At the height of the Fronde, when French nobles had taken up arms against the powerful prime minister, he took refuge in Germany. Still, by early 1653, he had signed treaties with most of the French princes who had been battling his armies for ten years, and in the spring he returned to Paris. Giulio Mazzarini, now Jules Mazarin, had arrived at the apex of power in France. It remained only for him to embed his family name in the network of royal dynasties that ruled his adopted country. It was only in this way that his personal glory would remain permanently anchored as part of his legacy to France. To that end, he began summoning his family members to Paris. After first importing four of his older nieces and nephews, he wrote to his sisters in Rome asking that they and their remaining children join him at the court of Louis XIV.

On a warm spring day in 1653, two young girls stood on the docks of Civitavecchia, Italy. With them were their twelve-year-old brother, two female cousins, their finely dressed mother and aunt, and a small entourage, preparing to board an elegantly outfitted galley headed for the coast of France. The sight must have caused something of a stir in the busy seaport, where onlookers were more accustomed to seeing fishing boats or larger sailing vessels loaded with silks and other luxury goods. This boat was unusual; it had been commissioned in Genoa and detailed with particular attention to the elegant top deck, which was furnished with tented  dining spaces and tapestried furniture. Belowdecks, in the galley, was the more familiar sight of about twenty thin and muscular oarsmen, most of them prisoners or slaves, whose unhappy lot it was to provide the power for the voyage.

The two girls, Marie and Hortense Mancini, were sisters, one a dark-haired and intelligent-looking adolescent of thirteen and the other a mere child of six, with curly black hair and of more fragile appearance than her sister, but striking in her delicate beauty. Marie and Hortense’s father, Lorenzo Mancini, was a Roman baron highly respected for his knowledge of astrology and necromancy. When Marie was born on August 28, 1639, his reading of the planets did not augur well. It was said that this child would bring trouble to the family. Lorenzo Mancini would die in 1656, before he could have any idea about the accuracy of the prophecy.

The Mancini children were curious to see for themselves the pleasures of French society that they had heard about in letters and the accounts of travelers. In Rome the girls had received the customary convent education designed to prepare them for either domesticity or a life in religion. Indeed, their mother had urged Marie to think seriously about staying behind in Rome and committing to a religious life. This was never a likely prospect: although the nuns had taught the girls to read, their favorite books were not those kept in convent libraries. Romance novels, plays, and works on astrology and necromancy all were found in the Mancini household. All of the children, especially Marie, had come to love the epic romances of Ariosto and Tasso. She had heard that in France, women were writing novels and tales inspired by these popular Italians. When their mother announced her intention to leave for Paris, taking with her only young Hortense and brother Philippe, Marie had responded deftly that “there were convents everywhere, and that if it should please heaven to inspire such pious impulses in me, it would be as easy to follow them in Paris as in Rome.”1 So both sisters,  Marie and Hortense, were with their mother and brother as the family boarded the galley destined for Marseille.

Twenty years later, Marie would recall her departure from Italy and the marvelous floating home that Genovese boatbuilders had specially prepared for the little group of voyagers:
So we boarded a galley from Genoa, which that republic had sent to us out of special consideration for Monsieur le Cardinal. I will not stop here to describe that movable house. It would take up too much time to portray all its beauty, its order, its riches, and its magnificence. Suffice it to say that we were treated like queens there and throughout our voyage, and that the tables of sovereigns are not served with more pomp and brilliance than was ours four times a day.2






Cardinal Mazarin had arranged for a voyage that was not speedy; he wanted his Italian family to have time to talk about France, practice the language, and become acculturated to French ways en route to Paris, and so the galley slaves were ordered to row slowly, instructions also intended to ensure a comfortable voyage for the passengers above. It took more than a week for the galley to reach the coast of France. After landing in Marseille, the party spent eight months in southern France hosted by their eldest sister, Laure-Victoire Mancini, who had married the French Duke of Mercoeur.

