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Praise for The Rival Queens

‘What makes this account so convincing is not the evidence mustered, but the intuition applied . . . Margot, Catherine, Henry and various villains jump from the page in living, breathing, fornicating reality . . . an intriguing story, handsomely told’

The Times

‘Lovers of Renaissance history will rejoice in this book. Goldstone wears her scholarship with flair; perhaps the most extraordinary feature of the story, which moves with the sharp characterisation of a novel, is that it is entirely true’

BBC History Magazine

‘A gripping tale of royal feuds and divided kingdoms’

Amanda Foreman, author of The Duchess

‘One of the challenges facing any historian of this period is the sheer profusion of themes that need to be handled … What makes Goldstone’s biography so enjoyable is that she manages, thanks to the clarity of her presentation, to lead readers through this labyrinth with a sure and steady hand … She is a popular historian whose writing is based on very serious research, with a gift for telling the most complicated tale in vivid, accessible prose’

New York Review of Books

‘Goldstone upends conventional thought with this well-researched and well-written book, arguing that Catherine de’ Medici (1519–1589), the French queen mother, was less Machiavellian in nature than generally believed and that she reacted to geopolitical situations with disastrous results for both her family and France … Goldstone’s witty comments make this historical family drama as easy to read as the best fiction, but it’s all the more tragic for being true’

Publishers Weekly

‘[Goldstone] spins a tangled tale of rivalry, ambition, and especially – for the rare women leaders of the time – sheer self-preservation … [She] has a remarkable handle on these often Byzantine royal machinations. History brought to vivid life in the characters of these women of purpose’

Kirkus Reviews

‘Nancy Goldstone leads her reader with a very sure hand through the most dramatic events of Renaissance France. Her narrative is so gripping that The Rival Queens unfolds like a thriller’

Anka Muhlstein, author of Monsieur Proust’s Library
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Dear native land! And you, proud castles! Say
(Where grandsire, father, and three brothers lay,
Who each, in turn, the crown imperial wore),
Me will you own, your daughter whom you bore?

—From “On Marguerite De Valois,
Queen of Navarre” by
George Buchanan (1506–82)

The lady left alone in power,
The first one in the bed of honor having been extinguished,
For seven years shall be racked with grief,
Then long life in power with great good fortune.

—Prophecy by Nostradamus, reportedly
referring to Catherine de’ Medici,
published in 1557, two years before
the death of her husband




Introduction

Paris, the Church of Notre-Dame, August 18, 1572

DESPITE THE OPPRESSIVE HEAT, A vast crowd had gathered, pushing and sweating their way into the wide plaza in front of the entrance and spilling over into the boulevards leading to the venerable, centuries-old cathedral. The focal point of the spectators’ attention was a long, high platform, recently constructed and ostentatiously hung with cloth of gold, that jutted out incongruously from the western facade of the church. It was on this grand stage that a seminal event would take place, the repercussions of which would be felt all over Europe: the marriage of the French king’s sister Marguerite de Valois, Catholic daughter of Catherine de’ Medici, to her Protestant cousin, Henry de Bourbon, king of Navarre.

A royal wedding was always a sure source of fascination for the Parisian citizenry. Celebrations of high spectacle, these occasions were deliberately fashioned to confer prestige and authority through magnificence, and the mob of onlookers sweltering under the sun that Monday in August were not disappointed. At three o’clock in the afternoon the doors to the Louvre opened, and the king of Navarre’s extensive entourage appeared, beginning the stately procession to the church. The bridegroom wore a doublet and cape of rich yellow satin conspicuously embroidered with diamonds and pearls; he was escorted on either side by the bride’s brothers, the dukes of Anjou and Alençon, whose costumes were, if anything, more elaborate. The duke of Anjou, who was particularly conscious of his position and wardrobe, had requisitioned twenty-three thousand écus from the royal treasury just for the purchase of his bejeweled cap.

But it was to obtain a glimpse of the bride, nineteen-year-old Marguerite (affectionately known by her childhood nickname Margot), that the populace had turned out in such numbers. The French princess was generally acknowledged to be one of the most exquisite women in Europe. The renowned poet Pierre de Ronsard, a contemporary of Margot’s, compared her to Venus; a Neapolitan ambassador rhapsodized that she was “the greatest beauty in the world” and declared that if he had left the kingdom without seeing her, “On my return . . . if I were asked had I seen France and the Court, [I] could scarcely say I had.” Her biographer and sometime correspondent, the abbé de Brantôme, devoted several pages of a manuscript to her ravishing personal charms, observing finally of her décolletage that “never was seen the like in form and whiteness.” Less flattering but more telling, perhaps, was the opinion of the Spanish grandee, Don John of Austria, illegitimate son of the emperor Charles V. “The beauty of that queen is more divine than human,” he was reported to have remarked after staring at her for some time at an official state reception. “She is made to damn and ruin men rather than to save them.”

