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The Trial


The Papal Court at Avignon, March 15, 1348— On this day, more than six hundred and fifty years ago, Joanna I, queen of Naples, Sicily, and Jerusalem and countess of Provence, stood trial for her life.


The entrance of the queen’s party into the old city earlier that morning had been marked by suspicion and fear. For the previous two months, Avignon had writhed in the grip of the Black Death, a pestilence so relentless and infernal that it has no modern equivalent. Thousands upon thousands had perished in agony; in the end, the city would lose half its population. The symptoms were terrifying. Victims maintained a high fever, spat blood, and developed painful inflammations under the arms and around the groin, which turned black—hence the name. There was no hope for the stricken. In almost every instance, those suffering from the disease died within five days. “The plague began with us in January and lasted seven months,” wrote Guy de Chauliac, a scholar and eyewitness. “[It] was extremely contagious … so that one caught it from another, not only through close proximity but also through receiving a glance from another. As a consequence, people died without assistance and were buried without priests.” The number of corpses was overwhelming. In desperation, the pope purchased a nearby field for burial, but even this measure was insufficient, and the pontiff was forced to sanctify the Rhône for this function. Joanna and her entourage were greeted that early-spring morning to the macabre vision of decomposing human remains floating with the current.


A crisis this severe naturally prompted speculation as to the source of the epidemic. The prevailing opinion, not unreasonably, was that it represented a punishment from God. The pope himself had admitted as much in a sermon where he had affirmed that the plague was evidence of the sinful state of the world. The populace tried to make amends; long lines of penitents, barefoot and dressed in sackcloth, paraded through the streets flagellating themselves. The pope held a special mass and distributed indulgences. Nothing worked. As the sickness continued to rage, some whispered that, rather than the general sinfulness of the world, one sin in particular was responsible for the Black Death. These rumors were given weight by Louis Sanctus of Beringen, chaplain to Cardinal Giovanni Colonna. In a treatise titled Tractatus de Pestilentia, the cleric suggested Avignon was being penalized as a result of the actions of Joanna, queen of Naples, who had violated the word of God by murdering her husband, Prince Andrew of Hungary.


As a result, not even the plague could prevent the lower classes from spilling out into the narrow streets of the old city, jostling among themselves for a glimpse of the woman accused of one of the most infamous crimes in history. Nor was the tumult limited to commoners. From every balcony, incongruously strewn with flowers and draped in rich tapestries as befitted the occasion of a visiting monarch, peered the wary eyes of Avignon’s aristocracy, each nobleman and woman dressed as elaborately as lineage and circumstance could afford.


The crowds were not disappointed. In the Middle Ages, royalty understood the need for spectacle, both as a distraction from the cares of everyday life and as a means of reinforcing authority. Because of the rumors, the queen’s need to impress took on even greater urgency. A battery of thirty knights on horse back, wearing highly polished chain mail and armed with lances and brightly colored pennants emblazoned with their families’ coat of arms, clattered down the streets. They were followed by Joanna’s ladies-in-waiting, some reclining in litters, others sitting upright in side chairs, their ornate headdresses fashionably embellished with braided ropes of false hair made of yellow silk, the exaggerated points of their shoes just visible beneath the hems of their gowns.


Medieval protocol dictated the order of procession, and so Joanna, seated on a purebred white mare, led her entourage through the crooked passageways of the city. The queen wore a magnificent cloak of purple velvet trimmed in ermine and meticulously woven with gold thread in a recurring pattern of fleur-de-lis, symbol of the French crown from which she traced her lineage. Her horse was similarly attired in purple and fleur-de-lis, with a bridle and stirrups of gold. Although Joanna was an accomplished equestrian, on this occasion her mount was led by two grooms, as the queen needed her hands free to carry her orb and scepter, insignia of her royal status. Over her head was stretched a canopy of purple silk fringed in gold thread held aloft by four of her vassals.


The queen’s party had been met at the outskirts of the city by an official delegation of senior church officials and government functionaries. Such was the gravity of the occasion that all eighteen cardinals of the Sacred College, formally attired in their traditional red hats and robes, appeared to escort her procession to the vast courtyard adjoining the Palace of the Pope.


This was the queen of Naples’s first glimpse of the great stone fortress designed to glorify the majesty of the church on earth. Still under construction, it was four times the size of any existing cathedral, dwarfing the Louvre in Paris and the Tower in London. Its vaulted ceilings rose two stories into the air, its towers, supplemented by spires, pierced to yet another story. The overall effect was one of soaring celestial grace combined with a monumental secular power. Here was a building constructed specifically to awe, to intimidate, to unnerve.


Joanna was offered the traditional refreshment of wine and pastry and then led inside the palace to the great hall of the consistory, the ceremonial public room on the ground floor customarily used by the pope to greet visiting royalty. It was a long room, very grand. One entire wall was masked by magnificent, life-size frescoes portraying the story of John the Baptist. These were the vivid creation of Matteo Giovannetti of Viterbo, the pictor papae (pope’s painter), a master artist imported from Italy. At the far end of the room was a two-tiered dais with two velvet-and-gold thrones placed at the center of the top tier. The pope, wearing his tiara and white robes, sat upon one of the thrones. The other remained empty. The lower tier of the dais was occupied by the cardinals, who were arrayed in a semicircle. Together with the pope they represented judge and jury.


Joanna, her mantle held by two pages, walked the long length of the hall until she reached the dais. The room was filled with spectators. “From the upper end of the spacious hall to the entrance appeared prelates, princes, nobles, and ambassadors of every European power,” wrote seventeenth-century church scholar Louis Maimbourg. Following protocol, the queen knelt on a cushion before the pope and kissed the gold cross embroidered on his slipper. Afterward he raised her up, kissed her on the mouth, and motioned for her to sit on the empty throne beside him. The pope then said a prayer and the room fell silent. The trial began.


The charges against the queen of Naples were read aloud in Latin, the only language recognized by the papal court. Joanna stood accused of conspiracy to commit murder. Her principal adversary, the powerful king of Hungary, brother of Prince Andrew, the victim, had earlier sent a squadron of ambassadors and lawyers to the pope to present Hungarian demands and evidence against the queen. It was common knowledge, they had argued, that Joanna and her husband had been estranged, and that her barons had tried to thwart his rule while he was alive. Additionally, the murder had taken place at one of the queen’s own palaces, and very nearly in her presence; worse, she had not shown the proper level of remorse and had been so slow to investigate the crime that it remained unsolved. Lastly, she had been recently married again, to a man rumored to have been her lover, without prior dispensation from the pope, as was required by papal law. For these great sins the king of Hungary insisted that justice be done—that Joanna be deposed as ruler of Naples in his favor and that she be sentenced to death for her crimes.


The pope and cardinals listened to the evidence and then turned to the woman seated on the throne. Joanna had brought with her two highly educated, extremely experienced advocates, the brilliant statesman Niccolò Acciaiuoli and his cousin the bishop of Florence. But the queen of Naples had previously asked for, and received, papal approval to address the court on her own behalf, a highly unusual proceeding, particularly as it meant speaking in Latin.


Joanna was under no illusions as to the magnitude of the forces working against her. At stake was her crown, her kingdom, and her head. She rose from her throne and began to answer the charges.


She was twenty-two years old.




Joanna, queen of Sicily and Jerusalem, is


more renowned than any other woman of


her time for lineage, power, and character.


—GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO


Famous Women, 1362


Giovanna Regina,


Grassa né magra, bella el viso tondo,


Dotata bene de la virtù divina,


D’Animo grato, benigno, giocondo.





(Queen Joanna,


Neither fat nor thin, her face an oval of harmonious art,


Well-favored with all of the divine virtues,


A gentle, gracious soul, generous and light of heart.)


—UNKNOWN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY POET


Archivo Storico per le Province Napoletane













CHAPTER I


The Kingdom
of Naples


This city [Naples] … is joyful, peaceful, rich, magnificent, and under a single ruler; and
these are qualities (if I know you at all well) which are very pleasing to you.
GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO
The Elegy of Lady Fiammetta, 1344


Joanna I was born in 1326, eldest child of the heir to the Angevin kingdom of Naples, the largest and most prestigious sovereign entity in Italy. At its northernmost point, the realm jutted up past the great forests of Abruzzi and into the central mountain range of the Appenines. Its long eastern shore boasted an enviable number of ports, including Vieste and Brindisi, from which fast boats ran cargo, passengers, and armies across the Adriatic as a first stop toward such distant destinations as Hungary and wealthy, exotic Byzantium. At its western toe the important duchy of Calabria, on the Mediterranean, offered quick access to the lucrative trading posts on the island of Sicily. The kingdom took its name from its capital city of Naples, which housed the royal court, but this was a relatively recent designation. In 1266, when Joanna’s great-great-grandfather Charles of Anjou (from whence the name Angevin derived) first established the family’s claim to sovereignty by wresting the realm away from its former ruler, the domain had included the island of Sicily, and for this reason had originally been called the kingdom of Sicily. But in 1282, in an incident famously known as “The Sicilian Vespers” for having occurred at Easter, the people of Sicily rebelled against Charles’s harshly autocratic rule and instead invited the king of Aragon to reign in his place. Charles of Anjou’s descendants never accepted this diminution of their authority, however, and strove mightily to retake the island through both military and diplomatic means. As a result, during Joanna’s lifetime, the kingdom of Naples was still known, variously and confusingly, as the kingdom of Sicily, or, sometimes, as the kingdom of the Two Sicilies.


