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Prologue

Before dawn on Wednesday, December 3, 1642, the most feared and hated man in France received Last Rites from a fellow priest of the Catholic Church. His Eminence Armand-Jean du Plessis, the Cardinal-Duc de Richelieu et Fronsac and the First Minister of State to King Louis XIII, had been bedridden since the weekend. Suffering a fever and sharp pains in his side, he struggled to breathe and periodically coughed up blood.

The King and many other dignitaries visited and prayed with the fifty-seven-year-old Cardinal-Minister at his deathbed. Among them was one of the only people alive who truly loved him, despite all he had made her endure, beginning with that marriage he had pushed her into when she was just a child…

Thirty-eight-year-old Marie-Madeleine de Vignerot du Pont Courlay, titled the Duchesse d’Aiguillon and a Peer of France since 1638, had learned of her uncle’s worsening condition on Sunday. She had rushed across the Pont-Neuf in Paris from her stately home on the Rue de Vaugirard to stay with him at his colossal palace near the Louvre. Ever since, she had been storming Heaven with prayers, begging for the restoration of his health.

As Wednesday drew on, the Cardinal’s decline appeared to reverse course. By dawn on Thursday, the word on the street was that the true ruler of France, the King’s controlling Éminence Rouge, would live after all. But by late morning, it was clear to his intimates that his time was approaching.

Marie by this point was so distraught that Richelieu asked her to leave his bedchamber, the better for him to concentrate on his final spiritual exertions. Overcome by tears, she ran out of the room, never to see him alive again. But before this, the Cardinal had whispered secret instructions to her, kissed her hands, and told her that he loved her more than anyone else in the world.

Marie would go on to mourn Richelieu more intensely than she had her own father, a courtly military officer who had died eighteen years earlier. She also prayed more urgently for her uncle’s soul, recruiting countless others to do the same in churches across France, Italy, and faraway mission lands. His Eminence had been far more powerful than her father. His sins were numerous and had affected the lives of so many. There were, for example, those ruthless banishments and executions of people whom Marie had first known as friends…

Signaling his complete confidence in Marie—and cutting out her brother François in the process—Richelieu made her the major heiress and administrator of his staggering fortune. While his male protégés such as Cardinal Jules Mazarin would succeed him in high office, Richelieu ignored ancient French norms by giving far more to his niece than to his nearest male relatives, all of whom because of their sex had had far more advantages than Marie from the moment of birth. These men included not just her brother, who was then serving as a royal governor in Normandy, but also her other ambitious uncle, Urbain de Maillé-Brézé, who was a highly decorated commander and diplomat.

Indeed, Richelieu entrusted Marie not just with one of the largest fortunes in Europe but also with titles, offices, vast lands and palaces envied by royalty, and patronage powers exercised by few men at the time, let alone other women. He knew that Marie would work better than anyone else to preserve and enhance his legacy in ways that would serve France, the Catholic religion, and the honor of the Richelieu name.

What Marie would do with the power put in her hands would shape the course of French history, the history of many other countries, and the history of the worldwide Catholic Church. It would also influence how Richelieu himself, and other prominent men of the age, would be remembered.

Yet her name and achievements are all but forgotten today. Perhaps because Marie was a woman, and a laywoman at that, too few noticed or cared as she was slowly written out of both European and Church history over time. This was in spite of the fact that in her own time, she was known, respected, and sometimes feared by monarchs, popes, scholars, and saints.

She also had famous enemies, including Medicis, Bourbons, Habsburgs, and members of her own powerful clan. During the height of the French civil war known as the Fronde, Cardinal Mazarin, her uncle’s successor as prime minister, confided to his inner circle that Marie was his most dangerous and irreconcilable opponent in French politics. Some of the duchess’s enemies so effectively dragged her name into the mud, exploiting the burgeoning popular press of the time, that no less a novelist than Alexandre Dumas, two centuries later, was able to plausibly caricature her as the slutty slave of Richelieu’s every whim who hypocritically behaved in public like a nun.

Marie faced down her detractors with steadiness and grace. Literary lights of the age said of her that she possessed “the courage of a king” and that her eyes, although enchantingly beautiful, could “make even the most resolute eagles” lower theirs with their intensity. She was adept at courtly intrigue in an era when political missteps could be deadly, and more than once she proved herself capable of the sort of ruthlessness that made her uncle Richelieu legendary. But she often used her power for unexpected causes, for example to champion other women—poor and rich, living and already in history books—who were misunderstood, mistreated, and, above all, underestimated. All the while, she played critical roles in the social and intellectual life of Golden Age France and in the ongoing reform and expansion of the Church and disciplining of its clergy. Even more than this, she was an early prototype of the modern entrepreneur, philanthropist, and global businesswoman as she built up a veritable empire of religious and cultural institutions, business ventures, and social charities that stretched into Asia, Africa, and the Americas.

One of the most independent and energetic women of her age, Marie nevertheless lived a life that is incomprehensible apart from her uncle’s. Much of her career can be seen as the natural fruit of her unusual relationship with one of history’s most renowned and controversial clergymen. Her stage for action and her accomplishments owed much to the unconventional decisions that the great, political churchman, long regarded as a misogynist, made in her favor. Furthermore, Marie’s life may be interpreted, in part, as an epic attempt to make reparations to God for countless offenses her uncle, with her assistance, had committed against his own countrymen and against an already disintegrating Christendom—the latter of which he had left war-torn, divided over faith, and dominated by new sorts of nationalistic rivalries.

But it is also true that Richelieu’s story, although it has been told many times over the last four centuries, has never been complete while that of his beloved niece and heiress has been neglected.

Marie de Vignerot’s story is that of a scared, sheltered girl who rose to the challenge—beyond even her uncle’s expectations—of shouldering an unprecedented role that was thrust upon her amid dangerous and turbulent circumstances. It is one, too, of a woman whose ambitions changed over time as she became one of the most influential leaders of her age. Subject to all the temptations that come with great wealth and power, she held exceptionally true to her deepest convictions and her evolving sense of her unique purpose in the lives of her family, friends, and dependents, her Church that was expanding globally, and her country, which was wracked by a succession of crises at the very same time that it was emerging as Europe’s cultural standard-bearer.

Tenacious and creative, fierce in her loves and loyalties, and as enigmatic and captivating as any of the well-remembered personalities of France’s Golden Age, Vignerot is a figure without whom the times she lived through cannot be fully understood.






PART ONE [image: ] Princesse Nièce







1 A Long Journey


In mid-November 1620, a motherless, aristocratic French girl of sixteen found herself in a stately horse-drawn carriage, traveling to Paris from her family’s estates in the Loire Valley. Taking several days, the trip was unpleasant at times due to the wet, cold weather of the season and the changing moods of the adults traveling with her.

This was a momentous journey. Not only was this girl about to see a city many times larger than any other she had known, but she was also to be presented at the great Palais du Louvre to young King Louis XIII and the rest of the royal family. She would then marry a twenty-three-year-old nobleman she barely knew and did not love. He had been chosen for her by one of her uncles in a high-level political negotiation.

As the carriage rolled along, jerking awkwardly at times, the girl had to wonder what this man would be like once they were alone. Would he be kind or ungenerous? Would they enjoy each other’s company? She was increasingly praised as a beauty—especially for her bright brown eyes, her chestnut hair, and her exceptional singing voice. But her fiancé, whom she had met only briefly in summer, was used to elegant and experienced women. Did he think she was too tall? Not pretty enough? Laughably naïve?

She had reason not only to fear her wedding night but also to wonder whether it would be a kind of betrayal. Because she cared for someone else: a lovely boy of seventeen whom her uncle, just months before, had given false hope when he had asked to court her.1

Whatever feelings plagued this girl on that long road to Paris, there were happy things to think about, too. What an honor it would be to visit with the King and his family! And marvelous sights, sounds, and tastes awaited her in the great capital—not just the Louvre but also beautiful Notre Dame Cathedral, countless shopkeepers hawking their wares, and of course scrumptious dishes and desserts like nothing she had known before.

Nothing would be the same after this trip. But this sensitive, sheltered girl could not have fathomed, then, that it was the relationship already developing between her and her uncle who had arranged the journey, not her impending marriage or encounters with the royal family, that would most imprint her life. This man would eventually give her, against the wishes of other men in their family, tremendous wealth and powers that she would exercise with exceptional strength and independence, putting her on a par with princes. At the same time, he would push her onto center stage in a drama he intended would climax with Catholic France—and with it one of their family names, Richelieu—standing supreme in Europe and, in that increasingly imperialistic age, across the world.

Young Marie could not even guess at any of that in late 1620. She had more than enough occupying her mind and heart then, especially trepidation as her marriage to a stranger loomed ever nearer with each passing hour.






2 Glénay


Throughout a life that unfolded from 1604 to 1675, the girl we have just met would go by many names. From her mid-thirties onward, she would be greeted with low bows and curtsies as Madame la Duchesse d’Aiguillon, Comtesse d’Agenois et de Condomois. She would also be saluted by soldiers as La Gouvernante du Havre-de-Grâce, or the royal governor of a fortress city in Normandy that was of strategic importance during the era of the Fronde civil war and the drawn-out Franco-Spanish War. In that same period, statesmen and churchmen who collaborated with her on projects in Europe and overseas would refer to her simply as La Duchesse, knowing her identity was clear.

Before that, from the moment she was rushed into marriage at sixteen, she would be known primarily as Madame la Marquise de Combalet. The name Combalet would stay with her for eighteen years, even though the marriage would last only two.

In letters and contracts she usually signed off as Marie de Vignerot. Occasionally she used the surname Du Pont. Marie was the first part of her given name, Marie-Madeleine. Vignerot and Du Pont were surnames passed down from her father.

René de Vignerot du Pont Courlay was a nobleman who lived from 1561 to 1624. He possessed considerable land and properties in Poitou, one of the western provinces of pre-revolutionary France. His Vignerot forebears had become established as a noble family in the mid-1400s at the end of the Hundred Years’ War. That was the same drawn-out conflict between French and English forces in which the teenaged Saint Joan of Arc famously led troops into battle—spending time in Poitou at one point—before being burned at the stake in 1431.1

It was a generation after Joan’s time that René’s half-English great-grandfather, Jean, became the first Vignerot to hold the ancient title of Seigneur du Pont Courlay. This gave him feudal lordship over a domain near the Sèvres Forest, which was about a day’s journey to the Atlantic coast.

Until René’s time, Marie’s paternal ancestors lived modestly, even though as nobles they were elevated in rank above nearly 99 percent of French people. Preoccupied mostly with farming and village affairs, their way of life did not differ markedly from those of the wealthier peasants and townspeople in their midst who looked to them for leadership. Because of this, Marie throughout her life was subjected to snobbish gossip that her grandfather, François de Vignerot, was no nobleman at all, because he had dirtied his hands with husbandry, spending most of his life in rural obscurity. However, he had dutifully fulfilled the traditional function of the local nobility: military service to a higher-ranking feudal lord. Indeed, generations of Vignerot men had served similarly, as men-at-arms and archers.2

What set Marie’s father apart from his forebears was that he was elevated as a young man to service at the royal court. Although he was a sword-bearing noble of the traditional sort, trained for hand-to-hand combat, the hunting of game, and sports such as jousting, he was also a new-styled gentleman of the King’s chambers. This required refined manners and conversation and attentiveness to dress. The one surviving portrait of him, a statue for his tomb commissioned long after his death, depicts him with hair past his ears and a style of moustache and goatee that was fashionable at the turn of the seventeenth century.3

Royal service came with financial rewards and a range of responsibilities, including a willingness to go to war for the King or travel for other reasons at a moment’s notice. René’s increasing wealth and status, in short, joined him to an elite minority even among French nobles—courtly, rich aristocrats who were expected to possess several country estates and townhouses, move about continuously, and socialize with the leading families of the realm. Only one of every four hundred French persons belonged to this upper echelon of the nobility.4

René was known at court as the Baron du Pont Courlay. He developed a reputation as a good storyteller, singer, and lute player. He was also well-liked by King Henry IV, himself known for his humor, generosity, and philandering. It helped that René had been one of the King’s first Catholic supporters: Henry was a Protestant when he acceded to the throne in 1589, and this caused serious conflict. Indeed, at twenty-eight, René fought bravely for Henry against the forces of the Catholic League, an alliance among Spain, the Papal States, and some French forces seeking Henry’s removal and the eradication of Protestantism in France. At the Battle of Arques, René survived hand-to-hand combat after his horse was stabbed by multiple lances beneath him.5 His mettle helped to secure Henry’s forces the advantage as the devastating Wars of Religion that pitted French Christians against one another for more than a generation were drawing to a close.

It was at court that René met Marie’s mother, Françoise du Plessis de Richelieu. The two married on August 23, 1603, in the presence of the King, who gave René as a wedding gift the lucrative position of captain of his royal guard. René was forty-two. Françoise was almost twenty years younger but had been married earlier to a nobleman named Jean de Beauveau de Pimpeau who had died within months of their wedding.6 We know little about Françoise’s appearance, but her funerary statue in Glénay, commissioned decades after her death, depicts her with a full face and a high-waisted, ample dress with fashionable puffed sleeves and a ruffed, gadrooned collar.7

Françoise was a native Parisian. She had grown up at the court of the previous king, Henry III, because her parents, Suzanne de La Porte and François III du Plessis de Richelieu, were prominent courtiers when she was born around 1578. Marriage to her thus confirmed René’s climb into the upper ranks of the French nobility.