But it was not just her glamour that drew the inhabitants of Paris out into the streets. The population, overwhelmingly Catholic themselves, adored the princess, who was generous as well as charming, and felt betrayed by this wedding. It was well known even among the common people that Margot was in love, and had been for years, not with her intended but with Henri, the handsome duke of Guise, and that this dashing young nobleman reciprocated her passion. A marriage between these two would have been a cause for wild celebration in Paris, for the duke of Guise, as the head of the powerful Catholic faction at court, was so venerated throughout the capital that he was treated as a hero, and his prestige exceeded that of the king, Charles IX, himself. But the queen mother, Catherine de’ Medici, had no intention of encouraging the ambitions of the Guise family, whose influence and popularity threatened her government, by granting them so great a prize. Henri had been summarily expelled from court and forced to marry another woman. “If he should ever cast his eyes upon her again I will proclaim him renegade and miscreant and make him bite the ground with a dagger in his heart,” Marguerite’s brother the duke of Anjou had hissed after Henri was safely wedded.

Deplorable enough that Margot had been prevented from marrying the public favorite, but far worse that she was now to be allied to the king of Navarre, leader of the Huguenot party, as the French Protestants were called. The majority of the Parisian populace loathed and feared the Huguenots. Huguenots attacked Catholic churches, destroying precious relics and statues that they claimed were evidence of idolatry; they refused to attend Mass and worked openly to abolish sacred ceremonial processions. Parisians had no doubt that, should the Huguenots succeed in seizing power in France, as it was obvious they were trying to do, the Catholic population would be either forced to convert or suffer annihilation.

But the queen mother had inexplicably insisted upon this marriage, had pushed relentlessly for its consummation for over a year, until at last she had overcome all objections. The king of Navarre and his Huguenot entourage refused to enter the cathedral or partake of the traditional nuptial Mass? Very well; the ceremony would be performed outside the church, on a specially constructed open-air platform. The pope declined to grant a dispensation to allow Margot to marry her heretical cousin? At the last minute, Catherine de’ Medici claimed to have received the necessary permission, and as proof she waved a bit of parchment in the air. Although the union was portrayed publicly as an attempt to heal the wounds of religious conflict, the queen mother’s urgency hinted at other, less altruistic motives. The eighteen-year-old king of Navarre’s principal military adviser and mentor, Gaspard de Coligny, was known to be actively pursuing a marriage between his protégé and Elizabeth I, the Protestant queen of England. Such an alliance was unthinkable for France; it would have given the English a strong foothold on the Continent from which to launch an assault against the western border of the kingdom. Catherine de’ Medici had other plans for Elizabeth I. Coligny was called to court, where he was made the beneficiary of a series of royal favors and privileges, including an outright payment of one hundred thousand livres. He dropped his objections to Margot, and the marriage went forward.

In due course the groom’s procession arrived at the palace of the archbishop, near the cathedral, from which emerged the bride and her entourage, led by her eldest brother, Charles IX. Magnificently attired—“I blazed in diamonds,” Margot remembered—the princess, wearing an ermine-trimmed gown of royal blue silk, complete with a fifteen-foot train carried reverentially by three ladies-in-waiting, joined the wedding party as it made its way to the makeshift stage at Notre-Dame. The bride was very pale. When the cardinal of Bourbon, who officiated that day, asked the princess if she would take Henry of Navarre as her husband, she refused to answer. After a moment’s hesitation, Charles IX, who was standing behind her, brusquely pushed his sister’s head forward, as though she had nodded. The cardinal took this for an assent and sanctified the union.

The marriage ceremony concluded, the bride and her party went inside the cathedral to hear Mass, as had been stipulated by the nuptial contract. The king of Navarre and his Huguenot entourage remained outside, talking and laughing. An ominous murmur ran through the legion of onlookers, who had heretofore maintained an uncharacteristic silence. Their resentment was palpable.