Charles of Anjou, a man of little scruple and great ambition, was venerated as the founding patriarch of Joanna’s family, and his legacy and vision informed its every movement in the century after his death in 1285. He was the youngest brother of Louis IX, king of France, later Saint Louis. As a member of the French royal family, Charles had the opportunity to make an extremely fortuitous marriage. Joanna’s great-great-grandmother was Beatrice, countess of Provence, the youngest of a family of four sisters famous in their day for having all become queens. Charles then used his wife’s aid and resources to conquer his Italian realm so that thereafter the kingdom of Naples and the county of Provence were inextricably linked. Joanna was therefore destined at birth to inherit the prestigious title “countess of Provence” and to rule over this strategically important region as well.


Most men would have been content with administering these two domains, but Charles was fueled by the need to become more respected and powerful than his older brother Louis IX, in whose shadow he had lived the majority of his life. Supremely confident of his abilities, Charles dreamed of an empire that would rival that of the kingdom of France. Conveniently, one seemed to be available—the Byzantine Empire to the east, which incorporated the storied city of Constantinople, had been weakened by a series of incompetent rulers. Charles moved quickly to transform aspiration into reality. In May of 1267 he contracted to acquire the legal right to the principia of Achaia, on the western coast of Greece, as a stepping-stone toward invasion. Although he did not realize this ambition during his lifetime, he never relinquished his goal, and the scale of his desire may be measured by his subsequent purchase, on March 18, 1277, of the title to the kingdom of Jerusalem, an honor for which he paid a thousand pounds of gold outright and an additional stipend of four thousand livres tournois annually. Charles was not a man to pay good money for an empty title; he believed himself or his descendants capable of capitalizing on this opportunity. Henceforth, all the Angevin sovereigns of Naples, including Joanna, were therefore also styled king (or queen) of Jerusalem, a durable reminder of their benefactor’s expectations.


Dreams of empire aside, the southern Italian kingdom conquered by Joanna’s great-great-grandfather was a place of profound physical beauty. A land of spectacular white cliffs and mysterious sea caves, of inviting beaches, fertile plains, and ancient forests, Naples was universally acclaimed for its scenery. A sixteenth-century notary referred to it as “an earthly paradise” in an official government report. The kingdom was also famous as the home of the baths of Baia, the most fashionable spa on the continent, a vacation spot that traced its celebrity back to the giddy days of Julius Caesar and the Roman Empire. “My lady, as you know, just the other side of Mount Falerno … lies the rocky coast of Baia high above the seashore, and no sight under the sun is more beautiful or more pleasant than this,” wrote Giovanni Boccaccio, a brilliant author and haunting storyteller from the period who knew Naples well. “It is surrounded by the most lovely mountains thick with trees and vineyards; in the valleys any game that can be hunted is available; … and for amusements, not far away … are the oracles of the Cumaean Sibyl … and the amphitheater where the ancient games convened.” Even Francesco Petrarch, the most important scholar of the fourteenth century, and a man who ordinarily scorned the pursuit of frivolous plea sure, was impressed by Baia.*  “I saw Baia … and do not recall a happier day in my life,” he wrote to his friend Cardinal Giovanni Colonna in a letter dated November 23, 1345. “I saw … everywhere mountains full of perforations and suspended on marble vaults gleaming with brilliant whiteness, and sculpted figures indicating with pointing hands what water is most appropriate for each part of the body. The appearance of the place and the labor devoted to its development caused me to marvel.”


But for all its natural beauty, the chief allure of Naples was the royal court, which supported a thriving metropolis. The many and varied personages traditionally drawn by the glow of princely wealth—solicitors and supplicants, ambassadors and architects, financiers, silk merchants, poets and pickpockets—gravitated to the capital city, swelling the number of its inhabitants to capacity. In 1326, the year of Joanna’s birth, only four cities in Europe could claim a population of one hundred thousand: Paris, Venice, Milan—and Naples. London, by contrast, was home to only about sixty thousand people.


Although Venice and Milan, and even Florence, with a population of eighty thousand, might rival Naples in terms of size, they could not match it in distinction, for Naples was the only kingdom in Italy. This meant that, among the various heads of state, only Joanna’s family hailed from royalty, and in the lineage-conscious fourteenth century, this made a very great difference indeed. Venice, with its monopoly on shipping lanes, was stronger economically, but it was administered by a large council, some of whose members were not even noble. Florence might be the acknowledged seat of European banking, but it was governed by an ever-changing group of middle-class burghers. The self-styled lords of Milan, the Visconti family, were members of the minor provincial nobility, ruthless parvenus who tried to buy their way to social and political legitimacy. Milan wouldn’t even become a duchy until the very end of the century.


Joanna’s ancestral credentials, on the other hand, were impeccable. Her father was Charles, duke of Calabria, only son and heir of her grandfather, Robert, king of Naples, by his first wife, Violante. Violante had been a princess of the house of Aragon before her marriage. Joanna’s mother was the exceedingly lovely Marie of Valois, daughter of the powerful Charles III of Valois, a younger son of the crown of France. On her father’s side, Joanna’s French ancestry was even more impressive: she was directly related, through Charles of Anjou, to Louis IX, the most revered king in living memory. Louis had been canonized in 1298, but he was not the only saint in the family. Joanna’s great uncle Louis of Toulouse had also been beatified, and she was distantly related to the famous thirteenth-century Saint Elizabeth of Hungary. Even her father’s tutor, Elzear, count of Ariano, would eventually be sainted. The blood of great men and women flowed through Joanna’s veins, of kings and queens crowned by representatives of the pope and thereby invested with the heavy authority of the church. Hers was a legacy of stirring deeds, courage in battle, wisdom in ruling, piety, chivalry, and honor, the very best that the medieval world had to offer.
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Almost from the moment she drew breath, Joanna was fated to be the victim, through her father and grandfather, of the unremitting capriciousness that constituted the politics of Europe, and especially of Italy, in the fourteenth century.


Italy existed only as a geographic designation, not as a political entity, in the Middle Ages. What we recognize today as the country of Italy was simply a string of in de pen dent, warring cities, anchored to the south by the Papal States and the kingdom of Naples. As a result, an individual living during Joanna’s lifetime would not have considered himself or herself to be an Italian, but, rather, a Florentine or a Venetian, a Pisan or a Roman.


The exception to this rule was a small intellectual circle of which Francesco Petrarch was the undoubted focal point. Petrarch, who devoted his life to recapturing the lost knowledge of the ancients, was enamored of the idea of a united Italy under the rule of a wise, benevolent emperor as a first step toward reinstituting the greatness of the Roman Empire. Actually, there was an emperor in Europe, the Holy Roman Emperor, but he lived in Germany, which was all that remained of Julius Caesar’s vast dominions by the fourteenth century. The German emperor did have a great number of supporters among the people of Italy, who saw his influence as a counterweight to that of the church. This did not mean that those who upheld the emperor’s authority were not religious, only that they did not want their particular town or city to become a fief of the papacy, which required conforming to whatever the pope mandated, like paying more money to the church or allowing one of his legates to adjudicate litigation. It was a secular, political issue, not a spiritual one. Members of the faction who favored the emperor were called Ghibellines. For the most part, the Holy Roman Emperor was so well-occupied by German affairs that he had neither the time nor the inclination to raise an army and venture into Italy in order to unify it benevolently or otherwise (although occasionally this did occur). In his absence, the Ghibellines functioned as the medieval equivalent of a modern-day po liti cal party, concerned with all the aspects of governing, from potholes to tax statutes.


Challenging the Ghibellines for local control of the major cities and towns in Italy was the other national political party, the Guelph, or papal party. Like the Ghibellines, Guelph supporters were in every part of Italy, although they were stronger in the south (closer to Rome) just as the Ghibellines were stronger in the north (closer to Germany). Assigning too much ideological emphasis to these designations would be a mistake, however. Party loyalties were often corrupted by petty personal concerns. If a Guelph businessman cheated his partner, then the aggrieved party might take his revenge by transferring his loyalty to the Ghibellines. Similarly, if a young Ghibelline woman chose one lover over another, the spurned suitor and his family might become Guelphs. The concept of sharing local political authority between factions did not exist in the fourteenth century. When a division of the Guelph party, known as the “Black” Guelphs, seized control of Florence in 1301, for example, its members secured their victory by exiling all their political opponents (known as the “White” Guelphs) and appropriating their property. This, naturally enough, infuriated the Whites, who went over to the side of the emperor, and from their new homes in cities with sympathetic Ghibelline governments, they plotted the overthrow of the Black Guelphs.