However, by the time René and Françoise married, the latter’s family was no longer based at court but in the Loire Valley, its ancestral region. The newlyweds decided, therefore, to base their primary household close to there and also an easy distance to the seigneurie of Pont Courlay. They chose Glénay, a hamlet then part of a barony under the feudal protection of an independent-minded widow, Charlotte Brabantina of Nassau, an ancestor of Winston Churchill. With her approval, the couple purchased a château from a cash-strapped, older noble family of the region.8

Situated prettily along the Thouaret River, the stately Château de Glénay was a productive agricultural, aristocratic seat. It had foundations that dated from the early twelfth century but had been remodeled and expanded considerably since that time. It had strong defenses, high and thick walls, and large turrets with round, pointed roofs. On the sides that faced its farm fields, orchards, pasture lands, and a vivier (water reserve) that supplied fresh fish, it had deep ditches, a watchtower, and a number of outbuildings that served as fortifications—defenses that had been necessary during recent periods of warfare in the region. The oldest main building, with four stories of rooms for servants and family members, had Italian elements in its façade, with a Gothic-style chapel attached to it that was dedicated to Saint Margaret of Antioch, a virgin and martyr of the fourth century.9 The château was separated from the hamlet of Glénay by a large park. All of this distinguished it from the kind of manor home typical of the middling and lower nobility in which René had grown up. With its multiple buildings, the château was large enough not only for a growing family and staff to live comfortably, but also to accommodate rounds of visitors, including hunting parties that would stay for days at a time.10

Marie, the couple’s first child, was born in 1604. Her precise birth date is indeterminable from existing records. But sometime in July is a possibility, because she was christened Marie-Madeleine. The feast day of that sainted companion of Christ and the Twelve Apostles has long been celebrated on July 22 by Catholics.11

It is also probable that Marie was born in a bedchamber of the château in Glénay. Members of René’s family had already been inhabiting this château, but not as its owners, for two generations.12 And although René did not have legal claim on paper to all the lands traditionally attached to the seigneurie of Glénay until the spring of 1607, he had been purchasing the land rights piecemeal before that and was receiving homage as the local lord within a few months of Marie’s birth.13

Local tradition has it that Marie was baptized down the road at Glénay’s parish church of Saint-Martin, a stout, Romanesque structure that still stands and dates to the eleventh century. This event would have drawn in villagers who paid respects to the leading family of the district and offered prayers as a priest proceeded with the rite. It is also traditionally believed that the honor of sacramentally incorporating the infant into the body of the Catholic faithful fell to a great-uncle on her father’s side who was curate of the parish.14

Happy as the occasion was, the birth and baptism five years later of Marie’s brother, François, were treated with much more fanfare. As René’s firstborn son, François was privileged under French law as the primary heir to the family’s lands, wealth, and titles. His safe delivery was all the more joyous as his parents had suffered the death of a second daughter when Marie was a toddler.15

Little François’s baptism was celebrated with several days of feasting. Representatives of Poitou’s great families traveled in to Glénay, and members of Françoise’s courtly family were present, too. Among the latter was Françoise’s younger brother, Armand-Jean du Plessis de Richelieu, the twenty-four-year-old Bishop of Luçon and the future Cardinal-Duc de Richelieu et Fronsac.16 This young churchman performed the baptismal rite for his new nephew. Intoned in Latin, it included an exorcism of the infant—Exorcizo te, omnis spiritus immunde… in nomine Iesu Christi… Domini et ludicis nostri (“I exorcise thee, every unclean spirit… in the name of Jesus Christ… our Lord and Judge”)—as well as the pouring of water over the baby’s head at the church’s stone font. Ego te baptizo in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti…

It is easy to imagine five-year-old Marie, barely visible among the billowing skirts of the women of her family, looking on as her tiny brother was anointed and blessed by this uncle. The young bishop’s thick embroidered vestments would have glistened with candlelight with each choreographed movement of the ancient rite.

Little Marie was taught at moments like this that while some men like her father were soldiers, servants of the King, and husbands with children, others were priests who served God in special ways, such as performing the sacred rites of the Church. Indeed, by this point, three of Marie’s closest relatives were clergymen: her father’s uncle in Glénay, her young uncle Armand, and another of her mother’s brothers, Alphonse-Louis, who lived far away in the mountains. In 1606, Uncle Alphonse had abandoned worldly society and his family’s plan for him to become a bishop to instead join the Carthusians, an order of monks who wore white robes and spent all their time praying and studying in silence. Uncle Armand, in fact, had been training for life as a soldier and courtier in Paris when he received the unsettling news about this. Since his older brother had departed for the solitude of the Grande Chartreuse monastery in the Alps, Armand would have to lay down his sword and any hopes for marriage, enter the priesthood, and himself become the Bishop of Luçon—an ecclesiastical position gifted to his family by the Crown.

By the time Marie saw Uncle Armand baptize her brother, the clergyman, despite his youth, had already lived through a great deal. His father, the Seigneur de Richelieu, had died years before in 1590, leaving his wife and five children in debt and disarray—an embarrassment that later fueled his youngest son’s insatiable ambition. As a child, both before and after his father’s death, Armand moved back and forth several times from Paris to the Richelieu family seat in the Loire Valley. The future cardinal-statesman also suffered migraines and severe melancholy as a boy. While still quite young, he was sent from home to be educated by Benedictine monks at the Abbey of Saint-Florent de Saumur, but by the age of ten he was attending a secondary school in Paris where he was expected to speak Latin every day. At sixteen he moved up to a finishing school for young noblemen who were marked out for courtly and military careers. There he learned fencing, horsemanship, courtly manners, and music, as well as mathematical and engineering knowledge for service as a military officer. He was preoccupied with such training until he was twenty-one.

Armand in this period is believed also to have learned sexual arts from at least two Parisian women. However, when his family asked him to change career tracks in 1606, he was required to embrace celibacy as part of the deal. Without much complaint, he abandoned the glittery side of the Parisian world he was getting to know to prepare for holy orders. He quickly excelled in philosophy and theology courses at the University of Paris. His ordination to the priesthood then took place in Rome on April 16, 1607, because a dispensation from the Pope was needed to ordain someone younger than twenty-five. During the same visit, he was consecrated as the Bishop of Luçon by Pope Paul V, who was impressed with his bearing and intelligence.17

A year and half later, Armand was installed as bishop in the cathedral church at Luçon, a city near the Bay of Biscay about half a day’s journey to Glénay. Young as he was, he proved himself capable in high ecclesiastical office. He oversaw a large diocese that had been ravaged by the recent Wars of Religion. Negotiating with resistant local clergy and lay elites, he took initiative—as few French churchmen then were willing to do—to institute reforms that had been ordered by the Pope more than forty years earlier at the Council of Trent.

These reforms included the moral disciplining of the clergy and their improved, more formalized education.18 For many generations it had been common in Catholic Europe for priests to be living with concubines or violating their vows in other ways and to be seen drinking, gambling, and generally living like laymen except when saying Mass or performing other priestly functions such as baptisms. This became increasingly unacceptable after Trent, but the French bishops—despite seeing droves of their countrymen defect to Protestantism—had resisted the Council’s reforms into the seventeenth century. The establishment of seminaries for training future priests was also not the norm in Christendom until leading churchmen began promoting the idea at the time of Trent. The young and untested Bishop of Luçon variously surprised, impressed, and angered his fellow French clergymen when he began to locally enforce the Council’s program with a firm hand.

Early in life, Marie interacted infrequently with this strong-willed uncle and churchman who would later become a father figure and mentor to her. Although Uncle Armand occasionally visited Glénay, he was a distant figure to Marie as she spent her childhood in relative seclusion with her mother, little brother, and a governess who minded the children while Françoise managed her large household and staff.19

Marie’s mother preferred country life to the busyness of Paris. While rearing her children, she rarely joined René at court or when he was away on other business. This put her frequently in the position of standing in for René in village affairs—for example helping to mediate local disputes and performing ceremonial duties during festivals. Françoise also shared with René the management of their increasingly complex family finances.20 Marie thus saw her father intermittently while having always before her, as her first model of womanhood, a mother independently busy with many things.21

At a time when formal schooling for most boys, let alone for any girls, was still not the norm in Europe, Marie’s education was a priority for her parents. Marie spent many days learning to read and write as well as the principles and practices of the Catholic faith. She also learned needlework and other domestic arts. Furthermore, taking after her father, she demonstrated a talent for singing, which was nurtured from a young age.

Many days, however, Marie and her brother were free to play out of doors on the extensive grounds of their château, which included barns, stables, a bakery with great stone ovens that could service as many as two hundred people, and other outbuildings. Their pigeonnier, shaped like a silo, was one of the largest in the kingdom and was full of birds, raised for their eggs and eventually to be eaten themselves, that offered the children hours of entertainment. The family castle overlooked a bend of the Thouaret River and a small valley that changed colors during the year along with its seasonal flowers and foliage. The children therefore learned from men and women in service to their parents the names of many kinds of fish, birds, game, and other living things that filled this scene. The animals they saw—trout, wild boar, chickens—not rarely ended up on their table inside the château.

The children were taught furthermore that invisible beings were present among them—God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the Blessed Virgin and other saints; angels and demons; even the souls of the dead who had lived in Poitou before them—looking on close by in Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory. These realms were mysteriously interconnected with everything that could be seen, heard, touched, smelled, and tasted. They were told stories, for example, about Glénay’s fourth-century patron saint, Martin of Tours, who had helped convert their once-pagan region to Christianity, and about the virgin-martyr Margaret, to whom the family chapel was dedicated. More than this, they were urged to ask these saints for favors, by lighting candles and quietly talking to them in the family chapel or in the nearby parish church.22

Late in 1615, Marie found herself in dire need of help from Saints Martin and Margaret and from other holy beings to whom she was taught to pray. Her mother had fallen ill, and it was unclear whether she would survive the calendar year.






3 Richelieu


Françoise’s death at only thirty-seven shattered the idyllic world that her children were getting to know in their family’s corner of rural Poitou.1 Devastated by this sudden loss, eleven-year-old Marie and her six-year-old brother spent little time in its aftermath grieving alongside their father. René was busy, as usual, before and after his wife’s decline. He was overseeing his domains at Pont Courlay and serving in a new royal assignment: monitoring Protestant activities in Poitou for the widow of King Henry IV, the Queen Regent Marie de’ Medici. After burying Françoise, the baron removed his children from Glénay and put them in the care of his mother-in-law, Suzanne de La Porte, who was keenly mourning the loss of her beloved eldest child.2

Marie’s grandmother was a formidable woman in her mid-fifties who, following a fashion from the late sixteenth century, at times donned a wide, stiff, and round lace collar atop her black, farthingaled widow’s gowns. She lived a day’s journey east of Glénay at Richelieu in the Loire Valley. Richelieu was a modest aristocratic seat not unlike Glénay, set in a quiet, unexceptionally beautiful landscape with farm fields, forests, small hills and valleys, and a river running past it called the Mable.3

The Richelieu château that became Marie’s new home was a modest hunting lodge compared to the magnificent palace that the future Cardinal Richelieu would transform it into years later. And for some time it had been dominated by strong women, Suzanne foremost among them. Marie’s grandfather, François III du Plessis de Richelieu, had been a respected figure at the royal court, serving the Crown capably as a military leader and negotiator during the Wars of Religion. But after dying prematurely in 1590, he had bequeathed to Suzanne and their children substantial debts, not just lands and titles, having lost money in risky commercial ventures and having borrowed and lent too much during his years at court. Suzanne, while in the thick of raising a brood of children aged three to twelve at the time, had been burdened with picking up the pieces of his remaining legacy and setting her children upon steadier paths.4

Ironically, much of the squandered wealth had come into Suzanne’s marriage as part of her dowry. She was the daughter of a wealthy lawyer and member of the Parlement de Paris, which was the chief judicial court in France, and she also descended from successful businessmen of non-noble status. Although she had served as a lady-in-waiting at court due to her husband’s position, she was blessed with a bourgeois capacity to prioritize thrift over aristocratic pride. This led her at the time of her husband’s death to sell the family’s townhouse in Paris so she could save the family’s estates in Richelieu. She was aided by several other independent-minded women. These included her iron-willed mother-in-law, the widowed Françoise de Rochechouart, as well as a widowed sister-in-law, Françoise de Marçonnay.5

By the time Marie and her brother were in Suzanne’s care, the women of the stabilized Richelieu household included an unmarried, high-strung aunt in her late twenties named Nicole. From the age of eleven to thirteen, Marie was party first to Nicole’s dramatic expressions of anxiety that she would die a spinster and then to a remarkable turn of events. In November 1617, Nicole contracted a brilliant marriage with the young, talented Urbain de Maillé, the Marquis de Brézé. This man outshone his grateful bride, as he was only nineteen at the time and dashingly handsome.