Five days later Coligny was assassinated, and the streets of Paris ran with blood as the entire Huguenot wedding party was hunted down and slaughtered in one of the most infamous episodes in French history, known today as the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. But this horrific mass murder, which claimed more than five thousand martyrs over the course of a week, was no spontaneous bloodletting. Rather, it was the denouement of a carefully constructed plot that utilized the unsuspecting Margot as both victim and bait to lure Coligny and his faction to their doom, an intrigue planned, instigated, and executed by the one individual in France powerful enough to ensure its success: Marguerite’s mother, Catherine de’ Medici.

THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY MAY arguably be classified as the Age of the Queen. In no other period in European history did a handful of seemingly indomitable women exercise such extensive sovereign power over so wide a dominion for so many years. The best known of these is of course Elizabeth I, the magnificent Virgin Queen, whose astoundingly long-lived and prosperous reign was threatened any number of times, particularly by her far more beautiful and tempestuous cousin, Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots. Theirs is a famous tale of cat and mouse, of intrigue and struggle, commitment and pathos, which has been told and retold by historians and novelists.

But at the very same time, across the Channel, sat another pair of queens of equal importance and influence whose fascinating history rivals that of their more celebrated neighbors to the west. Like Elizabeth and Mary, the saga of defiant, dazzling Marguerite de Valois and her unscrupulous mother, Catherine de’ Medici, is one of passion and power set against a gripping background of espionage and deceit. Catherine, the relentlessly calculating power broker who ruled France almost single-handedly for thirty years; Margot, intelligent and courageous, a free spirit trapped in a loveless marriage, the resilient opponent whom her mother could neither intimidate nor control.

Because they were bound by ties far more profound and intimate than those of Elizabeth and Mary, it is impossible to appreciate the role and character of either woman without the other. Together, their lives spanned one of the most thrilling centuries in history.

Theirs was an age of breathtaking adventure and astonishing events, of vile treachery and valiant swords. It was also an age of extraordinary women—and this is the story of two of them.


PART I
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Margot’s Mother, Catherine de’ Medici


1

“The Queen, My Mother”
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Fortune is the ruler of half our actions, but she allows the other half or a little less to be governed by us.

—Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince



MARGUERITE DE VALOIS WAS BORN on May 14, 1553, at the royal palace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, about ten miles northwest of Paris. She was her parents’ sixth surviving child and the youngest of their three daughters. Her father was Henri II, stern ruler of turbulent, profligate, sublime Renaissance France; her mother, his meek, plain, afterthought of a wife, Catherine de’ Medici. Although the king was a fond parent who made a point of spending time with his children, at Margot’s birth Henri was distracted by war with his perennial nemesis, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, whose vast realm, which included Spain, Germany, the Netherlands, and large portions of Italy, dwarfed and surrounded Henri II’s, and so his youngest daughter’s entry into the world was muted. Her mother, an inveterate and enthusiastic letter writer, did not even bother to mention the event in her correspondence.

For the first years of her life, the infant princess lived with her two older sisters, Elizabeth, eight years her senior, and gentle Claude, six at the time of Marguerite’s birth, as well as her exotic ten-year-old future sister-in-law, Mary Stuart, who had recently arrived from Scotland, and all their various nurses and governesses at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Her brothers—the dauphin, Francis (engaged to Mary); followed by Charles and then Henri (also known as the duke of Anjou)—were schooled elsewhere, although they, like the rest of the royal court, visited frequently. The last of the royal offspring, François, duke of Alençon, Marguerite’s younger brother, also spent his infancy and early childhood with the girls at Saint-Germain.1

Life at Saint-Germain-en-Laye was very pleasant for Marguerite and her siblings. The magnificent royal palace was one of her father’s preferred residences—he had been raised there himself as a child—and upon his ascension to the throne, Henri II had undertaken substantial renovations, including the addition of two new wings. There were wonderful gardens, a forest for hunting, and even a tennis court. Some two hundred servants, not counting the kitchen staff, were attached to the royal nursery.

From an early age, Marguerite demonstrated a quick intelligence, a light heart, and a spirited temperament. Her jet-black hair was not in fashion—the royal court prized blond curls above all others—but alone among Catherine de’ Medici’s children, who were known generally for their frail constitutions and unattractive physiques, this youngest princess, with her creamy complexion, joyful good health, and delicate features, stood out.