As though conditions were not volatile enough, the power struggle for control of Italy was further exacerbated by the removal of the papal court to Avignon in 1305. This abandonment was unprecedented in church history. Except for the east-west schism created by Constantine a millennium before, and some temporary absences, a pope had resided in Italy since the days of Saint Peter. At the beginning of the fourteenth century, however, the papal court, which had heretofore withstood the fall of Rome, the invasion of Attila the Hun, the alien barbarity of the Goths, the advent of Charlemagne, and the abject humiliation of several of its pontiffs at the hands of the powerful German emperors, took fright at the hostility evidenced by its own unruly subjects and fled. The last pope to try to live in Italy had been Boniface VIII, who had run afoul of both the French king and the powerful Colonna family of Rome. Boniface was very nearly murdered in his own castle at Anagni. Although saved by supporters at the last minute, Boniface never again acted independently and died a broken man in 1303. This treatment had rather discouraged Boniface’s successors, who were all closely allied with the French anyway, from taking the risk of setting up residence in the city of which they were, at least nominally, the bishop. Avignon, conveniently situated on the Rhône, with its pleasant climate, docile population, and excellent wines, seemed a much more attractive option.


However, just because the pope was no longer in Rome did not mean that he did not wish to control Italy. In the Middle Ages, popes did not limit their activities to matters of religion and the spirit. They considered themselves princes in the fullest sense of the term, and aspired to own and administer a large domain, maintain fiefdoms, acquire new provinces to increase their secular power, and raise the armies necessary to achieve these goals, exactly as would a king of France or England. Managing Guelph affairs from faraway Provence was unwieldy but not unworkable; the pope simply used surrogates. Often he sent ambassadors or papal legates to coax or bully local legislators into carrying out his instructions. But he also relied heavily on his most important vassal to shepherd Guelph interests in the region: the king of Naples.


Naples had been a fief of the church ever since Charles of Anjou had conquered the kingdom using papal funds and encouragement. By a contract dated November 1265, Charles had agreed to pay the pope eight thousand ounces of gold annually (later reduced to seven thousand) plus one white horse every three years in exchange for the privilege of ruling the realm. Moreover, also by virtue of this remarkable document, Charles had maintained the right to pass on the kingdom to his heirs, provided that they, too, kept to the terms of the agreement and did homage to the pope. As a result of this arrangement, unique in Christendom, over time cooperation between Naples and the papacy had deepened to the point where it approached the status of a partnership. The rest of Italy was of course aware of the Angevins’ special relationship with the pope, and that was why, when Guelph Florence was threatened by Ghibelline interests in 1326, the Florentines turned for help to the son of the king of Naples, Joanna’s father, Charles, duke of Calabria.
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Charles of Calabria was twenty-eight years old and already a seasoned warrior when he accepted the Florentines’ offer of two hundred thousand gold florins and unilateral control of their government in exchange for defending the city against the hostile advances of Castruccio Castracani, the Ghibelline lord of neighboring Lucca. Charles was the obvious choice; his father, King Robert, was aging and Charles seemed well suited to the military. As a teenager he had demonstrated such high spirits that his father had felt the need to employ a tutor, the saintly Elzear, to moderate his son’s behavior, but by his early twenties Charles was sufficiently responsible to come into his inheritance and be named duke of Calabria. In 1322 his father entrusted him with the difficult task of dislodging the entrenched Aragonese ruler of Sicily and returning the island to Neapolitan rule, an undertaking King Robert himself had tried and failed many times during his long career. Charles was no more successful than the king at achieving this goal, but he evidently acquitted himself with honor on the battlefield, and his reputation as an able military commander was firmly established.


King Robert adored Charles, his only legitimate child, and had high expectations for him. Charles’s first marriage was to the daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor. When she died prematurely and childless in 1323, Charles’s father quickly arranged for his engagement to Marie of Valois, and even sent Elzear to France to ensure that this prestigious alliance with the French royal family came to fruition. Elzear died in Paris but not before accomplishing his mission, and fifteen-year-old Marie married twenty-six-year-old Charles the following year.


Charles was clearly aware of his father’s regard and had no trouble speaking his mind to his parent. The acclaimed nineteenth-century Italian scholar Matteo Camera recounted the story of how, when the great convent of Santa Chiara, a highly ambitious project that was initiated in 1310 at the beginning of Robert’s reign and took more than twenty years to build, was almost completed, the king took his son for a tour of the new facility. “Robert … asked him how he liked the sacred temple. To this question Charles replied that the great nave made it seem like a stable and the side chapels were like so many horse-stalls. Robert … replied, ‘May it please God, my son, that you not be the first to feed in this stable!’ ”


The duke of Calabria rode into Florence on July 30, 1326, accompanied by his new young wife, Marie, assorted members of the royal court, and a large army—“a thousand horse,” according to Niccolo Machiavelli, who wrote about the incident two centuries later in his History of Florence. Charles’s administration seems to have received mixed reviews. Although Machiavelli admitted that “his army prevented further pillage of the Florentine territory by Castruccio,” the scribe claimed that the Florentines chafed under the rule of their new master because “the Signory [the city elders] could not do anything without the consent of the duke of Calabria, who … drew from the people 400,000 florins, although by the agreement entered into with him, the sum was not to exceed 200,000.” However, the Florentine chronicler Giovanni Villani, a contemporary of Charles’s, presented a much more positive view of his regime. Although conceding the 400,000 florin figure, Villani asserted that this sum was more than offset by the increase in business associated with the transference of the royal court, which attracted large numbers of well-heeled aristocrats.




Certainly, the arrival of the duke and duchess and their many attendants, all of whom were young and sociable and used to spending significant sums of money on gifts and clothes and lavish entertainments, was a novelty in merchant-oriented Florence. (To ensure that the royal party was sufficiently provisioned during its stay in the Florentine palace assigned to their use, six thousand sheep, three thousand pigs, and two thousand calves had been sent on ahead in March.) The Florentine patriarchs, who had clawed their way to power through business acumen, were used to saving and reinvesting their money. They frowned on careless expenditure, especially on fripperies, and had gone so far as to pass strict sumptuary laws forbidding the wearing of certain expensive articles of dress, a stratagem they managed to maintain until their wives caught a glimpse of their new duchess and the chic fashions of Naples. Marie soon proved herself an asset to her husband’s government by embracing her female subjects’ perspective and defending their right to wear what they could afford, a progressive stance that won the hearts of the Florentine gentlewomen. “In the year 1326, in the month of December, the duke of Calabria, at the petition which the ladies of Florence made to the duchess his wife, restored to the said ladies a certain unbecoming and disreputable ornament of thick tresses of white and yellow silk which they wore about their faces instead of their hair, which ornament, because displeasing to the Florentine men … they had forbidden to the ladies, and made laws against this and other unreasonable ornaments,” wrote a disapproving Villani.


Joanna’s birth, which occurred sometime during the first half of 1326, coincided with her father’s Florentine commission. The date was not recorded, but the chronicler Donato Acciaiuoli stated that she was born in Florence; possibly he meant en route. Her older sister, Louise, born the year before, had died that January, so Joanna’s birth would have greatly cheered her mother. In April 1327, Marie gave birth to her third child, a son, Charles Martel, to great rejoicing, but he lived only eight days, so Joanna remained her father’s heir. According to Villani, when the couple returned to Naples in 1328, the duke of Calabria had “two female children, one born, and another of which the duchess was pregnant” (Marie’s fourth child, Joanna’s younger sister, Maria, born in 1329), again indicating that Joanna was with her parents during their sojourn in Florence.


The duke and duchess’s stay in Florence was cut off by the ominous prospect of imperial invasion. The Ghibellines, worried that the duke of Calabria’s presence signaled a new offensive on the part of the Guelphs, appealed to the emperor for support, and this time, unexpectedly, he answered their summons.


The emperor, Louis of Bavaria, had been plagued from the start of his reign by an extended quarrel with the papacy. Custom dictated that, in order to be recognized as Holy Roman Emperor, a candidate first had to be elected king of the Romans, which was the title the Germans gave to their monarch (yet another holdover from the days of Caesar), and then crowned emperor in Rome by the pope or one of his representatives. But Louis took the title king of the Romans by force after his election was disputed by an opposition candidate who had won an equal number of votes. This action provoked the ire of Pope John XXII, who claimed the right to mediate, and who further argued that nobody could be emperor without his approval. Just to make certain that his position on this matter was absolutely clear, the pope excommunicated Louis and placed all his constituents under interdict.


Louis still hungered for an imperial coronation, however, so when his Ghibelline supporters in Italy begged him to raise an army to come to their defense, he decided to use this occasion to get himself crowned in Rome, pope or no pope. Additionally, to punish King Robert for sending his son to Florence and upsetting the balance of power in the region, and to further needle his papal antagonist by adding Guelph territory to his dominions, Louis decided to attack the kingdom of Naples. To this end, he made an alliance with the Neapolitans’ most feared enemy, Frederick III of Aragon, king of Sicily. Their plan was to encircle and then invade Naples, Louis with the imperial army from the north by land, and Frederick with his Sicilian forces from the west, by sea.