Maillé-Brézé, as he was known for short, had already been acquainted with Nicole’s brother Armand, the Bishop of Luçon, who by this point was already making a name for himself in the kingdom’s halls of power. Raising eyebrows among peers who thought little at the time of such a match, Maillé-Brézé perspicaciously suspected that an alliance with the Richelieu family would accelerate his own rise to power. Indeed, due to the influence of his brother-in-law, he would later serve as an ambassador to Sweden and as a military commander.

Although Marie was only thirteen at the time, it was she, not Nicole, whom Maillé-Brézé first was after. But the family—especially Armand, who enticed him with cash—put the older spinster in his path. Not unrelated to this, Maillé-Brézé in later years would become an enemy to Marie, embittered over what she, rather than his children by Nicole, would inherit from Cardinal Richelieu.6

But none of this was foreseen when the family celebrated Nicole’s marriage. And Marie’s attentions then, when not engaged with great events such as weddings, deaths, and visits by important relatives, were still focused on her education.

Nurtured especially in this regard by the women at Richelieu while her father largely remained absent from her life, Marie continued with the exceptional education that she had begun in Glénay. Unusually for the time given prejudices about women and book learning, Marie’s education was taken almost as seriously as her brother’s, partly because she showed considerable intellectual promise.7

Marie exhibited talents especially for music and foreign languages. She learned to sing beautifully in Italian and Spanish as well as in French and in the ecclesiastical Latin that reigned supreme in Catholic hymnody in that era. She may also have received lessons in literature during visits by the Prior of Saint-Florent de Saumur—the Benedictine monastery where her uncle Armand had once been a student.8 At a time when the great majority of French people—including the majority of men—could barely sign their names, these beginnings grounded what would grow into Marie’s lifelong passions for reading, poetry, drama, and patronizing authors and artists.9

At the Richelieu château, Marie and François were educated in another way: about French politics and the great families of the kingdom, especially through stories about their own relatives. Stories about their deceased grandfather reinforced pride in their noble lineage, which stretched back to the tenth century, as well as the principle of loyal service to the Crown. When the Protestant Henry IV had acceded to the throne, Marie’s maternal grandfather, like her father René, had been among his first Catholic supporters while other nobles joined in with the militant Catholic League against him. Marie was urged to revere this grandfather, despite his financial failings, as a great man who had sacrificed himself honorably for the King, insofar as he had perished—albeit from a fever—amidst a failed siege of Paris in 1590, when the royal forces were attempting to retake the capital from the Catholic militants who had held it for a time.10

Another figure Marie grew up respecting was her uncle Henry, who was the Marquis de Richelieu and Armand’s eldest brother. Against his mother’s wishes, he had decided in 1598, at nineteen, to renounce his inheritance. He had also received permission from the King to act in his own name—even though the age of majority in France was twenty-five—as he began to recover his family’s honor, wealth, and estates in his own way. The King then appointed him to a lucrative court position and commissioned him as a military officer. Henry soon was able to buy back lands and properties that his mother had sold or relinquished to creditors since the time of his father’s death.11

Indeed, Henry, with Armand’s support, began to act coldly as a creditor to his deceased father’s estate. By the time Marie was living with his mother, he had succeeded in buying back, bit by bit, considerable tracts of his family’s lost or endangered domains. The major exception was Richelieu itself, which remained in Suzanne’s hands and eventually passed to Armand. In addition, he was able to add new territories to his estates, in part by marrying a wealthy widow, Marguerite Guyot, who came with a handsome dowry.12

Unsurprisingly, Henry’s mode of recovering status and stability for his family did not endear him to all who shared his surnames. Suzanne, in particular, was humiliated when he pressured her to hand over lands and possessions that she was at risk of losing to other creditors. In short, in the period when Marie and her brother lived with their maternal relatives at Richelieu, emotions often ran high over financial matters and disagreements about them.

At the same time, as a bright and perceptive girl, Marie quietly absorbed lessons from her uncles Henry and Armand about economy, enterprise, and independent judgment. These were not lessons that most young French noblewomen were learning from a culture in which ancient traditions, aristocratic pride, and pressures from political events and powerful patrons freighted decision-making at every turn.






4 Uncle Armand’s Fortunes


Although they did not realize it at the time, the most significant events for all of Marie’s family members in the 1610s occurred in Paris, almost two hundred miles northeast of Richelieu. There, young Armand began laying the foundations for a stunning rise to power—something that in time would alter European and world history.

During the period when Armand, as the Bishop of Luçon, was reforming his diocese, France suffered a trauma that almost plunged it into renewed civil war. On May 14, 1610, Henry IV was stabbed to death by the Catholic militant François Ravaillac. As Henry had been the first member of the Bourbon family to sit on the throne, the succession of his eight-year-old son Louis XIII was more fraught with danger than a royal minority would normally be. The boy’s half-Italian mother, Marie de’ Medici, was a German Habsburg on her maternal side and leaned politically toward the militant, international Catholic cause that was bound up then with support of Habsburg Spain and the Holy Roman Empire. Many French nobles who commanded armies thus opposed her assertion of regency powers on behalf of her son after her husband’s assassination.

The rebels were led by the King’s cousin, Henry II de Bourbon, the Prince de Condé, who was second in line to the throne. Although Condé failed to take control of the royal council, he continued to stir up unrest. Widespread opposition to the regency, coupled with financial dilemmas facing the Crown and ongoing hostilities between Protestants and Catholics in the kingdom, led the Queen Regent to call together an Estates General.1

The Estates General was an exceptional gathering in Paris of representatives of the kingdom’s “three estates,” or major social-political groupings: the privileged First and Second Estates, or the clergy and the nobility respectively, and the heavily taxed Third Estate, or the common people. The last time an Estates General had been convened was in 1588, amid the Wars of Religion. The Queen hoped that her legitimacy would be confirmed if she provided an opportunity for leaders of the three estates to petition the government and iron out various differences. At the same time, this unscrupulous daughter of the despotic Grand Duke Francesco I de’ Medici mounted a campaign of bribery, printed propaganda, and visits with her son to different parts of the kingdom to ensure that representatives of the three estates who were friendlier to Condé were chosen to travel to Paris that fall.

This great political gathering convened on October 1, 1614, and proved to be Armand’s chance for new, national recognition. His growing reputation for effective Church reform had led to his election by the clergy of Poitou as one of their representatives. Once in Paris, the young bishop enjoyed the patronage of a senior churchman, Cardinal de Sourdis of Bordeaux, and he impressed other First Estate representatives with his charisma, deft negotiations on their behalf, and refusal to side with any one faction among them.2

Still only twenty-nine, the future Cardinal Richelieu had a gravitas that men twice his age found magnetic. He was also tactful and charming in situations that tested others’ good graces. This helps to explain why, like a meteor rising, he was selected by all the First Estate representatives to give an extended address on their behalf to the King, Queen Regent, and everyone else gathered for the Estates General. Determined not to squander the opportunity, he put a great deal of effort into a speech he delivered at the closing session of February 23, 1615. The setting was the great hall of the Petit-Bourbon, one of the royal family’s grand homes in Paris.

The Bishop of Luçon made a powerful impression with his speech. In it, he defended the rights and liberties of the clergy in France, especially those of reform-minded bishops who faced conservative opposition from local elites while trying to implement the decrees of Trent. He also appealed to the early centuries of French history, when monarchs such as Charlemagne consulted prelates on matters of state, including about when to go to war. And he argued, with his own future in mind, that the monarch of his own time should appoint churchmen to the royal council who possessed virtues such as probity and prudence that were developed in ecclesiastical office and who displayed a firm commitment to both God and the well-being of France.3

The silver-tongued clergyman also appealed to the Queen Regent in his speech. She was already impressed by him at this point, as he had found other ways to get into her good graces while the Estates General was underway. But his performance at the Petit-Bourbon confirmed his reputation to her and her chief advisor, Concino Concini, the Marquis d’Ancre—a Florentine who commanded his own army and a thick network of agents, including spies—as someone who should be given an important political position.4

Partly to shore up this success and to drum up public interest in his career, Armand arranged to have his remarks published by an up-and-coming printer in Paris, Sébastien Cramoisy, whose family were clients of his own and whose star in time would rise dramatically with the young churchman’s. (Cramoisy would one day run one of the most internationally recognized publishing firms in Europe.) Not long after this, Marie de’ Medici appointed Armand as chaplain for her young daughter-in-law, Anne of Austria, who had recently married Louis XIII when they were both only fourteen. Then, in November 1616, she appointed him to the royal council as a secretary of state with a focus on foreign affairs. In this position, Armand adopted the pro-Habsburg position of his patroness, which put him in an awkward position given how divided the leading men of France were over international alliances. However, his opinions began to shift as he watched a small war play out in Europe, the Uskok War, which resulted in territorial gains by the Holy Roman Empire. He began to wonder whether France should begin intervening in such conflicts in the future—even at the risk of allying with Protestant states against Catholic ones—to contain the power of the Habsburgs, who already controlled much of Europe and a growing world empire.

In the meantime, a dramatic change of fortune came for the Queen Regent’s councilors on April 24, 1617. That day, the now fifteen-year-old King Louis, acting under the influence of a favored advisor, Charles d’Albert, the Duc de Luynes, had Concini murdered. Additionally, he had Concini’s wife, Leonora Galigaï, who was also close to the King’s mother, arrested and burned at the stake after being convicted of witchcraft and “Judaizing” those under her spell.5

Luynes had achieved a palace coup. This nobleman, who had formerly served Henry IV as a falconer, had encouraged young Louis to assert independence from his mother and, once Concini was removed from the scene, to appoint him as First Minister, the highest position in the royal council.

The violence of April 24 almost engulfed Armand. After Concini was shot in the head by a Luynes loyalist on a bridge near the Louvre, his corpse was mutilated by a mob that had been stirred up by propagandists working for Luynes. Louis, once he received confirmation of the assassination, shouted from a window at the Louvre to a swelling crowd, “Thank you! I really am King now!” Soon after, Marie de’ Medici was forced to remove herself and her favorites to the city of Blois so the royal council could be remade in Luynes’s image. Amid the spreading chaos, the Bishop of Luçon was stopped in his carriage by another crowd of inflamed Parisians. Had things gone differently in the moment, he, too, might have been killed in cold blood and his body dragged through the streets.6

As it happened, he only lost his seat on the royal council and was ordered by the teenaged king to retire to his faraway diocese. Throwing himself back into ecclesiastical duties and a theological writing project he had in mind, the young bishop thought it would be possible to lie low while charting a path back to court. He thus spent almost a year splitting time between Luçon and a manor he owned in Poitou. He also was sure to visit with his niece Marie and other family members at Richelieu, who by this point were mourning with him the loss of their matriarch, Suzanne.

Marie had lost her grandmother and guardian in December 1616, less than two years after her mother had died. A solemn funeral had been held at Richelieu, and Suzanne’s body was entombed in the family’s chapel there.7 Although Marie saw her uncle Armand only occasionally in this period, the two bonded in their mutual grief. As a sensitive girl, thirteen-year-old Marie may have absorbed some of the acute melancholy the bishop is known to have suffered over his mother’s death in the months before Luynes’s coup and while he was away from court beginning in the summer of 1617.8

Even short visits with this simultaneously depressive and charming uncle made deep impressions on Marie at this stage of her life. Uncle Armand was not only a bishop of the Church in an era when bishops outranked most members of the nobility. He also had exceptional presence and charisma for a man in his early thirties. He commanded the attention—if not always the fond feelings—of the other adults in Marie’s life with his strange mix of humor, intellectual force, and vacillations between intense anger, sorrow, and chilly detachment. He was tall and thin, with dark eyes, dark hair, and high cheekbones. He had stories for Marie about her deceased mother and grandmother, both of whom he loved and mourned with feeling. At the same time, the young churchman was drawn to his niece, because she reminded him of his beloved older sister. He did not express affection readily, even to close family members. But he found it easy to do so to this sweet, bright girl.9

Marie noticed in this period that her father was showing more interest in Uncle Armand’s affairs. It came as a special shock in April 1618 when René and Uncle Henry were ordered by the King to follow Armand into exile—in Avignon, a territory owned by the Pope that was faraway to the southeast, near the Mediterranean Sea. This harsh directive from Louis XIII was the doing of Luynes, who did not want either of the ambitious Richelieu brothers or their brother-in-law anywhere near the royal family as he replaced men loyal to his mother with his own friends and clients.

From Avignon, Armand, Henry, and René rented a house and plotted a return to the French court. Demonstrating his seriousness about Church reform, but also to distract himself during bouts of melancholy, Armand also labored intensively over a Catholic catechism to ground and fortify the faith of the clergy of Luçon. It would be published in 1621 under the title Instruction du Chrestien and reissued in various editions thereafter.