She certainly seems to have been one of her father’s favorites. Her only written recollection from this happy childhood period was about him. “I was then about four or five years of age,” Marguerite recounted, “when the King, placing me on his knee, entered familiarly into chat with me.” Teasing her, her father asked her which of the two young sons of the nobility playing boisterously in the room with her—one of them, significantly, was the future duke of Guise; the other was the marquis de Beaupréau—she liked best. His small daughter firmly named the marquis. Her father was amused. “The King said, ‘Why so? He is not the handsomest.’ ‘Because he is the best behaved; while the Prince [the duke of Guise] is always making mischief, and will be master over everybody,’ ” little Marguerite explained solemnly.

But of her mother there is no fond memory from childhood, no similar episode of affectionate teasing or warm physical contact or even scolding. The queen of France is as absent from Margot’s life as though she did not exist. Which, given the reality of Catherine de’ Medici’s circumstances at court during the years prior to and immediately following her youngest daughter’s birth, was not far from the truth.

IT IS AN ASTONISHING irony that the woman whose will would dominate the fortunes and government of the mighty realm of France for more than a quarter century began her residence in the kingdom as an insecure foreigner and social pariah.

Catherine de’ Medici arrived on the shores of France in 1533, unloved and disdained, at the age of fourteen. Her mother, a French countess descended from royalty, had died at the heartbreakingly youthful age of seventeen, struck down, it was uncharitably rumored, by the syphilis given to her by her husband, a scion of the powerful Medici family of Florence, who six days later chivalrously followed his wife to the grave with the same ailment.2 Luckily for the orphaned Catherine, barely three weeks old, the Medici family held positions of authority elsewhere in Italy. Responsibility for her care and upbringing fell to her uncle the pope, who seems not to have entirely relished his role as adoptive parent. “She comes bearing the calamities of the Greeks!” he is reputed to have moaned when he first saw her.

Poor Catherine’s Job-like existence persisted through childhood, where her fortunes rose and fell with those of her father’s family. When the Medici were in power and controlled both the Vatican and their hometown of Florence, Catherine lived with relatives in opulent splendor at their sumptuous Florentine palace. But when the family subsequently fell from favor with a breathtaking rapidity, as occurred when Catherine was eight, she was forced into one dreary convent after another. As opposition to Medici rule grew stronger, violence surged around her, the city was besieged, and the defenseless Catherine became an easy target for enemy wrath. She lived in fear of her life; Florentine citizens openly debated whether she should be driven into a bordello, debauched by the army, or merely shackled naked to the city walls. At the height of the crisis, to protect herself, she cut off all her hair and assumed a nun’s habit. She was eleven years old.

Thrown back on her own resources and keenly aware, even at this early age, that her survival depended upon the goodwill of others, Catherine strove to accumulate allies, hiding her anger and unhappiness behind a mask of excessive docility. She concentrated first on the unsophisticated women who were her only defense against the malice of the outside world and succeeded in ingratiating herself with the members of the convent. One of the nuns charged with caring for Catherine wrote that she was “so gentle and pleasant that the sisters did all they could to ease her sorrows and difficulties.” Catherine was similarly described during these years of girlhood by an Italian courtier as “very obedient.” But underneath her servility ran a deep current of resentment. An envoy sent to the cloister to check up on her observed, “I have never seen anyone of her age so quick to feel the good and the ill that are done her.”

By the time she was twelve, however, Italian politics being what they were, the Medici were back on top, and she was recalled to Rome by yet another cousin who had succeeded to the papacy, Clement VII, who recognized her value as a means of cementing a military or diplomatic alliance through an advantageous marriage. As her parents’ only heir, Catherine had family connections and a claim to Florence that could be exploited by her future husband to yield considerable territory in Italy. It was Clement who arranged for her espousal to Henri, second son of the exuberant if somewhat overweening French king François I.

And now, at last, it seemed that Catherine’s luck had finally turned. This marriage, to a member of the French royal family, was considered a significant achievement for a girl of her lineage. For although her mother descended from majesty, her father’s ancestors hailed from the plebian merchant class. Two centuries earlier the Medici had been mere shopkeepers and moneylenders. Despite the family’s current undeniable wealth and political power, they were still considered parvenus by most of the crowned heads of Europe. Prince Henri was only a second son and his father’s least favorite child—there would have been no chance at all of Catherine’s marrying the heir to the throne—but still Clement had to throw in all sorts of extra incentives to accomplish this impressive feat. Catherine was dowered (clandestinely, of course, as the pope did not wish to cause unnecessary distress to those of his countrymen who might object to being arbitrarily handed over to the French in this manner) with half a dozen cities in Italy, including the important town of Pisa. Clement further privately agreed to tangibly aid François I in his enduring quest to reconquer affluent Milan, and threw in the duchy of Urbino as a special honeymoon present to the bride and groom. This in addition to a munificent dowry of one hundred thousand gold écus and so many jewels and strands of pearls that Catherine would have had trouble standing up straight if she put them all on at once.