The Neapolitans knew their proximity to hostile Sicily made them vulnerable to a two-front war and had long dreaded precisely this type of assault. Robert in Naples and Charles in Florence carefully followed Louis’ progress through Italy. Understanding that his primary target was Naples, many northern Italian towns were happy to pay Louis a tribute to leave them alone. The Ghibelline cities of Milan, Verona, Ferrara, and Mantua threw open their gates to the emperor, and their leaders were rewarded with imperial titles. The Florentines’ bitter enemy, Castruccio Castracani, who had started all the trouble in the first place, was elevated to duke of Lucca by allying himself with the emperor and helping his forces to take Pisa away from the Guelphs. In January 1328, Louis triumphantly entered Rome, where he satisfied his ambition by being crowned Holy Roman Emperor by one of his supporters. “In this manner was Louis the Bavarian crowned Emperor by the people of Rome, to the great disgrace and offence of the Pope and the Holy Church,” wrote Giovanni Villani in his chronicle. “What presumption in the accursed Bavarian! Nowhere in history do we find that an Emperor, however hostile to the Pope he may have been before, or may afterwards have become, ever allowed himself to be crowned by anyone but the Pope or his legates, with the single exception of this Bavarian; and the fact excited great astonishment.”


At this point Robert judged the situation sufficiently dire to recall Charles home to prepare for the expected invasion. The duke of Calabria, together with his pregnant wife and two-year-old daughter and all their court, rode out of Florence, leaving the city under the protection of a viceroy and a standing army of a hundred thousand soldiers, and headed grimly for Naples, resigned to war.


But as so often happened in the Middle Ages, a mixture of politics, vanity, and accident intervened. The pope, hearing of Louis’ Roman coronation, repaid the insult by issuing a bull from Avignon deposing him as emperor. In retaliation, Louis signed a proclamation deposing the pope and set up a new one of his own choosing in Rome. Then, instead of marching out of the city to join forces with the Sicilians, Louis, perhaps responding to the criticism voiced by Villani, stayed in Rome in order to or ga nize a second coronation for himself, this time by his puppet pope. The festivities surrounding this second coronation so depleted the emperor’s financial resources that he was no longer able to pay his army, and so, when the citizens of Rome finally rebelled against him in August 1328, he was forced to retreat to Germany. His pope fled to Pisa before falling into enemy hands and spent his remaining days in captivity in France. Ghibelline prospects in the region were further damaged by the sudden death of Castruccio and by the failure of the Sicilians to organize an offensive in time to coordinate with imperial forces. By 1330, Naples was no longer threatened, Rome had once again consented to the absentee leadership of the pope in Avignon, and everything was as it had been before. The Florentine elders even reinstated the sumptuary laws.


The ignominious retreat of the emperor would have been regarded as an unqualified triumph for the Neapolitans had it not been marred by tragedy: the premature death of the duke of Calabria upon his return to Naples. Joanna’s father died on November 9, 1328, not of an ambush by enemies in the rushed journey home, nor of a wound or fall sustained in preparing for war, but of a fever contracted from overexerting himself in the heat at his favorite sport, falconry. The crown prince was laid to rest in a tomb at the church of Santa Chiara in one of the “horse stalls” he had earlier ridiculed. To his father’s great grief—“The crown has fallen from my head,” Robert is reputed to have mourned—the witty rejoinder Robert had made to his son had come to pass, or perhaps the chroniclers, as sometimes happened, supplied this prophetic response after the fact.


When their mother, Marie of Valois, died three years later and was laid to rest in yet another of the stalls of Santa Chiara, Joanna and her younger sister, Maria, found themselves orphaned. As a result, the children were brought up at the magnificent court of their paternal grandfather, Robert, king of Naples, and his second wife, Sancia of Majorca.











CHAPTER II


The Court of
Robert the Wise


No influence in Joanna’s life matched that of her grandparents King Robert and Queen Sancia. From the vulnerable age of five, Joanna lived with these two potent, charismatic, but utterly dissimilar personalities and their extended court at the grand pleasure palace of the Castel Nuovo. Everything that the future queen of Naples would come to believe about love, life, deportment, education, literature, religion, piety, and especially, the responsibilities of royalty and the role of the sovereign in society, was shaped during this period, either through direct instruction on the part of her grandparents or through observation of their behavior. No school could have offered a more thorough preparation for majesty than the royal court of Naples. The dazzling spectrum of medieval inconsistency was on display during the years of Joanna’s youth. At once opulent and austere, secular and saintly, voluptuous and celibate, honorable and treacherous, the characters of Robert and Sancia embodied these seemingly irreconcilable contradictions.


Robert was a man of illustrious reputation, much admired throughout Europe for his devotion to learning, his prowess at expanding his dominions at his neighbors’ (and the emperor’s) expense, and his ability to manage such far-flung and diverse territories as Naples and Provence. He was universally referred to as “Robert the Wise,” a sobriquet acquired not out of respect for his judgment, but rather for his ability to compose and deliver some three hundred sermons in Latin, a talent that eluded his counterparts on the other thrones of Europe. Ironically, Boccaccio reported that, as a child, Robert much preferred to throw stones than to study. A contemporary who knew the family went so far as to call him a dullard. Robert refused to learn to read until someone in the house hold hit upon the idea of teaching him, not with the pious psalms of an ordinary psalter, which was how most medieval children learned their letters, but with the inspired merriment of Aesop’s Fables. The scheme worked; Robert learned to read and, eventually, to love books. During his reign he amassed a great library and was known for his patronage of scholars and writers. “Who in Italy and indeed throughout Europe is more outstanding than Robert?” wrote Petrarch to a friend in 1339.


Robert’s life had been changed forever when his father, Charles the Lame (later King Charles II of Naples), eldest son of family patriarch Charles of Anjou, lost a battle for Sicily and was captured by the king of Aragon. Wishing to extricate himself from captivity, Charles the Lame arranged in 1288 for three of his younger sons—Louis, age fourteen, Robert, age ten, and Raymond Berenger, age seven—to take his place in prison until a treaty could be arranged.


The boys were trucked off to Cuirana, a lonely fortress high on a hill in Aragon. (Charles’s eldest son, Charles Martel, heir to the throne of Naples, and another son, Philip, later prince of Taranto, were spared this ordeal.) The children were watched by armed guards day and night. Expenses for the boys’ food and clothing fell to Charles, who frequently forgot to send their allowance. The warden of the castle in which they were confined, a cold, unfeeling man, did his duty without pity. “He seems to have tried to frighten the children by telling them if the king of Aragon ordered that they should be thrown down from the rock of Cuirana he would willingly carry out the command, a grim jest that strikes one as being a piece of unnecessary cruelty.” The brothers would remain in this place, under these conditions, for seven years, prompting “the tears and terrors of Robert and Raymond Berenger, and especially … those of the former who, of the three boys, appears to have felt their captivity in Aragon the most keenly.”




For solace, Robert turned to his older brother Louis and the one adult who showed him kindness, a Franciscan friar by the name of Francis le Brun, who had been the children’s tutor since early childhood and had compassionately accompanied them to their prison in Aragon to take charge of their schooling. Friar Francis was a member of an extremist sect of the Franciscan brotherhood called the Spirituals, mystics who took their vows of poverty much more seriously than did the rest of their order. After seven years of Francis’s tutelage, Robert’s older brother Louis developed a tendency for lying on the cold floor all night in a paroxysm of ecstatic prayer and was secretly tonsured and ordained a priest. While not prepared to go that far, Robert maintained an affection for the Spirituals that survived his Aragon imprisonment. This is also, undoubtedly, where he learned the Latin for all those sermons.


In 1295, with the help of the papacy, a settlement was finally hammered out between Naples and Aragon. Charles the Lame was recognized and crowned king of Sicily by the pope, and the island was formally returned to Angevin rule. The king of Aragon, James II, was compensated for his loss by the annexation of Sardinia and Corsica, a consolation prize from the church. To cement the deal and discourage future aggression, a double wedding, admirable in its symmetry, was arranged: James II would marry Robert’s sister Blanche, and Robert’s older brother Louis would marry James II’s sister, Violante. Upon the execution of these two marriages, the hostages would be released.


Charles the Lame himself led his daughter Blanche’s wedding party to Spain, where he discovered that, while in captivity, Louis had taken a vow of celibacy and had developed such an aversion to women that he could not eat in their presence and would not even kiss his mother after an absence of seven years. Charles was forced to make a last-minute switch in the wedding arrangements and reluctantly sent Robert to the altar in his brother’s place. There was nothing to do about it; somebody had to marry Violante.


Robert returned to Naples in the company of his father, brothers, and Violante. There was great joy on their arrival, but much had changed during Robert’s absence. His younger brother Philip, closest to him in age, had grown to manhood, and the brothers had to become reacquainted. Spared the trauma of imprisonment, Philip had managed to impress his father as an able soldier and statesman, and as a reward, Charles had named him prince of Taranto and vicar-general of Sicily. Nor was Philip the only sibling with whom Robert had to contend. His parents had greatly expanded the family during his captivity; Robert now had three new brothers as well as three new sisters.