Henry’s exile in Avignon, meanwhile, was marked by tragedy. In the autumn he learned that his young wife, Marguerite, had died while giving birth to a son and would-be heir to the recuperated Richelieu legacy. Devastated and unable to be present for the burials, he fell into hopelessness. He expressed this by drawing up a will stipulating that most of his fortune and properties, upon his death, would go to several religious orders. This was a strange thing to do, as he was young and easily could have remarried. This will, had it gone into effect, would have deprived his natural heirs—who included Armand, his sister Nicole, and Marie and François—of any expected inheritance in the event he died without issue.10

It is unknown how René spent his time in Avignon. Any correspondence he may have had with his children at the time has not survived. Regardless, Marie and François were used to their father’s absence. At the time of their grandmother’s death, their care had been entrusted to their aunt Nicole before she left for Paris with Maillé-Brézé. Although François around this time left for boarding school, Marie remained at Richelieu with Henry’s young wife. Thus at fourteen she was at hand when Marguerite and her infant died. A bittersweet reunion with her father and Uncle Henry then occurred at Christmastime, when the two men were called out of exile without Uncle Armand.11

For good reason, the ambitious bishop was deemed more of a threat to the status quo at court, and so he remained in Avignon a bit longer by himself. However, his moment came early in 1619 when the King suddenly faced a contingent of rebellious princes who had rallied this time around his mother, attempting to give her back control of the royal administration. The kingdom was now beset by a small civil war between the opposing armies of mother and son. As the conflict drew on, young Louis called the Bishop of Luçon back to court and appointed him again to his mother’s household, hoping he would serve as a mediating figure. Indeed, by April 30, the future Cardinal Richelieu had deftly engineered the Treaty of Angoulême, which formalized a reconciliation between the King and Marie de’ Medici, who was now called the Queen Mother.

This restoration of the young churchman’s position of influence at court led to events that dramatically changed the lives of his relatives—especially Marie, who, at fifteen, was now unquestionably on the aristocratic marriage market.






5 A Political Marriage


Once he was back at court, Armand was determined that his whole family would rise to power along with him. Most notably, he secured his brother Henry’s appointment as the governor of the western city of Angers. However, this provoked resentment in the family of another nobleman who had been under consideration for the post. Charles de Lauzières, the brother of the bypassed candidate, drew his sword against Henry during a casual meeting on a street in Paris. Marie’s uncle Henry died on July 8.1

Armand was suddenly the head of his family, even though he was a celibate bishop. It was thus only at this point that he began to be called Richelieu, as he inherited his brother’s titles and estates. But he did not rejoice over this. Henry’s death hit him terribly. In his Mémoires, he later wrote, “I cannot represent the state this event threw me in, and the extreme sorrow it caused.… My quill won’t describe it.” He threw himself into his work for the Queen Mother partly to save himself from a permanent downward spiral.2

Henry’s death also signaled, alarmingly, that the noble, male Richelieu line—which extended back six centuries—was now extinguished. The only way to recover it would be for either Armand or his Carthusian brother, Alphonse, to sire a son, either illegitimately while still in holy orders or legitimately after leaving the ecclesiastical state.

Neither clergyman was willing to take either step. Instead, Richelieu looked to his dead sister’s children as the next-best hope for their family. Young François could one day inherit the Richelieu title and legacy. And Marie could play an important role by marrying well and producing additional heirs as security.

This is why suddenly, in 1620, Richelieu’s machinations included close involvement in Marie’s life.

According to well-established customs among European nobles at the time, Marie was marked out for an early marriage, preferably in her teens, to a man from a wealthy family with courtly ties. This was a destiny she had been raised to desire and dutifully accept. Although she might hope to fall in love with a suitable match, emotional preferences were beside the point. Marie’s charge was to devote herself to a man approved by her family—a family that at this point no longer included the mother, grandmother, aunt, infant cousin, or uncle she had come to love and had seen buried in quick succession from the time she was eleven.

Thus Marie found herself in the autumn of 1620 ordered to travel to Paris to marry a nobleman military officer she hardly knew. His name was Antoine de Grimoard de Beauvoir du Roure, and he was titled the Marquis de Combalet. He was twenty, and he had been chosen for Marie by her uncle Armand.

Coincidentally, this young marquis had been ordered to marry Marie by his own powerful uncle: the same Duc de Luynes who had recently orchestrated the murder of one of the Queen Mother’s councilors and been an enemy to Richelieu. Antoine was dependent upon Luynes’s good graces for his career, as his own father had left him with little but their ancient lineage and a title that referred to a strip of useless, rocky terrain in the Ardèche region of France. It was Antoine’s relationship to Luynes and other courtly connections on his mother’s side that made him a valuable piece in the rival uncles’ real-life chess game.3

In the summer of 1620, another small war had broken out between the King and his mother. Richelieu had sided with the latter without the eighteen-year-old Louis’s knowledge. Men serving both royal personages met one another in battle on August 7 at Les Ponts-de-Cé near Angers, not far from the Château de Richelieu, where Marie was still living. The Queen Mother’s forces were defeated, but in the negotiations that unfolded thereafter, Richelieu helped again to bring about a reconciliation, much to his own advantage. Louis and Luynes made concessions, including on a point upon which Marie de’ Medici insisted: Richelieu would be made a cardinal of the Church. This would give him princely status at court.

As a sign of his trustworthiness, Richelieu agreed that Luynes’s nephew could marry his niece Marie. The Queen Mother and the King approved of the match as a fine symbol of their reconciliation.4

Richelieu later wrote only one cold line about the marriage in his Mémoires: “It was hoped that the bond between these two people would create more trust between the uncles.”5 Privately, Richelieu was, in his way, demonstrating confidence in his niece, of whom he was fond. He was, after all, plucking her up from the simple, rural life she had known and placing her close to Luynes, of whom he remained distrustful, to serve as an agent of her family’s interests. At the same time, the numbness of heart required of Richelieu to throw innocent Marie into the wolves’ lair that was the court of France was underlined by the additional fact that, at this point, he knew full well that she already cared for someone else.

Earlier in the year, Marie had befriended and become smitten with a young nobleman—a boy, rather, as he was just a year older than she was. His name was Hippolyte de Béthune and he was the son of the French ambassador to the Papal States and the nephew of the celebrated chief minister to Henry IV known as Sully. Hippolyte had been born in Rome, where Pope Clement VIII had stood up as his godfather. He had spent part of his childhood in Italy, as well as in Paris and at various estates of his father’s, including Selles-sur-Cher in the Loire Valley, not far from the Richelieu château.

Marie had met Hippolyte in Angers at the time the young man was introduced to Richelieu while the Queen Mother’s court was temporarily based in that city. The young people were quickly taken with each other. Hippolyte was given reason to hope that René de Vignerot might approve of him as a potential son-in-law. Richelieu expressed his own positive view of the idea to Hippolyte’s father, Philippe, while indicating that René, of course, would have the last say about Marie’s future.6

In the end, political exigencies and Richelieu’s changing views on the matter outweighed other considerations. Within months, the match with Antoine was arranged, and there was no question it would help Richelieu more readily than a match with Hippolyte in the chess game he was playing at court. The Béthunes were already loyal to the Queen Mother and needed no extra incentive, such as the dowry and connections of the daughter of the Baron du Pont Courlay, to serve her interests. Furthermore, Philippe was healthy and not about to leave titles and properties to Hippolyte any time soon.

René agreed that an alliance with Luynes’s family would come with immediate rewards and should therefore be pursued. Soon after the Treaty of Les Ponts-de-Cé was signed, Marie learned from the men who controlled her destiny that she would be marrying a stranger before the year was out.

It was determined that the marriage would take place in the presence of the royal family in late November. Marie and Antoine became minimally acquainted at Angers in late summer before the court relocated back to Paris.7 Marie thus had three months to say goodbye to her quiet life and her girlhood in the Loire Valley and to prepare for her long, fateful journey to the ancient capital of France. There, she would spend a few days with her father, uncle, brother, and other relatives before the wedding festivities at the Louvre.






6 Paris


The sight of Paris in mid-November 1620 would have overwhelmed Marie as her carriage approached the city from the southwest and rolled through one of its medieval stone gateways. So many church spires, monastic buildings, shops, marketplaces, and palatial and humble dwellings alike were clustered together and stretched as far as the eye could see. The streets teemed with people, some of them shouting in accents and languages Marie had never heard, and on a scale unlike anything she had known. Indeed, Paris at this time was inhabited by nearly 400,000 people, many of them from all over France and countries across Europe. Marie also would have seen more foreign-looking people than ever before out the carriage windows—merchants and other migrants from places beyond the Mediterranean. The contrast with a provincial capital such as Angers, which then had a population of about 30,000, was dramatic.

There were new smells, too. The mud of Paris was already legendary by that time because of the magnitude of human and animal waste that piled up and drained through a city initially built up during ancient Roman times. But the food of Paris was also already famous by the early seventeenth century, so there were wonderful aromas, too. The smells of breads, sweet and savory pies, sausages, and meats roasting over open fires and glazed in ways unfamiliar to provincial visitors wafted from shops with open doors and from some of the first restaurants in Europe, the family-style tables d’hôte that were becoming commonplace in the French capital at that time.1

Marie spent a little over a week in this city full of wonders before her wedding day. And among the wonders was Uncle Armand’s new home, a townhouse that was located in the Place Royale (today called the Place des Vosges), which was an urban renewal project of the previous king. This square had recently become the social center of the already fashionable Marais district of Paris that was home to many of the highest-ranking nobles. It consisted, as can be seen today, of many townhouses with identical façades of stone and red brick, designed in a new but understated, Baroque-era mode different from the generally traditional styles Marie knew in the Loire Valley and Poitou.2

The marriage was celebrated at the Louvre on November 26, 1620. The Louvre then was smaller than it is today, but it had already transformed considerably under Henry IV and the previous Queen Mother, Catherine de’ Medici, into something close to the Italian-palazzo-style building of the present from its beginnings as a medieval fortress and Gothic-style royal residence. Its Grande Galerie stretched imposingly along the Seine River on the southern side of its grounds and made the Louvre, by far, the largest building in Paris. The Grande Galerie also connected the Louvre to the Tuileries, a beautiful palace that centuries later would be destroyed by Communist arsonists.

Her own wedding festivities were grander than anything Marie had yet experienced. First, she was presented to the young King, his wife Anne of Austria, and the Queen Mother. Princes and princesses of the realm, other high-ranking courtiers, and members of the adjoining families then witnessed the signing of the marriage contract. The array of witness signatures on the contract, which is today preserved in the Archives Nationales de France, includes, alongside illustrious others, those of her father, brother, uncle Armand, aunt Nicole, and uncle Maillé-Brézé, the latter of whom was now the captain of the Queen Mother’s guards, thanks to Richelieu’s influence.3

Marie was dressed richly and adorned with jewels gifted from both queens. Her dress would have been in the latest silhouette favored at the French court—low-necked, high-waisted, with ballooning mutton sleeves and a wide skirt that was open in the front, revealing a rich underskirt beneath it. In a pale shade if not in white, the garment would likely have been embroidered with expensive metallic threads, made of the richest, shimmering silk satins, and embellished generously with the finest lace and ribbons, pearls, or gems. Antoine would have been as richly attired—in some ways outdoing his bride in splendor—with a brocade doublet, debonair cape draped behind one shoulder, and britches reaching to the top of his heeled and spurred boots. He also would have donned a finely crafted sword: the mark of his noble status. Both young people would have had artificially curled hair that framed their faces on either side. Antoine’s would have appeared longer than Marie’s, as part of hers would likely have been braided and wound into a chignon.4

The nuptial Mass took place in the younger queen’s chapel. The priest who blessed the union was François de La Rochefoucauld, a cardinal and leading reformer of the Church in France who would soon be appointed as the president of the young King Louis’s council. Marie vowed before this bearded, old churchman in red robes to love, honor, and obey Antoine until death. A wedding ball then took place in the Grande Galerie, with Marie and Antoine under scrutiny by the experienced courtiers as they danced in some of the complex, late-Renaissance group dances of the period.5

Toward the end of the evening, the newlyweds were ushered into a palace bedchamber that had been specially prepared for them.

Marie then found herself alone with Antoine, who was still a stranger to her, in a somber, candlelit room with dark wooden furnishings. The only physical description we have of him—the man who was now by law Marie’s lord and master—is a verbal one. A writer of the era said that the marquis was, on the one hand, “badly built and red-faced” and, on the other, “the best equipped man at court” in the region of his loins.6






7 Antoine


Marriage brought more pain than joy into Marie’s already sorrow-filled life. The young Marquis and Marquise de Combalet did not get on especially well from the moment they are supposed to have consummated their union in the Louvre. Antoine left Marie for long stretches while serving the Crown as a military officer. If these absences led to any newfound fondness for the other in either of their hearts, any hope that their marriage eventually could be a happy one would be lost within two years of the wedding.

Six months into the marriage, Antoine was called to serve as the captain of a royal regiment based in Normandy. Soon after, he was called to lead troops from Navarre. Most of his duties thereafter were in Languedoc in southern France—a region in which tensions still ran high between Catholics and Huguenots, as Protestants had come to be called in French. Marie in the meantime stayed with the Queen Mother at court, serving as a junior lady-in-waiting.1

The first major campaign in which Antoine took part was the Siege of Montauban, an effort by some twenty-five thousand of the King’s men to take a Huguenot stronghold about thirty miles north of Toulouse. Running from August to October 1621, the siege did not result in the capture of the city but did check Huguenot rebelliousness for a time. Antoine made it through unscathed. While living apart from him most of that time, Marie would have spent time with him nonetheless, as the entire royal court relocated temporarily to the region before the siege.2

The young couple then spent the Christmas season together in Paris after the court returned there for the winter. However, it was not a social expectation among the upper nobility of the time that a husband and wife, especially if the former were a military officer and the latter serving a queen, sleep often in the same house let alone the same bedchamber.