Eventually, despite some sharp bargaining on both sides—“This man is the scourge of God,” one of the French cardinals complained when Clement tried to wriggle out of the expense of the dowry—negotiations for Catherine’s marriage to the French prince were brought to a successful conclusion, and the wedding, a five-day extravaganza, took place in Marseille at the end of October 1533. The brilliance of Catherine’s trousseau and retinue, calculated to distract from the disparity in rank between bride and groom, fooled no one, not even the bride, who on her first meeting with her future father-in-law fell to her knees and humbly kissed his feet in recognition of her unworthiness of the honor conferred upon her by an alliance with his family. The marriage contract was signed on October 27; the nuptial Mass, solemnly conducted by Clement, who made a point of attending the wedding, was held on the morning of October 28; and the customary wedding banquet, a raucous masked affair that ended in the small hours of the morning with many ladies uncovering their breasts, if not their faces, followed that evening. The bride and groom missed the more uproarious aspects of the entertainment, having been shunted off to bed at the earliest opportunity. As this match was effectively a declaration of war by the French king against the emperor’s holdings in Italy, it was imperative that the marriage be consummated at once to preclude the possibility of a later annulment. To ensure that the two fourteen-year-olds did their duty, François I remained in the bedroom to observe their efforts, so, as a final indignity, Catherine was forced to lose her virginity in front of her father-in-law.

Less than a year later, Clement was dead, the papal alliance with France was repudiated, the promised Italian cities never materialized, and the majority of Catherine’s dowry went unpaid. All that was left was an ungainly fifteen-year-old girl who spoke poor French with a heavy Italian accent and whose remaining relatives were of dubious value. François I was not pleased. “The girl has come to my court buff naked,” the French king snorted.

AND YET, AS ROILED as Catherine’s youth had been, she turned out to be the less damaged partner in her marriage. Catherine’s childhood experience was positively nurturing compared with what her new young husband, Henri, Marguerite’s future father, had endured.

Henri was only two weeks older than his Florentine wife. He had been born at his father’s favorite hunting lodge at Amboise at the end of March 1519. Until he was five years old, he had lived a carefree and cosseted existence. He and his brother, the dauphin, only two years older, were close companions; his gentle mother adored and indulged her children; and his father was one of the most important kings in Europe. Henri’s personality reflected the warmth and stability of his upbringing. He was outgoing, happy, and charming.

Then, two catastrophes followed in quick succession. His tender, loving mother died, and his father was captured in battle and became a prisoner of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. To extricate himself from the unpleasantness of a cramped prison cell in Madrid, François I signed a treaty that contained a number of territorial concessions highly unfavorable to France, then pledged his two young sons as surety that the terms of the peace would be honored. Henri and his brother, the dauphin, ages six and eight respectively and both just over the measles, were immediately summoned to take their father’s place in the Spanish jail as hostages to his good intentions. A rendezvous was arranged, the children were ferried across a river, and the affectionate parent was allowed to go free. “I am a king again!” François reportedly exulted as soon as he set foot on French soil and galloped off to spend time with a new mistress.

Unfortunately for the boys, their father never had any intention of abiding by the terms of the treaty, a state of affairs that the emperor was not long in discerning. To induce the French king to honor his commitments, his children were subjected to a series of ever-increasing deprivations and deteriorating prison conditions. Eventually, Henri and his brother were transferred to an austere, isolated stone fortress, where they lived in two small cells with high, barred windows. There was no heat in the winter and no cooling breeze in the summer. They were denied fresh air and exercise; their food was poor; they were often ill. Except for their Spanish guard, they were completely alone.