Tragedy had also struck the family. Both his eldest brother, Charles Martel, the heir to the throne, and his brother’s wife, Clemencia, had died of illness six months before Robert’s return. By right of primogeniture, which stated that inheritance was passed through the firstborn, Charles Martel’s eldest son, Carobert, should have been acknowledged as the new crown prince of Naples upon the death of his father. But the orphaned Carobert was only seven years old when his father died, and Charles the Lame worried that Naples needed a strong adult ruler to succeed to the throne. Already the Sicilians, who had not been consulted during the negotiations between Naples and Aragon, had rebelled against the terms of the treaty and had elected James II’s younger brother Frederick III as their king. Frederick, tickled at this blow to his older brother’s prestige, had accepted the honor, raised an army, and was in the process of consolidating his hold on the island. Charles the Lame had not gone through two de cades of painstaking negotiation to hand Sicily over to a renegade branch of the Aragonese crown. Frederick III’s challenge to Neapolitan authority had to be met, and not by a seven-year-old.


As the second-born son, Louis was the natural candidate to become his father’s heir, but the deeply religious Louis would have none of it. Charles ordered him to dress in the rich fabrics and gorgeous raiment of state; Louis wore a plain white friar’s robe with a hood. His father insisted he ride, though Spiritual Franciscans were supposed to walk barefoot; Louis obstinately chose as his mount a lowly mule instead of a horse. When Louis absolutely refused to eat off the silver plates used during banquets, Charles finally gave up. In a ceremony at the Castel Nuovo in 1296, Louis publicly renounced his rights of inheritance in favor of Robert and soon afterward was accepted into the church. To get the inconvenient Carobert out of the way, Charles assigned him the lesser kingdom of Hungary, which was part of the dowry Charles’s wife, Mary, had brought with her, and hustled him off to grow up and govern his new realm in the company of a small army. The pope’s approval further legitimized what might otherwise have been construed as an unscrupulous usurpation of Carobert’s rights, and that was how Robert, the little stone thrower, got to be heir to the throne of Naples.


Of course, this bending of the rules of primogeniture did not go unnoticed  by Robert’s brothers, and later, by Robert’s brothers’ wives. For if a third son could be king, why shouldn’t a fourth or fifth son, or even a sixth, aspire to the position as well?
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The other powerful personality at the court of Naples during Joanna’s formative years was her step-grandmother, Robert’s second wife, Sancia of Majorca. Violante had died in 1302 after only five years of marriage (the wedding had been contracted in 1295 but the ceremony hadn’t taken place until 1297). Despite her short tenure, Violante nevertheless fulfilled the obligation for which she had been conscripted by leaving her husband two sons as potential heirs: Louis, who died in 1310, and Charles, future father of Joanna. Immediately after Violante’s death, Charles the Lame sought a new wife for Robert and settled on Sancia. His decision was heavily influenced (as, indeed, were most of his decisions) by his obsession to retake Sicily from Frederick III. Sancia was the eldest daughter of the king of Majorca, uncle of the king of Aragon. By affiancing Robert to Sancia, Charles the Lame enlisted a fresh accomplice in the struggle for Sicily. Ideally, he expected that, at some unspecified time in the future, Robert and his new father-in-law would launch a two-pronged assault against Frederick, Naples from the east and Majorca from the west. Robert was duly married to Sancia in 1304, and when Charles the Lame died in 1309, the pair were crowned king and queen of Naples, Jerusalem, and Sicily, with the full support of the pope in Avignon.


Very early into his second marriage, the new king must have realized that, while the Angevins had no doubt gained a military ally, and Naples a queen, he, Robert, had not truly secured a wife. Sancia’s most obvious and overpowering character trait was her extreme piety. The new queen of Naples hailed from a family that had been infected by the same strain of infatuation for the Spiritual Franciscans as had Robert’s older brother Louis. To the great chagrin of the king of Majorca, three of Sancia’s four brothers would eventually renounce their rights to his crown in order to join the mendicant friars.*




Like her brothers, Sancia embraced the cause of the Spiritual Franciscans and, because she was a woman, that of their sister order, the Poor Clares, a religious movement founded in 1253 by Saint Clare of Assisi. Poor Clares were nuns who completely withdrew from society, devoting themselves to a life of poverty, denial, and sacrifice. The sisters owned no property, relying on what sustenance their brother friars could beg. Poor Clares wore their hair short and wore coarse gray robes and sandals in imitation of Saint Francis; they fasted regularly and never ate meat; they lived shut off from the world in high-walled convents. Most prohibitive was the strict rule regarding conversation. The women who entered a Clarissan convent took a vow of silence. Speaking was allowed for only one hour a day, and never on Fridays or at meals.


Sancia made no secret of her attraction to the order. She petitioned the pope as early as 1312 to be allowed to surround herself with Clarisses in the inner sanctum of her rooms at the Castel Nuovo. The pope wrote back granting her two such attendants, later raised to three. Penetrating this human barrier of sanctity for the purposes of procreation must have been daunting. Robert might just as well have married the king of Majorca for all the conjugal bliss he got out of his relationship with his wife. The situation did not improve with time. In 1316, Sancia asked the pope for a divorce so that she could herself become a Poor Clare and retire to a convent. She reiterated the request the following year, at which time, to augment her case, she accused Robert of cheating on her. The pope wrote back twice denying her suit and admonishing her to pay more attention to her husband. He also chastised Robert for his infidelity. It came as no surprise to anyone in Naples that the couple had no children.


In place of offspring, Sancia devoted herself to the Spiritual Franciscans, referring to them as her “sons” and herself as their “mother.” She conceived of herself as their protector and sought to establish Naples as a refuge for the movement. Her first act on becoming queen was to persuade Robert to begin work on Santa Chiara, the church Joanna’s father, Charles, would later denigrate as a horse stable. Sancia designed Santa Chiara to house a double convent, one for the Franciscans (or the Friars Minor, as they were called) and one for the Poor Clares.


The Spirituals certainly needed the help, as their uncompromising stance on poverty had run afoul of official church policy, which was to accumulate as much wealth as possible in the shortest time. This was particularly true of Pope John XXII, whose reign coincided with the first twenty years of Sancia’s. Notorious for taxing his flock unmercifully, selling papal offices to the highest bidder, and distributing high honors, including cardinalships, to family members, John slept on a pillow trimmed in fur and threw enormous, expensive parties, accounts of which have been preserved in the annals of the period. For the marriage of one of Pope John’s great-nieces, for example, the guests dined on “4,012 loaves of bread, 8¾ oxen, 55¼ sheep, 8 pigs, 4 boars, a large quantity of different kinds of fish, 200 capons, 690 chickens, 580 partridges, 270 rabbits, 40 plovers, 37 ducks, 50 pigeons, 4 cranes, 2 pheasants, 2 peacocks, 292 small birds, 3 cwt. 2lbs. of cheese, 3,000 eggs, a mere 2,000 apples, pears and other fruits; they drank 11 barrels of wine.”


Clearly, the Spirituals’ spartan lifestyle and insistence that Christ had meant for the apostles (and by implication the church) to live in poverty was unacceptable. To John, their movement was not only embarrassing but also dangerous. Others were beginning to look askance at the papal lifestyle and were joining their voices in the call for reform. To squelch this opposition, John XXII issued a number of bulls insisting that Christ and the apostles were not against the owning of property and proclaiming it heretical to believe otherwise. Then, to emphasize his position, John had four Spiritual Franciscans who refused to recant their beliefs burned at the stake in Marseille in May 1318.


The pope’s actions had the opposite effect: rather than suppressing the Spiritual movement, he hardened the will of its leaders and increased the calls for reform. Devout Franciscans flocked to Naples; the Castel Nuovo was filled with friars; Sancia’s own confessor was one of the heads of the movement. The queen’s eldest brother, James of Majorca, dressed in his ragged habit, could often be seen begging on the streets of the old city. There was even some talk within Sancia’s circle of deposing John XXII in favor of her brother James. Encouraged by her followers, Sancia aggressively inserted herself into the reform debate, writing letters to both the pope and the Franciscan general minister. Robert, strongly influenced by Friar Francis’s beliefs during his youthful captivity, with a revered brother who would be sainted for embodying Spiritual Franciscan values, supported his wife’s program.


Although certainly sincere in her beliefs, an undeniable whiff of ambition pervades Sancia’s frenetic activity on behalf of the Spirituals. Very likely, the queen aspired to sainthood. A hint of this is found in one of her letters to the Franciscan general minister, in which she urged the order to adopt the Spiritual interpretation of poverty. “I … consider it the greatest grace if God causes me to die and to be a martyr for this cause,” Sancia wrote. A few lines later she went even further and implied divine inspiration, which might, in a pinch, stand in for the miracle that the queen knew was a necessary requirement for sanctification. “On Thursday, the eighteenth of April, I entered the small chapel next to my chamber in the Castel Nuovo in Naples where well through three candles before daybreak, with the door closed, alone with the body of Christ, which was upon the altar, I commended myself to him and afterward began to write as the Lord directed me, without any counsel, human or earthly … written in my own hand on the aforesaid day in the Castel Nuovo … in the year 1331.”