The seventeen-year-old Laure-Victoire was only too happy to be reunited with her sisters and brother, and she delightedly embraced her task of helping her family understand what to expect at the French court. To the mothers’ initial dismay but the children’s amusement, Laure-Victoire taught them that it was considered gracious to greet a guest with a kiss. They learned the importance of choosing the right visitors with whom to pass the time in salon society, and they watched in astonishment as the regional consuls arrived with delicate and expensive gifts: candied fruits, wines, silver candlesticks. By the time the family left for Paris, they had seen ample evidence of the enormous privilege and power their uncle enjoyed. The days of the Fronde rebellions against him were over. His relatives could bask in the security of the cardinal’s prestige in the king’s close entourage.

Still, they were stunned by the luxury of the Mazarin palace when they arrived in Paris in February 1654. The cardinal received them in the lavish surroundings that had raised the anger and jealousy of the French aristocracy just ten years earlier. The manner in which Mazarin had acquired his fortune had been the subject of much speculation during his own lifetime, and even today continues to be a matter of historical controversy. He had used his power without compunction, in the tradition set by his compatriots the Medici family of Florence, focusing on exerting control over his potential enemies by using the ruthless financial weapons being perfected in the early capitalist era: speculation, taxation, forced bankruptcy, expropriation, and money loaned at exorbitantly high rates. In the process he had amassed a fortune that had a modern aspect to it, based heavily on material goods and money, not the landed wealth that traditionally had formed a nobleman’s net worth. The interior of Mazarin’s palace had been covered with frescoes by the best Italian painters and housed the greatest collection of art known in Europe. It was here that the Mancini children received their first visitors from the court, and it was from the Mazarin palace that the family would take the short carriage ride to the Louvre to pay court to the queen regent and her son, Louis.

The newcomers were objects of much curiosity and rumor. Mazarin had already arranged one marriage whose grandeur had secretly enraged many courtiers, and now more nieces were arriving on the scene. Within weeks of their arrival in Paris, young Anne-Marie Martinozzi’s wedding to Prince Armand de Conti had taken  place, in a lavish ceremony that publicly displayed Mazarin’s reconciliation with a family that had opposed him bitterly during the Fronde years. The marriage of Anne-Marie to a royal prince was one of the conditions the cardinal had imposed on this former leader of rebellions. It was an unbreakable seal of Conti’s defeat.

All of Mazarin’s relatives were encouraged to spend time in the salons of the Louvre and the adjacent private residences, where they were introduced to a life filled with conversation, concerts, dances, and theater. The Mancini children joined their brother Alphonse and sister Olympe, who had been brought to Paris a year earlier. If any of Mazarin’s nieces or nephews had aspired to solitude and shelter from the public view, their arrival in Paris put an abrupt end to such inclinations. There was no time, and no place, to be alone.

Nonetheless, the cardinal was concerned that Marie and her younger sister Hortense were not quite prepared for this new and intense social milieu. He observed that fourteen-year-old Marie was particularly awkward, as she later would recall: “The fatigue of the road, a continual agitation brought on by my cheerful and high-strung nature, and my poor eating habits—I ate as readily the foods that disagreed with me as those that might do me good—had reduced me to a pitiful state; for that reason Monsieur le Cardinal resolved to put me in a convent, to see, as he said, if it would fatten me up a bit.”3 And so she and little Hortense spent eighteen months in the Convent of the Visitation in the Faubourg Saint-Jacques, where they received a more liberal instruction than what had been prescribed for them in Rome. They studied from a curriculum in French, literature, religion, and the arts that had made the Visitandine nuns the favorite teachers of young girls of elite society. When they were finally deemed ready to join the young king and his court at the end of 1656, seventeen-year-old Marie was prepared for new friendships and more freedom.

Her mother and uncle were busy trying to ensure Marie’s future by planning a good marriage, but she resisted their interference and soon drew the anger of her mother, who insisted on keeping a close watch to limit her from joining the youthful company at court. Madame Mancini enlisted her brother, Cardinal Mazarin, in dominating her rebellious daughter, as Marie would remember: “After my mother’s complaints, my uncle reprimanded me in such acid tones and such cutting terms that any other girl than I would have been sick with remorse, but since I did not take things to heart at all, everything he said to me made a clear impression on my memory and made none at all on my spirit.”4