It took four years and as many tons of gold to secure the young hostages’ release. Upon their return to France, their father was surprised to find them much changed, particularly the younger boy, Henri. Henri was no longer the engaging and amiable sprite he had once been. On the contrary, he seemed . . . angry. He often acted out or turned sullen and morose. His manners were rude, and he had difficulty assimilating into his old life. He had even forgotten how to speak French. This was not François’s idea of princely behavior. Nor did the relationship between the king of France and his second son improve when, a mere three years after his return from the Spanish prison, Henri, who, like François himself, warmed only to beauty, was forced to marry a short, homely, socially inferior foreigner in order to further his father’s improbable Italian schemes.3

Catherine, conditioned almost from birth to anticipate possible threats to her security, was quick to appreciate the precariousness of her position. Confronted with her new husband’s indifference and stripped by Clement’s death of the protection of her once-substantial dowry, she faced the very real prospect of repudiation. An annulment would ruin her; the marriage had already been consummated. She knew she could easily be returned to Italy trailing the shame of failure, reduced to scraping by off the grudging hospitality of distant relations or, worse, involuntary confinement to a nunnery.

But Catherine had occupied similar positions of vulnerability in the past and had developed the skills necessary for coping with adversity. As with the Florentine nuns, she assumed a guise of ingratiating amiability and pliancy. No matter how rudely or dismissively she was treated by her new relations or other members of the French nobility, no word of complaint passed her smiling lips. Every slight or insult—and there were many—was overlooked or met with unrelenting goodwill. She was so pathetically eager to please that, although very few among her acquaintances could be said to have actively liked her, she made no real enemies, which itself could be considered something of a victory at the court of François I. After a while, most of the royal circle seems to have simply given up and accepted her presence on the periphery. And since, to her husband, she was ever the modest, retiring, adoring wife, happy only when he was happy, touchingly elated by any crumb of affection, even Henri was only lightly inconvenienced by this new, completely undemanding spouse, and simply ignored her.

Not that Henri’s opinion really mattered—nothing mattered in Renaissance France but the outlook, attitude, and sentiments of the king. In the little universe that comprised the French court, François I was not simply the sun that shone (or failed to shine) on the anointed royal companions, he was also the moon, the stars, the sky, the clouds. Catherine recognized that whatever protection would be available to her could come only from him. On his benevolence alone did her survival in France as Henri’s wife depend.

And so she scrutinized François I as a student at the University of Paris pored over a critical Latin text, as an animal stalked its prey, as a connoisseur studied a particularly valued objet d’art. It would be said later of Catherine that she was a devotee of Machiavelli, but if so she didn’t read him very closely. Instead she took instruction in the stratagems of power from her oversized, large-spirited, massively flawed father-in-law.

François I was a big man, especially by sixteenth-century standards. A Welshman who saw him for the first time reported in awe that the king of France stood six feet tall. His chest was strong, his legs long (although somewhat bandy), and the size of his nose singularly impressive. His appetites matched his stature; even as an infant he guzzled so much milk that he needed two wet nurses, and his mother nicknamed him Caesar. His great obsessions in life were gorgeous women, hunting, and Italy, although not necessarily in that order. He kept a corps of peerless aristocratic beauties around him at court, familiarly known as la petite bande, whose duty it was to soothe, amuse, and entertain the king. In addition to their many other talents, the women were all expert riders, as François spent most of his time (well, his days, anyway) on his horse, either actively engaged in a hunt or peripatetically moving the court back and forth across the kingdom in search of new, unexplored, more exciting forests in which to hunt.

His preoccupation with Italy dated from 1515, when, only twenty-one and new to the monarchy, he brazenly led his army through Piedmont, crossed the Ticino, and conquered Milan in a ferocious encounter at Marignano described by an eyewitness as a “battle of giants.”4 Italy was a revelation to the youthful François. The Renaissance was in full blaze. Everywhere artists and craftsmen worked with dazzlingly brilliant pigments of blue and green, or exotic silks from the Orient, or gold filigree and polished marble. New buildings in a splendidly novel style of architecture unknown in France were under noisy construction in all the principal cities. Humanists debated the wisdom of the Greeks while scholars toted around manuscripts recovered from the fall of Constantinople. The king of France took one look and understood that something thrilling was going on in Italy that was wanting in his native realm, and he resolved to rectify the imbalance.

And therein lay Catherine’s opportunity. She spoke Italian to the king and amused him with news from her relatives and artistic contacts in Florence, with whom she was in regular communication. She and her father-in-law shared a love of opulence and grand fetes, and she regaled François with descriptions of the papal court at Rome, its many entertainments and pleasures, the delicious dishes served at its multicourse feasts. She encouraged François’s dreams of an Italian empire and his determination to bring the region’s culture and scholarship to France. She faithfully rooted him on through his many interminable tennis matches. And, of course, she worked on her riding.