Sancia assumed responsibility for the education of Joanna and her younger sister upon the death of their parents. Between having to sit through three hundred of her grandfather’s sermons and the extreme spiritual indoctrination promoted by her grandmother, it is not surprising that Joanna developed a familiarity with the Lati0n tongue. The wonder would have been if she had not learned it.
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Despite her grandmother’s best efforts, however, Joanna’s formative years were anything but sheltered. Other potent influences were at work at the court of Naples, which, even as a child, Joanna would not have been able to ignore. For competing with the climate of rigid asceticism fostered by Sancia was the all-too-material and decidedly less virtuous world of the royal entourage. Princely courts were extended-family affairs in the fourteenth century, and Naples was no exception. Of the many relatives who chose to avail themselves of the glittering social whirl of the capital, one stood out: Joanna’s aunt, Catherine of Valois, widow of Robert the Wise’s younger brother Philip, prince of Taranto.


Catherine was Joanna’s mother’s older half-sister (both were fathered by Charles of Valois). Catherine had married Philip in 1313, when Philip was thirty-five and she just ten. Catherine was Philip’s second wife. He had divorced his first on a trumped-up charge of adultery after fifteen years of marriage and six children in order to wed Catherine, who had something he wanted. She was the sole heir to the title of empress of Constantinople.




How a ten-year-old French girl came to inherit the legal claim to this city in Greek Byzantium, possibly the most desired metropolis in history, manifests a peculiarly medieval contrivance. A century before, in 1204, the army of the Fourth Crusade, en route to the Holy Land to liberate Jerusalem for Rome, instead sacked Constantinople, even though it was a Christian city and the Greeks were in fact staunch allies of the pope in the struggle against the Muslims. Within three days the crusading defenders of Christianity had managed to destroy centuries’ worth of the most precious art the civilized world had to offer. An eyewitness to the carnage, Nicetas Choniates, described the crusaders’ rampage: “They smashed the holy images and hurled the sacred relics of the Martyrs into places I am ashamed to mention, scattering everywhere the body and blood of the Saviour. These heralds of Anti-Christ seized the chalices and the patens, tore out the jewels and used them as drinking cups … And they brought horses and mules into the Church, the better to carry off the holy vessels and the engraved silver and gold that they had torn from the throne, and the pulpit, and the doors, and the furniture wherever it was to be found; and when some of these beasts slipped and fell, they ran them through with their swords, fouling the Church with their blood and ordure.” When they had finished vandalizing the city, the crusading knights, many of them younger sons of noble families from France, decided to stay and rule. They elected one of their company as emperor and then parceled out the territory west and south of the capital to themselves in order of rank. That was how the Latin Empire of Byzantium, so called for the official language of the western church, was founded.


The Greeks took nearly sixty years to recapture Constantinople, but they finally succeeded in 1261, forcing the last Latin emperor, Baldwin II, to flee the city in such a hurry that he left behind his luggage. Making his way to Italy, Baldwin II struck a bargain with Joanna’s great-great-grandfather Charles of Anjou, in which the ousted crusader ceded the principality of Achaia, on the western coast of Byzantium, to Charles in exchange for Charles’s help in regaining his empire. Although the planned invasion never came off—Charles’s fleet was destroyed by a particularly violent storm on the eve of the attack— Achaia nonetheless remained in Angevin hands. In 1294, Charles the Lame awarded the territory to his son Philip, prince of Taranto. The Achaia legacy carried with it the unspoken expectation that Philip would expand the family’s holdings to the east; this he had done by raising an army and conquering the important city of Durazzo, on the western coast of Albania. A bustling fortified port, Durazzo was the starting point for the Via Egnatia, the principal east-west route in Byzantium, which led directly to Constantinople. “Now we come to speak of Albania, which, on its southern side, is right next to Greece,” wrote a European chronicler, probably a member of the Dominican order, in 1308 in a journal titled An Anonymous Description of Eastern Europe:




They do have one city called Duracium [Durazzo] which belongs to the Latins and from which they get textiles and other necessities. The Prince of Taranto, son of the King of Sicily [Charles II], now holds sway over part of this kingdom … From Apulia and the city of Brindisi one may cross over to Durazzo in one night, and from Durazzo one may travel on through Albania to Greece and to Constantinople much more easily and without all the road difficulties and perils of the sea. The Roman emperors of ancient times used this route for it is excessively tedious to transport a large army in such a period of time by sea and by such long roads.





By singling out Durazzo, Philip made plain his ambition to retake the capital of the Latin empire.


But Philip of Taranto had a rival. Charles of Valois, the powerful younger brother of Philip IV, king of France, had no kingdom of his own and wanted one desperately. Charles had muscled several other suitors out of the way in 1301 in order to marry Baldwin II’s granddaughter, who had inherited the old emperor’s claim to Constantinople. Unfortunately, in 1308, just as Charles was in the process of preparing for an invasion of Greece, his wife died, and the title of empress passed to their eldest daughter, Catherine. Even so prominent and influential a member of the French royal family as Charles could not hope to obtain a papal dispensation to marry his own daughter, and so he had reluctantly surrendered his dream of empire to Philip of Taranto, upon whom he had bestowed Catherine’s ten-year-old hand in 1313.


Catherine was twenty-eight years old, recently widowed, and a force to be reckoned with when the newly orphaned Joanna and her sister, Maria, first knew her at the Castel Nuovo in 1331. Shrewd, highly intelligent, and vital, Catherine was supremely conscious of her exalted ancestry and wore her title of empress of Constantinople as though it were a rare gem of mythic origin. Even the death of her husband, Philip, in 1331 had not dissuaded her from persisting in her efforts to reclaim the Latin Empire for herself and her three young sons: Robert, Louis, and Philip. A series of shockingly inept leaders had left the Byzantine Empire vulnerable to attack from the west, and this state of affairs was well known in Italy. Moreover, Catherine was used to getting her way. Her splendid house hold, near the Castel Nuovo, constituted a court-within-a-court, a rival hub radiating energy of a distinctly worldly nature. Not for Catherine was the spiritual life of denial and chastity embraced by Queen Sancia. The empress of Constantinople was a devotee of earthly pleasures. She dressed royally, as befit her position, and even her objects of devotion were brilliant in their ornamentation. A penchant for luxury was not her only vice. Catherine enjoyed the company of men and made no secret of her dalliances. Less than a year after her husband died, she was already carry ing on quite publicly with a twenty-three-year-old phenomenon by the name of Niccolò Acciaiuoli.


Niccolò, a Florentine, had arrived in Naples with his father to help represent his family’s financial interests. The Acciaiuolis owned the third-largest commercial enterprise in Italy—one of the super-companies, as they would eventually become known— which made it the third-largest business concern in the world. The family’s interests were highly diversified: commodity dealing, shipping (the Acciaiuolis were one of three select firms contracted to manage the kingdom of Naples’s virtual monopoly on grain and grain exports), banking and corporate finance, manufacturing, merchandising, the operation of retail outlets, multinational trading, including the wholesaling of fine art and rare spices from the Far East—the list went on and on. The Acciaiuolis maintained branch offices in nearly every kingdom in Europe, including the papal court at Avignon, and the company’s se nior executives whispered advice on tax collection and account balancing into the ears of every medieval monarch. The royal court of Naples was an especially choice assignment for a younger member of the Acciaiuoli clan like Niccolò, seeking to establish himself in the world. Robert the Wise, who needed ever-increasing loans to cover the skyrocketing expenses brought about by his repeated attempts to recover Sicily, was the family’s most valued client.


In those days, representatives of the super-companies, particularly those dealing with royalty, were called on to provide a full range of ser vices, including but not limited to making loans, tracking down exotic luxuries that had caught the fancy of a favored mistress, ferreting out confidential information, and playing the dangerous game of informant. Even by these standards, Niccolò was exceptional. Filippo Villani, who knew him, called Niccolò “very handsome … a marvelously fluent man.” When Niccolò first arrived in Naples, Villani continued, he “kept a shop, not full of trash but of valuable merchandise brought from many places, and he was planning to do much business.” Catherine of Valois, whom he met through his contacts at court, was one of his most prized clients. Intent upon her plans for empire, Catherine was involved in a particularly complex transaction with her brother-in-law John (another younger brother of Robert the Wise). John had agreed to cede his right to the principality of Achaia, which he had bought earlier for ten thousand ounces of gold from her late husband, Philip, to Catherine’s eldest son, Robert, in return for a cash settlement. Acting as Catherine’s agent, Niccolò managed the negotiation brilliantly. He bargained John down to five thousand ounces of gold from ten by sweetening the pot with the offer of the duchy of Durazzo in lieu of cash, and then secured the empress’s further admiration by loaning her the entire five thousand from the Acciaiuoli banking concern. His handling of this affair so impressed Catherine that she made him her principal counselor, and even appointed him tutor to her young sons.




He [Niccolò] began to frequent the court of the Empress of Constantinople. And since his affable wisdom greatly pleased that most prudent lady, he came to enjoy such high and honorable favor with her that she entrusted to him her entire family and freely committed to him the charge of her house hold. On his part, recognizing the importance of the duties imposed upon him he took it upon himself to instruct the children, previously neglected, as is the custom in Naples, with regard to the manners, habits and discretion suitable to their royal station.