One reason Hieronyma Mancini could not control her daughters was her own health. Throughout the summer and fall of 1656, she had struggled with a fever. She became consumed with anxiety and fear over her illness, which inexplicably came and went. Overshadowing all attempts to find a cure for her sickness was the knowledge that years before, her husband had predicted that she would die in this, her forty-second year. In October the fever seemed to have gone. But by December Hieronyma lay dying on a bed in her brother’s apartment at the Louvre palace. The king’s doctors had been summoned but could not reverse the course of her illness. There was nothing left to do but encourage her to receive, as comfortably as possible, the final visits of her family and friends. The king came to pay his respects, as did Cardinal Mazarin, though he would never stay long enough to answer his sister’s pressing questions about precisely how he intended to care for her children. Hieronyma knew that her charming young Hortense would inevitably find a good match, but she urged the cardinal to consider consigning her troublesome Marie to a convent life instead of marriage. Mazarin was reluctant, and Marie remained adamantly opposed to any such notion. Marie became so angry with her mother and so unable to exhibit the humility demanded of her that her mother  excluded her from her sickroom. When Hieronyma died on December 29, 1656, Marie could feel no grief.

After her mother’s death, Marie joined Hortense under the care of Madame de Venelle, a governess appointed by their uncle, who loosened his grip on the daily occupations of his nieces and encouraged their growing acquaintance with the king. At eighteen, Louis was undergoing the finishing touches of a long and careful education to prepare him to officially assume the throne. He was starting to feel irritated by the attentions of his mother and the watchful eye of her prime minister. As he prepared for his first military campaigns, he was trying to form his own opinions about the ever-present intrigues that were the hub of life at court. By the end of 1657, plans for the young king to lead an army into battle against the Spanish in Flanders were completed, and Louis departed amid much fanfare. For the public, his service in battle would be a final requirement before he could officially accede to the throne.

Though he passed this test of his virility and readiness to rule, he returned to court from the battlefield in early 1658 suffering from an illness that quickly spread alarm. The journal of the king’s health kept by his physician, Antoine Vallot, details the seriousness of the sickness, describing high fever, difficulty breathing, and skin that was swollen and discolored. Amid the frantic medical consultations, preparations were made to administer last rites. Courtiers held vigil outside the royal chambers and jockeyed for favor, trying to secure protection from powerful patrons in anticipation of the young monarch’s death. When suddenly the illness began to dissipate, the printed Gazette and the pamphleteers eagerly spread the news across the country.

At court, no one exhibited more relief at the king’s convalescence than Marie Mancini. During her mother’s illness just one year earlier, she had found it difficult to express grief or concern, but those who knew and watched her during the king’s malaise were struck  by her distress and genuine sadness. While other courtiers had been caught up by the intrigues and speculation about the political consequences of the king’s death, Marie’s anxiety seemed to be focused solely on his person. It was a display of affection that made a deep impression on Louis. By the summer of 1658, everyone was saying that the two young people were in love.

Now the court was treated to the spectacle of an ever-so-healthy and virile king, who missed no opportunity to escape with his young love to the gardens of the Louvre and Fontainebleau, where Marie would read to him from her favorite Italian romances. To some it even seemed as though the two were acting out roles from the popular romance epic Gerusalemme Liberata, in which the young warrior hero Rinaldo is seduced by the enchantress Armida. Both Louis and Marie had been trained in dance, an art and skill that was obligatory at court and considered central to a worldly education, and they both performed in the court ballets that were commissioned by some of the best musicians and poets of the realm. Marie encouraged the serious attention the king gave to his personal performances, fostering his relationship with the young Italian composer Jean-Baptiste Lully, who was quickly rising to prominence and fame in France for his works of ballet and opera. The popular playwright Molière wrote verses for one of these, the opera-ballet Alicidiane, in which Marie danced. The king’s cousin Mademoiselle de Montpensier described this cultural education that Marie seemed to be giving the king:
The King was in a much better humor after he fell in love with mademoiselle de Mancini. He was lively, he chatted with everyone. I think that she had advised him in his readings of novels and poetry. He had a great quantity of them, with poetry collections and theater as well; he seemed to take great pleasure from this and when he offered his opinion, he seemed to have as good judgment  as someone who had studied a great deal and who had a perfect knowledge of literature.5