The king warmed to her. He began to call her “my daughter.” Eventually, he made an exception in her case and she was admitted, despite her relative plainness, into la petite bande, an honor that signaled François’s approval to the rest of the court and effectively put her under his protection. This was fortunate, as Catherine was going to need all the help she could get, a state of affairs that became immediately apparent on a hot summer’s day in August 1536, less than three years into her marriage, when her husband’s older brother, the dauphin, drank a glass of ice water after a particularly strenuous game of tennis, abruptly keeled over, and, to the utter disbelief of the court and the kingdom, went into a coma and died eight days later, leaving Henri as heir to the throne.

AS WITH EVERYTHING IN Catherine’s life, being suddenly promoted to the position of future queen of France was a decidedly mixed blessing. In a stroke of particularly miserable luck, it turned out that the servant who had brought the dauphin the fateful cup of water was an Italian who had come to court as part of Catherine’s retinue. Although an autopsy revealed no evidence of foul play, the hapless cupbearer was nonetheless arrested and his rooms searched. A discourse on toxins being found among his possessions, he was subsequently tortured and executed in appropriately gruesome fashion. Suspicion then naturally fell upon Catherine, who had introduced the reviled assassin to court and who was known to be attracted to astrology and the occult. Her foresight in having so carefully cultivated a relationship with the king was swiftly made manifest when the issue was dropped because François refused to believe the allegations.

Being exonerated from the charge of poisoning, however, while gratifying, did not put an end to Catherine’s troubles. On the contrary, her ordeal was just beginning. She faced two formidable, seemingly intractable obstacles to her potential reign and happiness: her inability to conceive and her husband’s obvious and impassioned love for another woman.

The court’s preoccupation with Catherine’s barrenness—she was already seventeen and still childless at the time of the dauphin’s death—had been difficult enough to endure while she was only the wife of a younger son, but the pressure to provide an heir became almost unbearable after she was suddenly elevated to the role of future queen of France. In her desperation to conceive, she tried everything—special diets of vegetables and herbs, mysticism and secret prayers, miraculous potions recommended by alchemists and conjurers. She seems to have made a habit of imbibing urine obtained from pregnant livestock. She wore a locket stuffed with a cremated frog. Somehow none of this worked. And just at this time, when she was most vulnerable, it became clear to her—as it was to the rest of the court—that her husband had become involved in an ardent, highly public love affair with a patrician bombshell nineteen years his senior named Diane de Poitiers.

Diane came from a high-ranking French family that had seen its share of political setbacks but had nonetheless managed to recover its influence at court. (Her father had been tried and condemned for treason and was only saved from execution by a last-minute pardon from the king.) She had been married at the age of fifteen to an extremely rich and powerful man of fifty-six, who helpfully instructed his child bride in the ways of the world before (equally helpfully) dying and leaving her an extremely rich and powerful widow of thirty-one. Catherine’s husband, Henri, had long admired Diane. He openly carried her colors at jousts and spent as much time as he could with her.5 And with good reason—although nearly two decades older than her lover, Diane was dazzling. She should have been: she certainly worked at it hard enough. Her beauty regimen was awe-inspiring. Up with the sun every morning, a cold-water bath, a little light broth, and then onto her horse for a brisk morning gallop of several hours’ duration, followed by a little light lunch, an early dinner, and an even earlier bedtime. This was a woman with a purpose.

And her purpose was to ensnare a king—specifically, France’s future king, Henri. Intelligent, mature, disciplined, sexually experienced, and politically adept, Diane was in her prime, and she knew it. Short, stocky, unsophisticated Catherine, whose habits were described by a court observer as slovenly and who ate “beaucoup” (although she tried to make up for it by incessant walking and riding), was no match for tall, lithe, condescending Diane.

So began one of the longest-running and bizarre marital farces in history. Catherine was Henri’s wife and the future queen of France in name only. Diane was Henri’s true spouse and soul mate and was treated as such by the court. To demonstrate this, after his older brother’s death and Diane’s capitulation to him (two events that would seem related, as Diane had held him off sexually while he was still only a second son), Henri, too, wore only black and white. He designed a special insignia celebrating their love through the interlacing of their initials and had it emblazoned everywhere. It was with Diane, and not Catherine, that Henri spent the majority of his time, his days—and his nights. Diane’s bedroom was situated directly under Catherine’s at the castle of Saint-Germain. According to Brantôme, a gossipy chronicler who followed court events closely, Catherine had one of her servants bore peepholes into her floor so she could spy on her husband and his mistress. She saw “a beautiful, fair woman, fresh and half undressed . . . caressing her lover in a hundred ways, who was doing the same to her.” Afterward, Catherine whimpered to one of her ladies-in-waiting that Henri had “never used her so well.”