Apparently, Catherine did not limit Niccolò’s domestic responsibilities to the needs of her sons. “It was said openly that [Catherine] included Niccolò Acciaiuoli among her other lovers … and made him rich and powerful,” Villani asserted bluntly.


Catherine’s freewheeling lifestyle and generally conceited demeanor excited the jealousy and resentment of another cadet branch of the family—that of John, now styled duke of Durazzo as a result of the recent transaction with his sister-in-law. John had also taken a French girl, Agnes of Périgord, as a second wife after his first, a princess of Achaia, had refused to consummate the marriage and been imprisoned for her temerity. Agnes came from very good stock—not quite as grand as Catherine’s, but still very distinguished and aristocratic—and she resented her sister-in-law’s unquestioned air of superiority. The rivalry between the two women only deepened when John died in 1336 and his lands and titles devolved upon Agnes’s eldest son, Charles of Durazzo, who was thirteen at the time of his father’s death. Agnes was devoted to Charles and very ambitious for his advancement. She knew that Catherine’s sons held a slight advantage in rank over hers, owing to their father’s having been older and therefore closer to the throne. But Agnes, while less flamboyant than Catherine, was every bit a match for the empress of Constantinople in terms of enterprise and calculation.
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One other person occupied a position of importance in Joanna’s life during her childhood years—her nurse, Philippa the Catanian.


Philippa had served Joanna’s family for nearly three de cades. She had originally been hired by Joanna’s grandmother Violante, when, accompanying Robert the Wise in 1298 on one of his futile attempts to retake Sicily, Violante had discovered she was pregnant. An armed military camp not being the most con ve nient place to give birth, Violante recruited additional female house hold staff from the indigenous population. Catania, a port city on the eastern coast of Sicily, was nearby, and Philippa, “the daughter of a poor fisherman,” who was nonetheless “attractive in manner and appearance” (according to Boccaccio, who knew her later in life), was employed as a wet nurse even though “only a few days before she had been washing the clothes of the foreigners.”


Thrilled to have escaped the laundry room for the boudoir, Philippa applied herself to her new duties with diligence and competence. By turns charming, ingratiating, and soothing, Philippa soon made herself indispensable, so much so that when the military campaign ended, and Robert was forced (as usual) to retreat, Violante brought her new wet nurse back with her to Naples where Philippa “remained among the other servants.”


Once ensconced in Naples, Philippa’s life was to take the sort of preposterous turn more commonly associated with Shakespearean drama than with reality. At the same time Philippa was impressing Violante with her capabilities, an Ethiopian kitchen slave christened Raymond of Campagno (after the chief cook at the palace, who had purchased the African from some pirates) was similarly catching the eye of his employer, Violante’s father-in-law, Charles the Lame. Raymond did such a good job at the royal banquets (“to him almost all the duties of the kitchen were assigned”) that he ended up earning his freedom and replacing his namesake as head chef. From there, Raymond somehow made the leap from the kitchen to the royal house hold and was appointed guard of the king’s wardrobe, at which time “he began to attract the favor of the King and the nobles and to amass wealth.” Raymond turned from administrator to soldier, from soldier to commander. Cognizant of Raymond’s obvious abilities, and seeking to further reward this exemplary manservant, King Charles thought to provide him with a wife, just as Violante, also seeking to reward a favored domestic (or perhaps apprehensive of Philippa’s physical charms), was looking to provide Philippa with a husband. Such a happy convergence of royal interests was not to be ignored and so, without bothering to consult the principals, the marriage was arranged with admirable efficiency. Very soon, as Boccaccio observed, “the African soldier joined the bed of the Sicilian washerwoman.”


Although brought together in this unconventional manner at the impulse of their sovereigns, Philippa and Raymond each nonetheless recognized and appreciated the resourcefulness of the other, and the opportunities afforded them by their union. In Raymond, Philippa obtained a spouse as industrious in his husbandry as he was ferocious on the battlefield. As victory after victory came his way, and he was raised to ever-higher commands, Raymond never failed to demand and collect his reward. Ever mindful of the poverty and concurrent helplessness of his youth, the Ethiopian kept a sharp eye on his assets and invested wisely. Philippa soon found herself mistress of a vast holding, which included “towns, estates, villas, horses, numerous servants, rich clothes, and all goods in abundance,” noted Boccaccio.


For his part, Raymond acquired in Philippa an intelligent, attractive wife who gave him three sons and a daughter, and whose political acumen and connections helped him to advance his career. After Violante died, Philippa returned to the Castel Nuovo (thus lending credence to the notion that her marriage had been arranged because Violante feared a rival) to offer her services to Robert the Wise’s new queen, Sancia, and to Joanna’s mother, Marie of Valois. Again, Philippa proved herself invaluable to her royal mistresses. “She [Philippa] helped them, served them, and showed herself ever ready for their commands. She prepared and took care of their ornaments and various lotions and demonstrated that she was a perfect mistress … She exceeded in age the other women in the court … and it seemed by long habit she had learned the customs of the court.” With Philippa’s influence, Raymond was made royal seneschal, a chief adviser to the king himself. “What a ridiculous thing to see an African from a slave prison, from the vapor of the kitchen, standing before Robert, the King, performing royal ser vice for the young nobleman, governing the court and making laws for those in power!” Boccaccio wrote.


When her husband became seneschal, Philippa too was rewarded with a promotion and appointed by Marie of Valois to be guardian to her daughter Joanna, the heir to the throne. In 1331, after Marie died, “Philippa was honored as Joanna’s mother.” While again unorthodox, the choice of Philippa as surrogate parent was perhaps, given the circumstances, the most compassionate. To five-year-old Joanna, bewildered by the loss of both parents and the concept of death, Philippa represented continuity and comfort. The older woman was someone Joanna had known from birth. She was familiar with her childish routine and could coax her, when necessary, through her duties. Emotionally, Philippa provided the warmth and love of which Joanna’s step-grandmother, Sancia, was incapable, and Joanna clung to her accordingly.


Socially and politically, however, the elevation of the former laundress to so powerful an office as mother to the heir to the throne was more problematic. Already Philippa’s rise, and that of her husband, was viewed with suspicion and jealousy by the nobility. The couple made no attempt to hide their good fortune and flaunted their wealth, particularly through their children, for Philippa, too, had sons for whom she was ambitious. “You would think they were the children of a king rather than of a slave,” Boccaccio complained. Through the years of Joanna’s childhood and young adulthood, Philippa’s influence at court remained unparalleled. According to Boccaccio, “nothing serious, arduous, or great was accomplished unless it was approved by Robert, Philippa, and Sancia.”


[image: image]


This, then, was the politically charged environment into which Joanna and her sister, Maria, were thrust. And just when it seemed impossible for the situation in Naples to become more complex, or for the competing ambitions at court (already unhealthily focused on Joanna as a conduit to the throne) to become more volatile, in 1333 a new, powerful, and highly dangerous player suddenly propelled himself into the mix.


Carobert, king of Hungary, forgotten eldest son of Charles Martel, the original heir to the throne of Naples, had decided to retrieve his birthright.











CHAPTER III


The Kingdom of Hungary


Surely one of history’s wittier little mischiefs is that Carobert, who had been summarily dismissed from Naples on the grounds of youth, should turn out to be the family’s most successful warrior. Arriving with his small band of knights in Hungary in 1301, thirteen-year-old Carobert had been crowned king with a makeshift diadem by a local archbishop. The new king’s reign had been immediately contested by some of the realm’s most powerful barons, who elected their own candidate, twelve-year-old Wenceslas, son of the king of Bohemia, in his place. Carobert and his supporters were forced to retreat to southern Hungary, where they marshaled new allies and engaged in a guerrilla war against the pro-Wenceslas party.


Luckily for Carobert, his mother, Clemencia, had been a Habsburg and the daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor. Carobert appealed to this powerful branch of the family for aid against his enemies. By 1304, two of his mother’s brothers, the king of Germany and the duke of Austria, had entered the fray on the side of their nephew, at which point Wenceslas, who was never much of a king anyway (“The barons did not concede him a single castle, nor any sort of power or office, not even a parcel of royal authority,” a Hungarian chronicler sniffed), called for his father to come and get him and withdrew to Bohemia, taking his crown with him. When Carobert and his uncle, the king of Germany, pursued his former rival into Bohemia in 1305, Wenceslas hastily renounced the crown and his rights to Hungary in favor of his cousin Otto. Otto in turn went to Transylvania, at the outskirts of his new realm, as far away from Carobert and his army as possible, and had himself crowned king.


Carobert continued to make inroads into central Hungary, and by 1307 he was clearly the victor. Still, Carobert could not officially be crowned king because the Hungarians insisted that only the “Holy Crown” could be used for coronations, and Otto had the Holy Crown. It took several years to get it back, as Otto had himself lost it to another Transylvanian baron. Eventually the crown was tracked down and returned, and Carobert was proclaimed the legitimate king of Hungary “with great solemnity and joy” on August 27, 1310.