Cardinal Mazarin and Queen Anne were happy enough to encourage Marie’s contribution to the cultural education of the young king, but they were caught off-guard by the intensity of the romance. Plans were under way to find a suitable wife for Louis, and even the fiercely ambitious Mazarin could hardly expect to place one of his own family of Italian merchants on the French throne. But this did not prevent public speculation that such a goal was precisely what Mazarin had in mind in bringing his nieces to France in the first place. Madame de Motteville, one of Queen Anne’s ladies-in-waiting, reported that Mazarin even tested out the idea of a marriage between Marie and Louis in a conversation with the queen in which he pretended to think the scenario was preposterous:
The Cardinal could not refuse himself the pleasure of testing so fine an affair, and one day he spoke of it to the Queen, laughing at the folly of his niece, but in a manner so ambiguous and embarrassed that he let the Queen see what he had in his soul clearly enough to make her answer in these very words: “I do not believe, Monsieur le Cardinal, that the king is capable of such baseness, but if it were possible that he should think of it, I warn you that all France would revolt against you and against him; and that I will put myself at the head of the rebels to restrain my son.”6






In any event, Mazarin never publicly showed any inclination to try to arrange a royal marriage for his niece. But the task of arranging a strong marriage for Louis that would expand France’s power in Europe was one that he felt was absolutely his ministerial responsibility, especially because his health had started to fail him. The matter was pressing. Two prominent candidates were under consideration:  Princess Marguerite of Savoy and the Spanish Princess Marie-Thérèse, niece of Queen Anne. The king himself, however, seemed to pay little heed to this strategizing. His attentions were for Marie alone. Even when Louis was sent to Lyon to formally meet Marguerite of Savoy in October 1658, Marie was with him, along with an entourage of one hundred carriages. The slow pace of the voyage offered many opportunities for intimate gatherings and festivities. In Lyon, Marie took part in the balls and lavish ceremonies organized in the king’s honor and he continued to pay her court, to the embarrassment of his mother. Louis would escort Marie back to her residence in the Place Bellecour every evening, “first following her carriage, then acting as a coachman, and then finally getting inside.”7


When he heard this, Mazarin abruptly recalled the party to Paris to pursue marriage discussions with the emissaries recently arrived from Spain. Later, in a letter to Louis XIV, Mazarin would say that he had recognized “since Lyon” the seriousness of the danger Marie posed to plans for a royal marriage.

Negotiations continued nonetheless, through the winter and into the spring of 1659. Though the king made no objection, he also continued to spend most of his time with Marie. “Upon our return to Paris,” Marie would later remember, “our sole concern was to amuse ourselves. There was not a single day, or rather a single moment, that was not devoted to pleasure, and I can say that never was time spent more enjoyably than it was by us.”8 Louis seemed eager to assure her that he had no care for his more serious obligations and that he was willing to throw off the weight of his identity as prince and defender of France just to please his young love. Standing out in Marie’s memory many years later was one of the more sentimental demonstrations of “how delicately and gallantly the king courted,” when he threw away his sword after it had accidentally bruised her as they were walking side by side in the woods  of Bois-le-Vicomte.9 Queen Anne observed these displays with increasing concern. She was not amused when the visiting queen of Sweden, seated at a banquet next to Louis and Marie, openly challenged the young king to defy convention and “marry for someone you love.”10 Queen Anne was even more displeased when Louis made no effort to hide his passion during the diplomatic visits of envoys from the Spanish court. A royal marriage of Louis with the Spanish princess was already a theoretical possibility discussed in diplomatic circles, yet Louis seemed to pay it no heed. Instead he flaunted his growing independence from his mother and the cardinal, refusing to observe the austerity measures she had ordered for the Lenten season and continuing to spend all of his time with Marie in the gardens of the Louvre and on long equestrian outings in the Fontainebleau forest.

It was Queen Anne who decided that the couple had to separate. First she engaged the services of a governess who was instructed to spy on Marie and follow the couple everywhere she could. But soon she decided that the only effective strategy would be to make Louis see for himself that the separation was both necessary and inevitable. Anne’s animosity toward Marie was so strong that she had begun to truly see her as an evil enchantress, like the magical Armida in Marie’s favorite romance. The queen mother “told the Cardinal, who was preparing to leave, what she felt. She made him see her wish to separate the king her son from one who kept him bound in chains which she thought shameful: she wished to show to the king the mirror that was presented to Rinaldo, not only to draw him from the spell of Armida, but to force him to fly from so fatal a prison.”11