Military duties again preoccupied Antoine for much of the first half of 1622. By the summer, the young marquis was among the officers leading thousands of men in preparations for a great siege of Montpellier—a center of Huguenot resistance to royal control located halfway along the French Mediterranean coastline.

Antoine was struck down from his horse in a charge outside the city in early September, only days after the start of the siege. He was then killed, although reports differed as to whether he was dispatched swiftly in the place where he had fallen or, more agonizingly, days later inside the city walls after being dragged there by the Huguenots. There was speculation, too, that he perished partly as a result of a youthful excess of valor.3 What is undisputed is that he fought valiantly and did not live to see the disappointing outcome of the royal forces’ efforts—a stalemate by early October—for which he had given his life at only twenty-five.4

From a young age, Marie was exceptionally discreet about her feelings and private affairs. Thus, she rarely commented on her short-lived marriage with Antoine, even though it was the subject of speculation throughout her life. Some believed she had suffered a broken heart over Hippolyte de Béthune, the young man she would have preferred to marry. Others presumed more simply that she maintained an aversion toward Antoine—or at least toward sexual congress with him. Rumors even circulated that she never gave up her virginity to him. At the same time, some contemporaries believed either that Antoine did not find her appealing in the bedroom or, much the reverse, that he developed tender feelings for her that were all for naught, given his untimely demise. The fact that no pregnancy resulted from the marriage of course fueled the gossip that the two had been sexually incompatible. A poet named Dulot who was Marie’s contemporary circulated the line “Marie de Vignerod, vierge de ton mary” (“Marie de Vignerot, virgin to your husband”).5

All the same, Marie sincerely mourned Antoine and became closer to his grieving sisters, Anne and Marie. And in that era, when men of substance engaged competitively in martial exploits for the honor of God as well as for King and Country, she derived satisfaction in becoming the widow of one of the Catholic heroes of Montpellier.

Nevertheless, Marie at eighteen was, on the whole, relieved to be freed from what had been a politically determined union. Ironically, the marriage had not secured in a timely way the prize for which it was exchanged at Les Ponts-de-Cé. Uncle Armand did not receive his red cardinal’s hat until after both Antoine and the Duc de Luynes had died. The latter, who had purposely stalled Richelieu’s elevation to the cardinalate, had fallen ill and died several months before his nephew.

Marie herself got more from the marriage when it was over than at its inception. As the widow of a war hero and of Luynes’s nephew, she acquired honor and a degree of independence rare for a woman so young. That independence derived especially from the wealth now in her hands. Already at the time of her marriage she had received 60,000 livres and some 12,000 écus worth of jewelry from the Queen Mother, as well as 50,000 livres and a host of jewels, rings, and fine furniture from her uncle Armand. When Antoine died, she acquired another 150,000 livres that had been promised to him by the King. Accounting for inflation, the total value of all of this according to a simple gold-standard estimate would be at least 10.6 million U.S. dollars.6 But accounting for many other economic factors such as purchasing power and the exceptional degree of social power such wealth brought with it, the equivalent monetary value today would be far greater.

In addition, Marie maintained rights to some of her deceased uncle Henry’s legacy. With a standing welcome at court, and elevated in her status, too, as Richelieu’s star continued to rise, she was suddenly, in her own right, firmly in the upper echelon of the nobility that her aging father had labored to join.

Both René and Richelieu hoped this would enable Marie to marry well and usefully again within a few years. But the girl asserted her newfound independence in a way that neither man expected.






8 Carmel de l’Incarnation


Mourning customs were strict in Marie’s time. In France when a woman lost her husband she was required to wear black from head to foot, with the most modest of necklines and no jewelry, for a year. Most young widows with hopes of remarrying tended to welcome the end of this period, when they could once again wear favorite colors and more provocative cuts.

After her own mourning period was over, the widowed Marquise de Combalet moved into a cell inside a cloistered convent of nuns in Paris on the opposite side of the Seine River from the Louvre. These nuns wore sandals on their feet and ample, long, brown and white habits that completely covered their hair and womanly shapes.

They were Discalced Carmelites, belonging to a reformed branch of a religious order founded in the Holy Land during the Crusades. They looked to a Spanish mystic who had been heavily scrutinized by the Inquisition, Teresa of Avila, as their spiritual mother.1 Although she had died relatively recently, in 1582, Teresa had just in March 1622 been canonized as a saint by Pope Gregory XV.

The convent was called Carmel de l’Incarnation. It was located along a major artery of the Left Bank, the Rue Saint-Jacques, close to today’s Val-de-Grâce military hospital. Under the leadership of Spanish nuns who had known Teresa, the reformed Carmelites had established a community there in 1604, the year of Marie’s birth.2

Even before she was a widow, Marie had developed an interest in the Discalced Carmelites when one of Antoine’s sisters entered another of their convents, in Amiens, in May of 1622. Additionally, Marie was encouraged to spend time with the nuns by the Queen Mother and her senior ladies-in-waiting, who regularly visited the convent on the Rue Saint-Jacques for spiritual nourishment. They had known the original Spanish sisters of the community and the Frenchwoman most responsible for bringing them to France. That was Barbe Avrillot d’Acarie, who was venerated as saintly after her death in 1618.3

Some months after Antoine’s death, Marie informed René and Richelieu that she would be making a retreat at Carmel de l’Incarnation. The assumption was that she would visit the convent for a short period—several weeks at most. But then months went by. Indeed, Marie ended up taking the brown habit and white veil and wimple of a novice, aspiring to stay inside the convent’s walls for the rest of her life.

She took this step under the guidance of a priest in his forties named Pierre de Bérulle. He was well known in courtly circles and he had become a spiritual father to many of the Carmelite women in Paris. As it happens, he would become famous as one of the great mystics and spiritual writers of the French Catholic Reformation, credited even with inspiring an entire “French School” of spirituality that influenced Catholicism worldwide into the twentieth century.

In his preaching and in counseling sessions with Marie and other women in the convent, Bérulle encouraged intensive devotion to the fully divine and fully human person of Jesus Christ. He also stressed imitation of Christ’s constant prayer and sacrificial self-giving to God the Father.

From Bérulle and from experienced nuns in the convent, Marie also received strong messages about the spiritual value of denying one’s fleshly appetites and of cultivating detachment with respect to wealth, prestige, and the fleeting pleasures that life in this fallen, sin-weary world offered. In one of his spiritual treatises of the time, Bérulle said of Christ: “He is our all; and our happiness is to be in Him.” Elsewhere he said that an excellent spiritual life demands that one “renounce oneself and all actions and thoughts which are not the fruit of obedience, or of charity, or of necessity, and then allow Jesus Christ to take possession of our soul.”4

While reflecting on such messages, Marie spent days in the convent that were structured by the Divine Office, or the chanting of the Psalms and other prayers at set times of the day while sitting in choir with the nuns. She also attended Mass and confessed her sins regularly to a priest. The aim was not simply to cleanse her soul from the stains of wrongdoing but also to allow God to perfect her being into something ever more holy.

Marie furthermore spent many hours in front of the Blessed Sacrament—unleavened bread, shaped into a thin disc, which had been consecrated by a priest and was reserved in a tabernacle. Sometimes it was displayed on chapel altars in a monstrance. She had been taught from childhood to revere this Eucharistic Host as truly Christ Himself, who was miraculously present in it. Bérulle and other mentors in the convent encouraged an intimate relationship with Christ through a posture of silent spiritual receptivity before this holy food.

Marie learned the Lectio Divina from the nuns. This entailed the reading of biblical passages followed by prayer and contemplation. She also ate meals in common with the sisters, typically in silence as edifying passages from spiritual texts, including some by Saint Teresa, were recited. She had opportunities to engage in other reading, too, of approved books.5

Given the strictness of the Discalced Carmelites’ rule of life, Marie only rarely received guests. One such moment came in mid-March 1624. Her father had just died, at the age of sixty-three, and Richelieu visited Marie to express his intention of serving as her guardian in his place. He also made it clear that he did not approve of a religious vocation for her.6

Despite her wealth and relative independence as a widow, Marie at the age of nineteen found it difficult to refuse Uncle Armand, especially as he was replacing her father in a society that insisted that all women be governed by men. She also received little help from Bérulle or the convent’s leading nuns in resisting Richelieu’s wishes. Indeed, they helped him to dissuade her from seeking full profession of vows as a Carmelite.7

So, late in the spring of 1624, just as she had done four years earlier when she had agreed to marry Antoine, Marie complied with Richelieu’s wishes at the price of her own desires. She abandoned Carmel de l’Incarnation and returned to French high society—not only as the rich, attractive, and widowed Madame de Combalet but now also as the favored niece of the increasingly powerful Éminence Rouge.






9 The Young Cardinal’s Ward


According to poets and artists of her day, Madame de Combalet was tall and graceful, with curly, chestnut-brown hair, clear-brown eyes, and a lovely oval-shaped face. One poet drew special attention to the brightness of her eyes and to her lips, which formed “the most beautiful mouth in the world.”1 She was shapely and wore the low-cut, wide-hipped, and bell-sleeved dresses that were in style at the court of France in the late 1620s and the 1630s. When not in mourning, colors she wore—blues, reds, silvery gray, and golden yellow—shimmered on rich fabrics adorned with lace, linen, ribbons, pearls, and flowers and complemented the milky tones of her shoulders, forearms, and décolletage.2

Observers also remarked on her wit and intelligence, which shone through her expression, and on the exceptional beauty of her voice, both when speaking and singing. Furthermore, as she grew confident in herself and in her elevated position in life, she carried herself with a dignity that men and women alike found formidable.

It took time, of course, for Marie to become this woman, especially after she had spent the better part of a year shrouded in a convent with her head bent in contemplation of the Last Things: death, judgment, Heaven, and Hell.

When she left Carmel, she could not rejoin worldly society altogether, anyway, because she was mourning her father’s death. In the Ancien Régime, a six-month mourning period was the norm when one lost a parent. Until late in the year, then, Marie again wore black down to her shoes. Even for a time thereafter, somber colors such as dark gray and brown were considered appropriate, especially for a woman who was also a widow.3

Although Richelieu planned for his niece to serve the Queen Mother at the royal court, he first welcomed her into his home in the Place Royale, today’s 21 Place des Vosges in the Marais district of Paris. Her brother François, now fifteen, was also there while completing his education and training in soldiery. Richelieu, serving as his guardian, too, was administering his modest fortune as René’s heir and assisting him with his obligations as the new Sieur de Vignerot and Baron du Pont Courlay.4

Since Marie had first seen Richelieu’s townhouse in 1620, its owner’s wealth had increased considerably. So she was welcomed into a home full of some of the finest furniture and decorative works available from European artisans, sculptors, and painters. Richelieu in fact was Europe’s first major private art collector. In time his collection would rival those of many monarchs.5 Already by 1624 his collection was known outside of France, as it included a number of fine paintings by Italian Renaissance masters.6 We can thus imagine the pleasure the churchman began to take in sharing his love of art and discussing his latest acquisitions with his perceptive niece once she was ensconced in his home.

Richelieu’s time for such things was limited, however. His home was a busy power center. By 1624 he was building up a large personal and political staff. He was waited on by many servants, assisted by several secretaries and clerks, and advised by trusted clergymen he kept close at hand.7

Among the men most often in Richelieu’s company was a priest in his late forties named François Leclerc du Tremblay. Known better by his religious name, Père Joseph, he was a Capuchin friar who empathized in ways Richelieu did not with Marie’s interest in a religious vocation, which persisted in her heart after she was forced to leave the convent. Père Joseph had himself renounced a courtly nobleman’s life at the age of twenty-one to join the Capuchins, a reformed branch of the Franciscan order. But, while zealous about prayer and about the reform of Catholic institutions and moral life in France, he had also been drawn by circumstances into political life, first as a papal envoy and eventually by Richelieu, who valued his judgment. He was the original Éminence Grise. Over time he became Richelieu’s dear friend and trusted advisor.8

In Richelieu’s home, Marie also encountered visitors of different ranks whom the Cardinal received on an ever more frequent basis. Many tried to impress him in the hopes of gaining positions in royal service, in his household, or even in his family as prospective spouses for his relatives. Some of these visitors piqued the young woman’s curiosity in a special way: diplomats and other travelers who had gotten to know distant countries and who often bore intriguing gifts for her uncle. Richelieu especially enjoyed conversing with such men as he wished to become better informed about the wider world, partly to facilitate new French commercial activity abroad.9

In this period of adjustment, Marie also got to know her uncle better. Thinner, taller, and younger than most churchmen of high status, he was at thirty-nine an imposing, dynamic figure. Even contemporaries who disliked him admitted how magnetic he was. Nicolas Goulas, a nobleman in service to the King’s brother Gaston, wrote, “He carried himself with high poise and in the manner of a grand sire, he spoke agreeably… his mind was focused and worked with subtle ease, his general manner was noble, his ability to handle business inconceivably adroit, and finally he put a grace in what he did and said that ravished everyone.”10

While impressed and intimidated by such an uncle, Marie also found Richelieu to be more lenient than stern with her. Unlike other reform-minded churchmen of his day, he was not a moral rigorist and indeed encouraged Marie, who exhibited some self-punishing tendencies after emerging from the convent, to become more comfortable with an ordinary, worldly life.11 Although she resisted this for a time, she also learned a great deal from her uncle, absorbed some of his studied, elegant mannerisms and speech patterns, and came to depend on his caring attitude toward her. But she was also affected by his ever-changing moods. She saw sides of him that few others did, including his swings into melancholy and anger as well as his kind, tender moments. She probably saw him in tears on occasion and fighting back tears while he felt emasculated by the experience. He was affectionate toward her—something he demonstrated through gifts such as floral bouquets. He also shared with her his fondness for pets, especially an increasing number of cats that he kept at home.