The rite of the Holy Crown only took the new king so far, however, and Carobert soon discovered that the task of subduing the kingdom over which he was now the legitimate sovereign was far from over. The twenty-two-year-old king faced stout opposition from Hungary’s landed aristocracy, some of whom had grown so powerful that they functioned effectively as independent monarchs. One by one, with methodical determination, Carobert attacked these men and their families, besieging, expropriating, and then redistributing their vast estates and castles to himself and a rival set of barons, thereby creating a new ruling class loyal to the crown. His authority would not be consolidated for a further ten years, but at the end of that period, Carobert found himself the undisputed ruler of a realm that stretched from Bosnia and northern Croatia on the bank of the Adriatic Sea in the west, to Wallachia and Moldavia on the Black Sea in the east, and to Transylvania and the Carpathian Mountains in the north. Having been deprived of his birthright because it was feared he could not take Sicily, Carobert controlled an area approximately three times the size of the kingdom of Naples by the 1330s.


Fortune would favor Carobert beyond even these considerable military triumphs. For no sooner did he establish his prerogative in Hungary than gold was discovered in Slovakia, northwest of Budapest. The Hungarians had found gold before, most notably in Transylvania, but not like this. Suddenly, Carobert found himself sitting on the world’s largest supply of the world’s most precious metal. It is estimated that, starting in the 1320s, Hungary mined between two thousand and three thousand pounds of gold a year, or “one third of the total production of the world as then known, and five times as much as any other European state.” Almost immediately, the kingdom entered an era of prosperity that even today is called, without irony, its golden age. Carobert levied taxes on his mining operations so that nearly 40 percent of the profits were diverted to the crown, and the royal income soared. There was at once enough gold for the kingdom to mint its own coins, which made procuring luxury goods and agreeable trading partners much easier. Even more to Carobert’s interests, he now had enough gold to fund an army sufficient to carry out his expansionist plans and to intimidate his neighbors. Though the new king’s tax policies were more demanding and oppressive than those of any previous monarch in Hungarian history, the populace neither rebelled nor took offense. That much gold excused a great many sins.


Despite the many years away from the land of his birth, and through all his trials and successes, Carobert never lost sight of his ancestry. Po liti cally and culturally his ambitions and tastes were distinctly Angevin, not Hungarian. His improvements at court were Western European in nature. He organized his army along the sort of chivalric feudal lines familiar to his French forebears but strange to his Hungarian vassals. Similarly, his sweeping interpretation of the power of the monarchy, his contempt for the Hungarians’ representative public assemblies known as Diets, and his “habit of granting privileges ‘out of his special grace’ (de speciali gratia), with no regard to the customs of the realm … probably derived from the political traditions of the kingdom of Sicily [Naples].” Carobert’s administrative system, his attitude toward property (unless specifically deeded to an avid supporter or the church, it was his), and his insistence on recording documents in written registers came straight from a blueprint originally formulated by his great-grandfather Charles of Anjou seventy years before. When Carobert issued his first silver coin—conveniently they’d found silver mixed in with all the gold in the mines—the royal minters copied the style of those struck in Naples by his uncle Robert the Wise. Even Western European sporting preferences were foisted on his subjects: in 1318, the Hungarians were introduced to their first-ever competitive jousting tournament, a spectacle that was thereafter held annually.


When it came to matrimony, however, the king of Hungary wedded for tactical advantage, not lineage, as is evidenced by his marriage to Elizabeth of Poland in 1320. Elizabeth, Carobert’s fourth and last wife, was the daughter of Wladyslaw I, king of Poland, known as Wladyslaw the Elbow-High. The king of Hungary had been an early champion of the diminutive Wladyslaw and by this marriage cemented their relationship, thereby achieving regional hegemony and presenting a formidable combination to opponents.


Elizabeth was fifteen to Carobert’s thirty-two when the pair married. Her three predecessors had died young and childless, and the new queen of Hungary knew she was expected to provide her husband with an heir. To her and her husband’s great joy and relief, Elizabeth fulfilled this obligation, giving birth to five sons, three of whom survived: Louis, born in 1326; Andrew, in 1327; and Stephen, in 1332.


With Elizabeth, Carobert acquired an exceptionally determined and energetic partner—manipulative, capable, and eager for power. The queen maintained her own house hold and senior advisers (another monarchical custom borrowed from Western Europe) and managed several important Hungarian estates and townships in her own name. Elizabeth did not shrink from adversity and was not inclined toward leniency. In 1330, her brother Casimir had deflowered one of her ladies-in-waiting, a naive young woman named Claire, during a visit to his sister’s court. Distraught, Claire’s father, Felician Záh, a minor baron, had barged into the royal dining room at supper time, sword drawn, to exact revenge for his daughter’s stolen honor. He was pierced through by some alert guards, but not before he managed to stab Elizabeth through the hand. In the months following this incident, the queen showed neither mercy to her assailant nor sympathy for her former attendant. Felician’s body was severed of its various appendages and then dispersed throughout the kingdom as a grim reminder of the perils of failed assassination attempts. “His head was sent to Buda, and his two legs and two arms to other towns,” reported John, the Franciscan minister provincial of Hungary at the time. The baron’s wife and children, including the hapless Claire, were rounded up and gruesomely tortured before being put to death, as were all their relatives “within the third degree of kinship.” The crown’s handling of this affair made quite an impression on the citizenry: neither Elizabeth nor any member of her family was ever bothered by a disgruntled subject in this fashion again. The queen seems to have accepted this outcome as a vindication of her methods.


Carobert had never resigned himself to the usurpation of his rights of primogeniture in southern Italy. From the day he had been shunted off to Hungary, he had continued to protest, both to Robert the Wise and to the pope, the 1309 decree expediently consigning the sovereignty of the kingdom of Naples to his uncle rather than himself. During his adolescence and early manhood, while the outcome of the Hungarian campaign remained in doubt, Carobert’s protestations had not carried much weight in Naples or Avignon. In 1317, the king of Hungary had tested the waters by sending his brother-in-law, the dauphin of Vienne, to Naples, charged with reclaiming the principality of Salerno as a precursor to larger demands, but even this modest proposal was rebuffed. However, as time progressed and his situation improved, Carobert’s complaints became more difficult to ignore. By the early 1330s, between his fortunate alliance with Poland through his wife, Elizabeth, and his immense financial resources, the advantage had swung undeniably in the king of Hungary’s direction.


Suddenly John XXII, who had managed to ignore completely Carobert’s pleas for justice for the previous fifteen years, took it upon himself to write to Robert the Wise to urge him to recognize the king of Hungary’s claims and find a way to make satisfactory restitution. Deducing the reasons for the pope’s abrupt solicitude for Carobert’s cause is not difficult. Despite his unsuccessful Italian campaign, the Holy Roman Emperor, Louis of Bavaria, remained a threat to papal interests. To John XXII’s great annoyance, the emperor was using the safety of his court to harbor outspoken theologians who held views on apostolic poverty and other spiritual matters antithetical to those of the pope. Since the emperor’s theologians were decidedly more erudite than John XXII himself, support for their positions was gaining throughout Europe. Carobert, on the other hand, was viewed as a loyal servant of the church, having already demonstrated his allegiance to papal orthodoxy by enforcing all of John’s edicts within his domain. (Unlike Robert the Wise and Sancia, the king of Hungary unmercifully persecuted the Spiritual Franciscans, driving them from the realm.) John XXII hoped Carobert would use his influence to counteract that of Louis of Bavaria in Eastern Europe. In addition, just at this time, John was also busy intriguing with the king of Bohemia against the emperor for control of northern Italy, and this could not be accomplished without Carobert’s approval, or at least his willingness to sign a nonaggression pact.


Moreover, if there was ever a pope who appreciated the value of a gold florin, that pope was John XXII. Under his administration all sorts of new taxes and fines were levied, and the pontifical income rose accordingly. Though the pope was a reputed miser, his clerks were astounded by the treasure of gold plate, precious gems, and coins that were found in the papal vaults upon his death. John had regularly to remind Robert the Wise that the king was in arrears on the annual payment of seven thousand ounces of gold due the papacy according to the terms of the original agreement with Charles of Anjou. The extravagant wealth of the king of Hungary would not have gone unnoticed by John XXII.


For these reasons, then, the pope began pushing hard for reconciliation between Naples and Hungary. John knew that Robert would never have accommodated his nephew Carobert’s demands while his own son and heir, Charles of Calabria, was still alive. But Charles had died in 1328. In his place was a little girl, only four years old on November 4, 1330, the day Robert had formally declared Joanna heir to all his lands in a public ceremony at the Castel Nuovo. And therein lay the pope’s opportunity. He wasted no time in capitalizing on it. In a letter to Sancia dated December 15, 1330, John XXII proposed his solution to the problem: marry Joanna to one of Carobert’s sons and let the eldest child of their union inherit Naples. To John, this arrangement must have seemed ideal—a clever plan to appease the king of Hungary without ever having to admit wrongdoing in the first place. For only in this way could Carobert’s grievance be rectified without compromising the integrity of the kingdom of Naples or Robert’s rule.
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