By the summer of 1659, Mazarin was also scheming to find a way to separate the love-struck couple. A marriage between Louis and Marie-Thérèse of Spain, Mazarin’s preferred outcome, would be in effect a treaty between the two countries, and would mark a definitive  end to the remnants of French armed resistance to the cardinal that had begun during the Fronde years. The last rebellious French noble army that, supported by the Spanish, had continued its attacks on Mazarin’s forces through the 1650s, was defeated at the battle of Dunkirk in June 1658. It was time to seal the peace. After signing an initial preliminary agreement in Paris, Mazarin made plans for a ceremonial meeting with the Spanish emissaries at the border town of Saint-Jean-de-Luz to design a formal treaty and marriage contract.

On June 22, 1659, Louis XIV and Marie Mancini were forced to separate. Marie was ordered to accompany her uncle in the train of carriages heading south toward Spain. At the last minute she was permitted the company of her two younger sisters, Hortense and ten-year-old Marianne, the youngest of the eight Mancini children and the last to join the family in Paris. Mazarin said he would escort his nieces along with their governess to La Rochelle, a city under his personal governorship. The night before the planned departure, the king had met privately, and at length, with both the cardinal and Queen Anne, in interviews during which he had begged, reportedly falling to his knees, to be allowed to marry the cardinal’s niece. But the following morning he could accompany Marie only as far as her coach to offer a tearful farewell. The moment was public, and striking to all who saw and heard about it, and the scene would be endlessly replayed in different cultural venues, in politics, and in spectacle. The young king’s tearful goodbye as Marie reluctantly boarded the carriage became an emblem in the popular imagination of his coming of age, and a sad acknowledgment of the loss of humanity that necessarily accompanies the assumption of power. It was at this moment, it was thought, that Louis presented Marie with a magnificent strand of pearls she had admired when the queen of England had come to the French court a few months earlier, and which he had since bought. The leave-taking would be, according to legend, the last time the king shed tears. Marie’s parting words  to him, “Sire, I am leaving and you weep, and yet you are king,” would reappear in opera, poetry, and theater for generations to come.

Marie described the parting, and the loneliness that followed, as the most painful period of her life: “I cannot conceal the pain that this separation caused me; nothing has hurt me so deeply in my life. All possible suffering seemed to me as nothing in comparison with this absence. There was not a moment when I did not wish for death, as the only cure for my ills. In short, I was in a state that cannot possibly be expressed either by what I have just said or by any stronger terms.”12


The cardinal accompanied his niece’s carriage as far as Poitiers, then sent her party ahead to La Rochelle while he continued south to devote himself fully to the discussions with the Spanish. In La Rochelle the three girls and their governess, Madame de Venelle, were greeted royally and treated to fireworks, theater, and coastal promenades for several weeks. At first Marie tried to let herself be drawn into the diversions, even organizing a costumed marionette production of Molière’s new play, Les precieuses ridicules, for her local hosts. But her outings to the city’s coastal environs became more frequent, as did her conversations with a recently appointed quartermaster from Paris, a cousin of Mazarin’s financial minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert. Against the specific orders of the cardinal, who had forbidden private correspondence between his niece and the king, the young Colbert de Terron was smuggling a steady stream of secret letters between Louis and Marie. Toward the end of July Marie voluntarily moved from her comfortable quarters in La Rochelle to the austere fortress of nearby Brouage, overlooking the rocky coastline and the Atlantic Ocean, where she devoted herself fully to her solitude, her melancholy, and her correspondence with her lost love.

From his negotiating outpost in Saint-Jean-de-Luz, Mazarin demanded regular reports on the behavior of Louis and Marie. He  had a valuable ally in Madame de Venelle, who wrote letters advising him to examine all the mail packets leaving La Rochelle from any of the three girls, as Marie was likely to disguise her letters among those of her sisters. She informed him that Marie was spending long hours in the company of an astrologer from La Rochelle, poring over the celestial indicators of her fate. Madame de Venelle scrutinized the couriers who came and went from her traveling party from the moment they approached La Rochelle. “I’m looking for a secure envoy,” she wrote Mazarin, “so that I can write your Eminence to tell you that things seem a bit worse than you feared, and it would serve your Eminence’s interests to have the first packets mailed from La Rochelle examined.”13
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