Richelieu instructed his niece on how to behave in courtly company, warning her about deceptions, bribes, and sycophancy. She learned to withhold her trust from acquaintances who seemed winsome at first. Especially as his star was rising, the Cardinal wished for Marie to be under no illusion that she herself, because of her connection to him as well as her own wealth and noble status, would not become a target of manipulation by those seeking access.

Marie had joined Richelieu in Paris during a critical period in his rise to power. By 1624 he controlled the Queen Mother’s private affairs and some of her political business in his dual capacity as superintendent of her household and president of her council. While separate from the King’s, Marie de’ Medici’s court was a true power center. Richelieu had access to the Queen Mother’s extensive network of secretaries and others in her service. He won over the loyalty of many of them, who began to serve his interests quietly on the side. When there were openings in the Queen Mother’s household, Richelieu was able to place men and women from his own network in them.12

Richelieu also in April 1624 was readmitted to the King’s council after a seven-year hiatus. This was welcome news, initially, to both major political factions at court, the Dévots and the Bons François. The Dévots were militantly anti-Protestant Catholics who generally favored Habsburg Spain and the Holy Roman Empire in international affairs. The Bons François (or “Good Frenchmen”) were a national-minded party that favored rapprochement with Protestant powers such as England and the Dutch Republic as a way of checking the Habsburgs’ imperial influence, which then stretched across Europe, the Americas, and even parts of Asia and Africa. They were devoutly Catholic, too, but had a narrower view than the Dévots of both the papacy’s and theologians’ competencies to weigh in on French political affairs.13 At this early stage of his career, Richelieu was seen as both a loyal representative of the Church and as a true servant of French national interests. Members of both parties therefore saw him as an ally.14

The Dévots were especially hopeful while a rivalry played out between Richelieu and the King’s most trusted councilor at the time, Charles de La Vieuville, a leader among the Bons François. Richelieu exposed La Vieuville as dishonest and financially corrupt. By mid-August La Vieuville was fleeing to the Netherlands to escape execution.15

From this point forward, Richelieu was the de facto prime minister of France.16 Nevertheless, it was not a given in 1624, despite several precedents in France and other countries, that a churchman could fully participate in all the decision-making required of the head of a royal council, especially where wars and capital crimes were concerned.17 Richelieu therefore secured permission from Pope Urban VIII to silence the naysayers.

Ironically, this papal blessing, together with his own cardinal’s robes, gave Richelieu more cover among pious French Catholics than the layman La Vieuville had enjoyed to maneuver militarily against Spain and even against the Papal States in a northern Italian region called the Valtellina. Richelieu also led France into new partnerships with the Dutch and the English and helped finalize a marriage alliance between Louis XIII’s Catholic sister Henriette-Marie and the new, young Stuart monarch Charles I, who was an Anglican.18 Richelieu thus began to make enemies among the Dévots close to the Queen Mother.

While preoccupied with such matters, Richelieu ensured that his own family members were given lucrative positions at court. Among these was the Cardinal’s young first cousin, Charles de La Porte, the Marquis de La Meilleraye, who had earlier served Richelieu as a squire. A Protestant convert to Catholicism, he was appointed by Richelieu as a lieutenant in the Queen Mother’s armed guards.19 In that role, he joined Richelieu’s brother-in-law, Maillé-Brézé, who had been commanding the guards since 1620.

For Marie, Richelieu had a special position in mind—one that would enable her to keep an eye and ear out for valuable information she might glean among the highest-ranking women of France. At Christmastime in 1624, the Cardinal secured his niece’s appointment as the Queen Mother’s dame d’atour, or second-highest-ranking lady-in-waiting. Marie replaced her aunt Nicole, who was by this point approaching forty and raising a son, Jean-Armand, the first of her eventual two children.20

Although it was not an unexpected role for Marie to take on, becoming a high-ranking lady-in-waiting to a queen was in that era one of the greatest honors to which a noblewoman of any age, let alone one so young, could aspire. Furthermore, that Marie was made dame d’atour at only twenty demonstrates the degree of trust the Cardinal already had in her.

The honor of Marie’s appointment was formalized with a beautifully penned invitation from the King. Louis signed it on December 29, 1624. It was sealed with a large disc of red wax impressed with an image of the Bourbon coat of arms. Marie received it from a palace courier that same day and had to move to court by New Year’s Day.21






10 Serving Marie de’ Medici


When Marie took up her high position in the Queen Mother’s household, she made an unusual impression on many seasoned courtiers. Although she was not obligated to do so, given the time that had passed since her husband’s and father’s deaths, she wore somber, dark mourning dresses made of worsted wool and muslin, leaving her hair unadorned except on occasion with black ribbons. A contemporary quipped that, at twenty, Madame de Combalet “dressed as modestly as a fifty-year-old Dévote.”1 The term Dévote, in the feminine, referred to an especially pious Catholic woman preoccupied with prayer, penances, and charitable activity. There was some overlap between such women and the Dévot political faction.

Ironically, Marie’s primary duty as dame d’atour was to supervise Her Majesty’s garde-robe, or a great, locked wardrobe room where numerous gowns, hats and veils, jewelry, and other finery were kept. This task, however frivolous it must have seemed to a young woman with tastes that ran to reading, music, and the rigors of a nunnery, was aesthetically educational. It familiarized Marie with rich materials and the latest fashions from across France and from abroad.2

Exposure to the Queen Mother’s wardrobe eventually made an impression on the widow Combalet. In time she discarded her mourning clothes and extremely modest style and began to dress more sumptuously and youthfully than was even customary for courtly young widows at the time. She began to wear all sorts of colors and to decorate her hair and her more exposed décolletage with flowers and jewels. Other widows began to imitate her in these respects.3

There were periods, too, when supervision of the garde-robe was exciting, such as the spring of 1625, when there were balls and other festivities in honor of the marriage of Princesse Henriette-Marie to the King of England. Marie was expected to attend such events, dressed beautifully, but relatively simply, according to the Queen Mother’s tastes for her ladies. She was also encouraged to dance, sometimes by prospective suitors. Courtly dances of the time included the pavane, a slow couples dance in which men and women lined up opposite one another, held hands, moved in circles, and in the case of the men took turns strutting like peacocks for their dance partners.4

The position of dame d’atour involved a range of other duties, some of them crucial to the management of a royal household that employed hundreds at a time. Marie supervised all the femmes de chambre (serving maids). She also stood in for the highest-ranking lady-in-waiting, the première dame d’honneur, whenever the latter was absent at court. That role was filled throughout Marie’s time at court by the beautiful, pious Antoinette de Pons-Ribérac, the Marquise de Guercheville.

Sixty-four at the time that Marie joined the Queen Mother’s ladies, Antoinette was a grandmotherly presence to Richelieu’s niece as she took her under her wing. She trained Marie to take over for her whenever she was called away from court, especially with regard to purchasing and budgeting duties for the royal household. At these times, Marie also safeguarded the keys to the queen’s chambers, supervised the household’s entire female staff, and served as the queen’s chief companion in the morning, at bedtime, at meals, and at promenades and formal audiences with an array of dignitaries and petitioners for royal favors. These responsibilities gave Marie valuable experience with courtly etiquette, interpersonal diplomacy, and leadership.5

As dame d’atour, Marie also of course got to know the Queen Mother well. The two had become acquainted at the time of Marie’s wedding. They had also spent time in each other’s company in the early 1620s, when Marie was at court often while her husband Antoine was still alive. Now they interacted frequently, including in times of religious observance in royal chapels and in the intimate hours of the queen’s dressing, bathing, and lounging in her nightdress.6

Approaching fifty in early 1625, Marie de’ Medici was robust and matronly. Her light brown hair, which she often wore piled up dramatically and bejeweled to distract from her high forehead, had grayed considerably. Her light brown eyes often flashed with fire, as she had a tremendous temper—something of which her son the King lived in constant fear.7 She was a controlling, jealous woman, and she resented efforts by Louis and his bride, Anne, to assert independence. She employed a vast network of spies and alienated many in France with her militant Catholicism. The latter was often more political in tone—favoring especially the interests of her maternal Habsburg relatives in Europe—than spiritually elevated.

In her position at court, Marie heard stories from the queen—some of them bloodcurdling—about the Medicis, Borgias, and other ruling families in Renaissance Italy. She was further nurtured, too, in her growing love for Italian art and music, which Richelieu also encouraged. And she learned details about the Queen Mother’s strange journey to the French court and marriage with the late King Henry.

Somehow, when growing up amid the splendors of the Medici court as the half-Habsburg daughter of Grand Duke Francesco I of Tuscany, the future queen had escaped being married off in her teens as Italian girls of her station tended to be. Indeed, by her early twenties she feared she might remain a spinster. But unexpectedly, in 1596, agents of the already married King of France inquired about her hand and her fabulous dowry. By that time, Henry had determined to have his first marriage with Marguerite de Valois annulled. Marguerite by her mid-forties had borne Henry no children. She also betrayed the marriage over the years—something that was excused in kings in those days, but not in queens. Because of this double standard, Henry was able to persuade Pope Clement VIII to grant the annulment. Then he married his Florentine heiress by proxy in October 1600.8

Once beside Henry in France, Marie de’ Medici made up for lost time and bore the King six children within nine years. After it became clear, however, that Henry was chronically unfaithful to her, she determined to take revenge. But rather than take up with lovers, too, she shocked the polite French courtiers with barbed, Italian-accented language against Henry’s women. She feuded openly with his leading mistress, Catherine de Balzac d’Entragues. When Henry failed to side with his wife in these catfights, Marie de’ Medici retaliated further by showing favor to the spurned Marguerite de Valois. She even made Henry, to his embarrassment, restore his ex-wife to an honored position in courtly society.

These dramas were long in the past, of course, when Richelieu’s niece took up her post in the Queen Mother’s chambers. Nevertheless, stories about them and her mistress’s bitterness over them contributed to an already precocious cynicism in the young widow’s psyche about marriage and sexual politics generally.

In her early days as dame d’atour, Marie focused on her budding friendships with women, not on attracting suitors. One of her new friends was Madeleine de Silly, eventually the Comtesse du Fargis, who had also spent time in a convent—but as punishment for coquettish behavior when she was a girl. Madeleine had a salty tongue, which amused the guarded and pious Marie. The two became close enough that Richelieu, partly as a favor to his niece, secured Madeleine the position of dame d’atour to the young Queen Regnant, Anne. This made the young women peers at court and also created a ready line of communication between the two queens’ households, which was useful to Richelieu.9

Marie also befriended the first prominent salon hostesses of Paris, the cultured, Italian-born Catherine de Vivonne, the Marquise de Rambouillet, and her beautiful and quick-witted daughter, Julie-Lucine d’Angennes. Through them, she began to meet poets, playwrights, and other authors and artists who depended upon aristocratic patronage. She began to exercise patronage powers herself, taught by these women as she was also being taught by Richelieu and at court. Patronage in the early modern sense, which is crucial to understanding Marie’s story and the power she would eventually wield, has been defined by one scholar as “a form of social relation where the patron possessed resources in the form of power, wealth, influence, and… connections and offered those to clients, who offered in return their loyalty and, in some cases, even their own networks.”10 Friendship and patron-client relationships sometimes overlapped and were symbiotic. They were so normative in Marie’s time that most people did not think about them analytically: they were too inside these relationships, so to speak.11

Marie also became close to other noblewomen who enjoyed conversations about literature and other elevated topics. Eminent among them was Charlotte-Marguerite de Montmorency, the Princesse de Condé, who was ten years older than her and whose life was full of drama. At fourteen she had been subjected to King Henry IV’s unwelcome efforts—when he was in his mid-fifties—to make her one of his mistresses. Shortly before her fifteenth birthday, Henry forced her to marry his twenty-year-old, cash-poor cousin Henry II de Bourbon, the Prince de Condé, with the expectation that the two men would share the bride sexually. Condé, however, escaped with Charlotte to Brussels and, as he was second in line to the throne, joined in with the Catholic League’s effort against Henry. Several years later, he joined in with the rebellion against Marie de’ Medici’s regency, only to be captured and sent to the dungeon of the Château de Vincennes east of Paris. Condé and Charlotte were not in love, but it was said that Charlotte voluntarily spent several years with her husband in this prison where their first living child, Anne-Geneviève—the future famous and rebellious Duchesse de Longueville—was conceived and safely delivered.12

Charlotte was regarded as one of the most beautiful princesses in Europe with her golden hair, alabaster complexion, and striking blue eyes. She was also rumored by the mid-1620s to have had several extramarital affairs—including with the charismatic young Louis de Nogaret, the Cardinal de La Valette, who had been forced into an ecclesiastical career as a boy.13 Through Charlotte and her other friends, Marie became acquainted with this flirtatious, reluctant churchman. She could not have predicted at the time how much she would come to care for him herself in subsequent years.

Richelieu was happy for Marie to widen her social set with such people. It enabled him to further cultivate his own network of trusted contacts and to stay informed about the kinds of conversations taking place among influential women. He also hoped that some of Marie’s new friends might assist him with the goal of seeing her married again.

Indeed, from the moment the Cardinal had brought Marie into his home in 1624, he
    had hoped that she would soon join into a new marriage with a great nobleman or even a prince of
    the realm. But by early 1626, after Marie had spent a year in service to the Queen Mother and
    encountered at court some of the most eligible bachelors of the kingdom, Richelieu noted that there had been no promising developments in this regard. Marie behaved as if she were uninterested in the prospect, to the point of engaging in private “austerities” she had learned in the convent and which the Cardinal believed were unhealthy and contrary to the will of God. What these mortifications were, precisely, we cannot know. Richelieu referred cryptically to them in one of his surviving letters to Marie.14 It is possible that she may have been disrupting her sleep to pray to the Divine Office on a rigorous, conventual schedule. Or perhaps she was whipping herself or fasting in extreme ways.

At the same time, Richelieu was frustrated by the reappearance of Hippolyte de Béthune, Marie’s first suitor from the period before her marriage to Combalet. Hippolyte had remained unmarried since he had first sought Marie’s hand six years earlier. When he renewed his suit, this time for the more experienced widow Combalet, Richelieu regarded him as insufficiently established for Marie. Béthune’s father, a count still preoccupied with ambassadorial duties in Rome, was in good health and still unlikely to pass down titles and properties to his son any time soon.

Poor Hippolyte was turned away once again, but this time by Marie herself.15 Unfortunately, it is unclear from the few sources in Marie’s hand from the period how she regarded the young man. Did she not wish to disappoint her uncle? Was she simply uninterested now in the prospect of marriage with Hippolyte, whatever she may have felt toward him at sixteen? Had she determined never to marry anyone again after her experience with Combalet?

It has long been believed that Marie in 1624 had privately determined to remain faithful to an initial vow of chastity—and therefore to remain celibate the rest of her life—which she had made during her stay at Carmel de l’Incarnation. However, the only surviving statement from Marie herself that sheds any light on the matter is a frustratingly brief remark in her will, written half a century after the time in question, that she had desired to live among the Carmelites in her youth.16 Furthermore, even had she committed herself privately to celibacy, it would not have been binding under Church law in the way that a permanent religious vow, professed solemnly in a convent, would have been.

Whatever was the case, around the time she turned away the heartbroken Hippolyte, Marie received permission from the Queen Mother to leave court temporarily to make another retreat with the nuns. Richelieu reluctantly gave his blessing to this.






11 A Pivotal Year


Marie’s second long stay with the Carmelites occurred in the second half of 1626, which was an eventful year for her family. First, Marie’s brother François was ushered by Richelieu into a marriage with a young woman who, although she was the daughter of an executed criminal, stood to inherit a fortune from a childless aunt.

Second, Marie late in the spring learned in no uncertain terms that men and women close by her at court wanted her uncle dead. A conspiracy was discovered that involved key members of young Queen Anne’s inner circle—two of whom were bedding each other—and which almost resulted in Richelieu’s murder at a dinner party.

Third, one of Marie’s Combalet sisters-in-law, Anne, decided to go on a long retreat with the nuns in Paris. This provided Marie with an excuse to take a holiday from her dame d’atour duties. The Queen Mother approved of periodic religious retreats for her ladies, which made it easy for Marie to join Anne inside the order’s newer convent situated on the Rue Chapon in the Marais district.1

These events in 1626 would prove highly consequential to Marie over the longer term. To begin with, her brother’s marriage would in time result in five children, including a niece named Marie-Madeleine-Thérèse, whom Marie would later come to treat like a daughter, and a nephew named Armand-Jean, who would become a thorn in her side for many decades. Furthermore, later in Marie’s life, political enemies would circulate the foul rumor that some of these nephews and nieces were secretly her own children, fathered incestuously by her uncle Richelieu.

All of that was far in the future when, in early 1626, Richelieu learned of the rank and financial prospects of a girl from Brittany in northwestern France named Marie-Françoise de Guémadeuc. She was close in age to his nephew François, who was nearing his seventeenth birthday. Marie’s brother had assumed his deceased father’s titles and legacy two years earlier and he was old enough, in the Cardinal’s view, to marry and become useful in his expanding network of loyal political officials. Richelieu had in mind at the time for François the French ambassadorship in Istanbul, but this scheme did not move forward.2 Instead, François within two years would succeed his cousin La Meilleraye as the royal governor of the port city of Havre-de-Grâce in Normandy.

Marie-Françoise was the daughter of Thomas II de Guémadeuc, the royal governor of the fortress town of Fougères in Brittany, whose medieval castle stands to this day and remains one of the most impressive in France. However, Thomas had been condemned as a criminal and beheaded in Paris in September 1617 for his role in a local rebellion against royal authority.3

Marie-Françoise was a little girl at the time and grew up enveloped by her family’s shame. Her disgraced mother, Jeanne Ruellan, abandoned her to hide away in a Discalced Carmelite cloister, in which she would remain for the rest of her life.4 But Marie-Françoise was also the favorite relative of a wealthy noblewoman, her aunt Hélène de Beaumanoir, the Vicomtesse du Besso. Without children of her own, the vicomtesse by the spring of 1626 had made it clear that her cheating rapscallion of a husband—who was attempting to get rid of her and marry one of his mistresses in high style—would not get the fortune he was trying to steal. Instead, her niece would get most of it once she died.

Learning of this, Richelieu urged François to pursue the heiress. (He also made sure that the vicomtesse’s husband, Charles de Cossé, the Marquis d’Acigné, was arrested and banished from the kingdom for his attempted crimes against his wife.) The two young people married on June 29, 1626. The newlyweds eventually settled in Le Havre, where their first child would be born. But they also set up a household in Paris, close to the Louvre. Furthermore, thanks to a combination of persuasion by Marie-Françoise and pressure by Richelieu, the Vicomtesse du Besso relinquished her fortune to the couple while still years away from dying.5

Marie did not attend her brother’s wedding. Instead she was settling into her retreat with the Carmelites in late June 1626.6 The match was arranged so neatly for the teenaged boy, and without any pretense that it was not primarily a business arrangement, that its announcement could hardly have engendered happy feelings in the young widow. How soon would it be, she had reason to wonder, before a new candidate for her hand, approved by her uncle, would appear and the same thing would happen again to her? However, if she were safely ensconced in a convent, she could escape this fate…

By the time of François’s wedding, Marie had something else to be anxious about: Uncle Armand was now the target of serious assassination plots involving eminent figures at court with whom she socialized.

The first major conspiracy against Richelieu arose in reaction to the Cardinal’s influence on the Queen Mother with respect to her younger son’s prospective marriage. Prince Gaston, called simply Monsieur but also known in time as the Duc d’Orléans, turned eighteen in April of 1626. He was handsome, blue-eyed, confident, athletic, quick-witted, erudite, cheerful, popular… everything his brother Louis was not, some whispered. He was also single and far too trusting of his hangers-on. All of this made Gaston not just the most eligible bachelor in France but also the focus of anxiety and plotting at court. In addition, the King had not yet fathered an heir, despite having been married for a decade. Gaston therefore became a magnet for opportunists who were conscious of the rising odds that, should he marry and have sons, he and his bride would form the real power center at court.7

The King was therefore not eager for his little brother to get married. But their mother had different ideas. Marie de’ Medici had long desired that when Gaston came of age he should marry a high-ranking young noblewoman named Marie de Bourbon, the Duchesse de Montpensier. One of the wealthiest heiresses in France, the duchess was also closely related to the Guises, a militantly Catholic family favored by the Queen Mother because they had been especially active against the Protestants during the Wars of Religion. Indeed, the powerful Guises were behind the infamous Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572 that had left some three thousand Protestants dead in Paris alone.

While the Queen Mother had emotional reasons for favoring the flower of such a family as her prospective daughter-in-law, her primary advisor Richelieu became convinced that a marriage between Gaston and Montpensier would favor stability in the French state. So, with the Queen Mother’s warm approval, he helped to persuade Louis to support the union.8

At this point a young noblewoman close to Queen Anne began a whisper campaign against Gaston’s planned marriage in the hopes that, should it come to be disfavored by other influential courtiers and never take place, Richelieu would be dismissed from court for his ineffectiveness. This was the beautiful, scheming, twenty-five-year-old widow of the Duc de Luynes, Marie-Aimée de Rohan-Montbazon, the Duchesse de Chevreuse, about whom Louis XIII later said, “This woman is the very devil!”9

By marriage Chevreuse was the deceased Marquis de Combalet’s aunt, and so she was well known to Marie as an in-law. Since 1619 she had been serving Anne of Austria as her highest-ranking lady-in-waiting. She had attended Marie’s wedding in 1620. Since early 1625, Marie and this attractive duchess had interacted frequently at court.

Chevreuse managed to convince Anne that if the King’s brother married Montpensier, she would lose some of her real power. It is supposed, too, that she whispered to Anne an even more enticing reason to oppose the marriage. Should (God forbid!) Louis himself die unexpectedly without issue, Anne herself might get to marry handsome Gaston and remain the Queen! Gaston, after all, was not immune to the charms of his sister-in-law. The two kept up a courtly flirtation whenever in each other’s company.10

The two women set about convincing Gaston to reject a marriage with Montpensier. They began by luring into their conspiracy a usually serious and distinguished—but also ugly and easy to charm—colonel who served as Gaston’s tutor, Jean-Baptiste d’Ornano. Ornano now encouraged Gaston to demand from Louis and the Queen Mother that he have a say in affairs of state, including with respect to his own marriage.11

Richelieu responded with unexpected severity to all this. Demonstrating more rawly than ever before the power that he and his network of loyalists wielded, the Cardinal on May 6 had Ornano arrested and imprisoned at the Bastille. In the meantime, plans for a summertime wedding for Gaston proceeded apace.

But this only galvanized Chevreuse and a growing circle of conspirators close to the King’s brother. This group now determined upon Richelieu’s assassination.12

Chevreuse, who was vivacious, golden-haired, and slim with blue eyes and full lips, had in the meantime seduced a handsome and gullible young nobleman who was also well-known to Marie. This was Henry de Talleyrand-Périgord, the Comte de Chalais. Chalais fell passionately in love with Chevreuse, which made it easy for her to employ him as a pawn in a conspiracy to kill Richelieu in a way made to look like an accident. Chevreuse convinced Chalais that the Cardinal had made sexual advances toward her (something for which there is no evidence). Enraged—and with Gaston’s full knowledge—Chalais planned to retaliate by making a surprise visit with friends to one of Richelieu’s residences, a mansion close to the royal palace at Fontainebleau southeast of Paris. Upon arriving, they were to ask to stay the night and help Richelieu welcome Gaston himself the next day, who wished as a courtesy (they would say) to drop in, too. Then they were to stage a drink-induced fight in the evening, during which Richelieu would be “accidentally” stabbed with one of the visitor’s swords.13

Unfortunately for Chalais, a relative who learned of the scheme informed on him to Richelieu. With this intelligence on the plot in hand, Richelieu then permitted events to unfold more or less as planned up to the “surprise” dinner.

On May 10, nine men from Gaston’s entourage were welcomed into Richelieu’s home but then were astonished when the Cardinal abandoned them toward evening. In the morning, Gaston, upon waking at Fontainebleau, was stunned to be greeted not by an attendant informing him of Richelieu’s assassination but rather by the Cardinal himself, who stood quietly at his bedside. Richelieu then handed the prince his shirt and, in the politest of tones, suggested to Gaston that he would prefer if, next time, he and his men would provide more advanced notice about any visits, so that they might be received with all the pomp and circumstance owed to men of their rank.14

Richelieu after this began to employ a personal armed guard. Authorized by the King, it consisted at first of four cavaliers on horseback and twelve captains on foot. For Marie, the presence of this guard added to otherwise ordinary visits with her uncle a new component of drama while heightening her sense of alarm about the Cardinal’s safety.

Almost as unsettling to Marie as the conspiracy itself was her uncle’s response to it after it was foiled. Initially falling into extreme melancholy, Richelieu suggested to the Queen Mother that he should resign his position at court. But the King then reiterated his unswerving support and had his own half brothers arrested. These two men were the sons of Henry IV and one of his mistresses. Titled the Duc de Vendôme and the Chevalier de Vendôme, they were carted off to the Château de Vincennes prison for partaking in the plot against Richelieu.

With Richelieu again pulling strings at court, the King also had Chalais imprisoned in the city of Nantes. After confessing his crimes, blaming Chevreuse, and begging for mercy, Chalais on August 18 was pronounced guilty of high treason and sentenced to death. Because of his status, he was promised a relatively painless death by a professional executioner who would behead him with one swift movement of his sword. However, after some of Chalais’s friends attempted stupidly to kidnap the executioner, hoping this would save his life, the affronted judges simply asked a local shoemaker with an unsharpened sword to do the deed. After multiple ineffective blows that caused Chalais tremendous pain and blood loss, the shoemaker was offered a small hatchet by another commoner in the crowd. Chalais, who kept crying out to Jesus and the Blessed Mother until he no longer could, was decapitated only after nineteen more attempts by his hapless executioner.15

Richelieu was blamed by many for the horrid way in which Chalais died. He was accused of unnatural cruelty. He was also feared in a new way, because the plotters around the King’s brother were all subdued and punished—except for Chevreuse, who managed to flee to the then-sovereign Duchy of Lorraine, where she was protected by the ruling duke there who, too, fell sway to her charms.16

Even Gaston demonstrated remorse and submitted to the marriage with Montpensier. This made Richelieu’s dominant position at court, if anyone still doubted it, crystal clear.

It was some weeks before Chalais’s execution that Marie had left court for her retreat with the nuns. She already by that point feared for her uncle and was troubled by the behavior of Chevreuse and others she knew socially. Especially in such circumstances, her thought of accompanying her sister-in-law for a time at the convent on the Rue Chapon was hardly an unreasonable one. Despite Richelieu’s qualms about Marie’s return to the sisters, the Cardinal agreed that a cloister was the safest place for his niece during this fraught time.

It was during the climactic period of arrests of the various plotters that Richelieu grew concerned that Marie was staying longer than expected in the convent. In early July he communicated with Marguerite du Saint-Sacrement, an official of the community on the Rue Chapon, inquiring whether his niece would soon be rejoining him in the world. She assured him that Marie planned to return in the near future and that, in the meantime, the nuns were taking good care of his beloved niece.17

But Richelieu’s weeks of waiting for Marie turned into months. By late summer, it was clear that she was hoping once again to profess vows with the sisters.

The Cardinal resorted to extreme measures to prevent this from taking place. He recruited Bérulle, who had been given authority by Pope Urban VIII over the Discalced Carmelite communities in France, to help him again to force Marie out of the cloister. He also inquired with Denis-Simon de Marquemont, the Cardinal-Archbishop of Lyon, about the possibility of obtaining a papal brief that would forbid Marie from taking religious vows with any community, Carmelite or otherwise.

However, Marquemont died in mid-September, requiring Richelieu to make additional inquiries in Rome. A brief from Urban was subsequently promised to him but never materialized. So, toward the end of October, Richelieu wrote to the French ambassador in Rome, Philippe de Béthune—the father of the twice-spurned Hippolyte—to request his help in obtaining the brief from the Pope. On the very same day, October 22, Richelieu wrote to Urban to name Bérulle as his preferred candidate for succeeding Marquemont as cardinal. Richelieu was on the one hand rewarding Bérulle for his help with respect to his niece and other matters and, on the other, attempting to secure his fellow churchman’s loyalty in the future.18

A myth was perpetuated by Marie’s nineteenth-century biographer, Alfred Bonneau-Avenant, that both the Queen Mother and Pope Urban VIII intervened on Richelieu’s side and forbade the young dame d’atour from taking permanent vows with the Carmelites. It is possible that some informal, strongly worded recommendations were made to Marie by such authoritative figures. But a definitive prohibition, binding under ecclesiastical or French law, was never issued.19 Quite the contrary, Richelieu in subsequent years remained worried that his niece might still go her own way and become a nun.20

What is certain is that Marie dutifully left the convent on the Rue Chapon near the end of 1626. She then resumed her post as the Queen Mother’s dame d’atour.

Richelieu had no serious regrets about his decision for Marie. Just as before when he had arranged her marriage to Combalet, he was unhesitating in his interference with her periods of discernment regarding a religious vocation. The young woman’s desires in the moment were of low priority compared to his political and dynastic goals.

The Cardinal was, indeed, increasingly convinced that the well-being of France was closely bound up with his own position at court and that of his most talented family members and protégés. Young as she was, Marie’s intelligence, perspicacity, and indeed stubborn will—perhaps most of all when it was in tension with his own—impressed him greatly compared to what he saw in other family members. His nephew François was not as bright as Marie. His sister Nicole was temperamental and jealous. His brother-in-law Maillé-Brézé was capable and ambitious, but would he prove loyal over time? Marie’s capabilities and virtues, in the meantime, were proving useful at court, even apart from her attractiveness to potential suitors more powerful than Combalet.

Richelieu had a growing list of enemies, too, as we have seen. And as a churchman who appears to have taken his vow of celibacy seriously (despite slanders to the contrary), he had no wife, mistress, or daughter who could serve as a loyal pair of eyes and ears for him among the women of the court. Marie could serve his interests in this way and become a great lady herself while firming up their family’s legacy. That Marie seemed indifferent to such goals—that she preferred life within a cloister—was yet another reason, in Richelieu’s view, why she would prove to be a trustworthy assistant to his ambitions both for France and for the House of Richelieu.

It was not that Richelieu was unsympathetic. Much the reverse, he had developed a tender affection for Marie—something he allowed himself to feel toward a rare few. He also recalled with feeling how his own youthful plans had been swiftly clipped when he was directed to prepare for the priesthood and the diocese at Luçon. So he was determined to shepherd Marie in her courtly, worldly life with fatherly care. But he would learn soon enough that—short of allowing her to enter into religious life, after all—he could protect his niece only so much from the multiplying slings and arrows coming his direction as he continued to tighten his grip on the French state.






12 The Blue Room


Not long after she left the convent on the Rue Chapon in late 1626, Marie found another welcoming space in which her desire to focus on transcendent realities was appreciated. This was the Chambre Bleue, or “Blue Room,” inside a mansion close to the Louvre that was owned by Charles d’Angennes, the Marquis de Rambouillet. A mature man of fifty, the marquis had served in the King’s household and had an impressive record of military and diplomatic service.

The Blue Room was his wife’s domain. Catherine de Vivonne, the Marquise de Rambouillet, is remembered as the first great salon hostess of pre-Enlightenment Paris. Born in Rome in 1588, she had married Charles when she was only twelve and he twenty-three. Unlike so many aristocratic marriages of this kind, theirs grew to be loving and strong. It helped that Charles approved of his wife’s talents and allowed her to drastically remodel their Parisian townhouse and turn it into a gathering place for poets, other authors and artists, and the most intellectually engaged aristocrats of the day.1 Her receptions commenced around 1618. By that point Catherine was also busy with motherhood. She and Charles had seven children. The eldest, Julie, was born in 1607.2

After Charles brought her to France, Catherine found her new country’s courtly culture to be coarser than what she remembered of the social scene in elite Italian homes. She was witty and beautiful—dark haired, dark eyed, with an ample bustline she was not shy about displaying—and could have been a celebrated woman at court, at which she spent considerable time in her youth. But she chose instead to socialize on a small scale, with people she genuinely liked, in the comfort of her own home.3

Inspired by her Italian memories, Catherine turned one of the rooms of the renovated Hôtel de Rambouillet into an attractive setting for this purpose. Eschewing the reds, browns, and golds that predominated in French palaces and mansions then, she employed blue curtains, blue brocade wall coverings interlaced with metallic threads, and jewellike lamps unlike those seen elsewhere in Paris.4

Young Marie was struck by the exceptional quality of the Rambouillet’s home, even after many days in the Louvre, other grand palaces, and her uncle’s townhouse in the Marais. Even discriminating observers of the time stressed its inviting spaciousness, which was made possible by an architectural scheme upon which Catherine had insisted: putting staircases to the side of the building, something rarely done at the time. This had allowed for large suites of rooms and the greater flowing of air, light, and traffic through wide windows and doorways. The Blue Room, in particular, was also perfumed by fresh, seasonal flowers displayed in baskets.5

It was of course not simply the aesthetic of the Hôtel de Rambouillet but Catherine herself and the attendees of the salon that captivated Marie. In her late thirties when Marie met her, Catherine was strikingly different from the other Italian woman prominent in her life. The Queen Mother could be ostentatiously pious, jealous, mercurial, and overbearingly focused on projecting images of herself as a dutiful wife and mother and as a great ruler. Catherine by contrast was genuinely close to her family but also plagued by sad moods that she counteracted with her gatherings and a studied buoyancy. She loved sharing jokes and surprises with her friends. She was also exceptionally erudite and deeply committed to virtue and the Catholic faith. But she did not like to be showy about such things.6

Marie at twenty-two found a remarkable role model—and new mother figure—in Catherine. But what began as admiration for the marquise would in time mature into a fond, lasting friendship.

Other women who attended the Blue Room gatherings became important friends to Marie. Among them was Madeleine de Souvré, the Marquise de Sablé, who would eventually establish her own salon and engage in serious writing projects. She was five years older than Marie, had already borne many children, and was unhappily married and known to be engaging in extramarital romances.7

There was also the petite Anne de Neufbourg du Vigean, also a young mother at the time and unhappily married. She spent much of her time apart from her husband, a Protestant nobleman named François Poussard, the Baron du Vigean and eventually the Marquis de Fors. She was quite taken with Marie, who was four years her junior—to the point that rumors eventually began to circulate that she was in love with her friend.8


OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/HarlieWF.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/SabonNextLTPro-Display.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/images/title.jpg
LA
DUCHESSE

The Life of Marie de Vignerot

Cardinal Richelieu’s Forgotten Heiress
Who Shaped the Fate of France

Bronwen McShea

jucc

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/SabonNextLTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639363483/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Part One: Princesse Nièce

		Chapter 1: A Long Journey


		Chapter 2: Glénay


		Chapter 3: Richelieu


		Chapter 4: Uncle Armand’s Fortunes


		Chapter 5: A Political Marriage


		Chapter 6: Paris


		Chapter 7: Antoine


		Chapter 8: Carmel de l’Incarnation


		Chapter 9: The Young Cardinal’s Ward


		Chapter 10: Serving Marie de’ Medici


		Chapter 11: A Pivotal Year


		Chapter 12: The Blue Room


		Chapter 13: Uncle Armand’s Triumph


		Chapter 14: The Cardinal-Minister’s Reluctant Aide


		Chapter 15: The Coup d’État


		Chapter 16: An Abduction Plot


		Chapter 17: “Demi-Vierge”


		Chapter 18: A Budding Friendship


		Chapter 19: A New Kind of Literary Patroness


		Chapter 20: Falling in Love


		Chapter 21: La Valette


		Chapter 22: Chosen


		Chapter 23: The Investiture


		Chapter 24: Heartbreak


		Chapter 25: A New Relationship


		Chapter 26: Across the Atlantic


		Chapter 27: Childlessness


		Chapter 28: Political Storms


		Chapter 29: Uncle Armand’s Death


		Chapter 30: The Will


		Chapter 31: Burying the Prime Minister







		Part Two: Pair de France

		Chapter 32: Uncle Armand’s Papers


		Chapter 33: Rueil


		Chapter 34: Patroness of a Saint


		Chapter 35: Tunis and Algiers


		Chapter 36: Reforming the Clergy


		Chapter 37: Saint-Sulpice


		Chapter 38: Inheritance Disputes


		Chapter 39: A Wedding


		Chapter 40: Civil War


		Chapter 41: A Tenuous Peace


		Chapter 42: The Duc de Richelieu’s Rebellion


		Chapter 43: Cardinal Mazarin’s “Most Dangerous Enemy”


		Chapter 44: The Sun King Rising


		Chapter 45: Governor of Le Havre


		Chapter 46: The Petit Luxembourg


		Chapter 47: A Jesuit Visitor


		Chapter 48: Negotiating with the Pope


		Chapter 49: Saint Vincent


		Chapter 50: Missions for France


		Chapter 51: Madagascar


		Chapter 52: Ventures in the Near East


		Chapter 53: “Précieuse Ridicule”


		Chapter 54: Uncle Armand’s Legacy


		Chapter 55: Family Tragedies


		Chapter 56: Breast Cancer


		Chapter 57: Carmel Once More


		Chapter 58: A Forgotten “Femme Forte”







		Author’s Afterword


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Sources


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Afterword


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466








OEBPS/e9781639363483/images/endpaper_front.jpg
Cologne

Coutaiices’ &

A imineces

(& o sty
Au Lecteur
Lg&:d:&".mlapg/k:
quitrauerfentlaFraniem
tant tomnbe depuis pencure]
leemains i priy s Vs
o dAHualedeme e i

i cu vne Garte eagra-

Franglche

= P / Phicyue guilmaaufteft
g, p r_muk/l.— ,,,gehfmﬂ
f |t a amereronds

7
g \ e i

> § I fray pinirle it
/ ) ASuj f N e i s

Coire

LG ons
=

Cilai= o] R o A X
C é = e ':_ £ .. 5 ks Tonte

e

L 5 )
3 ~

-
Le

R e urone

g ?
Ju{ sC LZ Af NE

v

Huric

PR
1
Ry

o

5o

& 2. 6w,
= Par Melchor Tauernier: Graueur et
S Inprincur ordinaive duRay pour les
% Zailles doucs demeurant an 11l du Palais
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