But Catherine was powerless to object to the situation—worse than this, she had to pretend to like Diane, even to cultivate her. A movement was under way among a cadre of powerful aristocrats close to the king to have the new heir to the throne’s barren spouse replaced by a more fertile candidate. Catherine got wind of the intrigue and understood that she had to be proactive if she wished to remain Henri’s wife. François she handled by tearfully groveling before him with the offer to retire voluntarily into a nunnery if he willed it, knowing that the king would not have the heart to repudiate her if she confronted him face-to-face. But she could not afford to offend the woman who exerted so much influence over her husband and who, she knew, would have no compunctions about supplanting her either in person or by proxy. So, as she did with all who could harm her, Catherine swallowed her hurt and pride and ingratiated herself with Diane, going to the lengths of spying for her and informing on her enemies at court.

The strategy worked. Diane, who had no wish to see Henri’s meek, unattractive, malleable wife deposed for a new, younger, more svelte, and potentially more assertive model, offered her support to Catherine. She assumed an almost maternal role, nursing the younger woman when she became ill, and, most important, advising her on alternative paths to conception. It was Diane who first identified Henri as the probable source of the couple’s infertility. Henri had a documented medical condition called hypospadias, which apparently caused his penis, when erect, to point downward. Diane, who was very familiar with Henri’s penis, sought to compensate for this by proposing that during coitus Catherine turn around and assume a sexual position known familiarly in France as la levrette.6

Because it was so important that Catherine provide an heir, Diane threw herself wholeheartedly into the problem. She knew that Henri found relations with his wife to be less than stimulating, so sex became a team effort. Diane would warm up her lover in her bed at night and at the optimal moment kick him out and send him upstairs to his wife, where Henri would do his manly duty in a few short minutes and then hop out of Catherine’s bed to return to Diane’s. They went through this charade, off and on, for somewhere between five and seven years, until January 19, 1544, when Catherine, age twenty-four, finally secured her position at court by giving birth to a son, whom the couple named Francis in honor of the king. Any further doubts as to the dauphine’s ability to reproduce were effectively silenced the next year when she brought forth a daughter, Elizabeth, followed by another daughter, Claude, in 1547. In the end, the woman who, it was feared, could never conceive proved to be profoundly fertile, bearing ten children over a twelve-year period, of whom seven survived.

And just in time, too, for on March 31, 1547, she lost her mainstay when that virile lover, fine art connoisseur, and redoubtable Renaissance gladiator François I finally succumbed to what was long thought to be a well-earned case of syphilis. (Medical science has since determined that this diagnosis was merely a vicious rumor; the king actually died of gonorrhea.) But either way, Henri inherited the throne in his father’s place, and his wife ascended with him. And that was how Catherine de’ Medici became queen of France.

IF SHE BELIEVED THAT motherhood and a crown would end her husband’s infatuation with Diane and restore her dignity and rightful place at court, Catherine was quickly disabused of the notion. Henri made it abundantly clear both at home and abroad that his mistress took precedence over his wife in every aspect of his reign. Diane was raised to the position of duchesse de Valentinois, a tribute that fixed her rank just below that of the royal family. Both courtiers and commoners knew to address her as Madame, an honorific commonly used to designate a royal princess. Even the pope was aware of the love affair. To honor Henri’s succession (and to try to coax him to follow in his father’s footsteps and support papal policy in Italy), the pontiff sent Catherine the prestigious Golden Rose—but made sure to include a magnificent pearl necklace for Diane as well.

This was not the only instance in which Diane reaped the rewards of Henri’s favoritism. The king showered her with gifts, while Catherine got the leftovers. The pick of the royal jewels went to Diane, as did the exquisite castle of Chenonceaux, one of the most desirable properties in France. Catherine hotly disputed this bequest, claiming that François I had told her that upon his death she was to have it. Her husband overruled her, and she had to be content with the more humble château at Chaumont. Henri’s generosity to his beloved consort extended far beyond gifts of homes and expensive trinkets and into the realm of government patronage. Diane had “the right of control over all the offices of the kingdom which are obtained from the new king on payment of a certain sum, and from this she has made 100,000 écus and more,” an ambassador observed in an official report. She was given the wherewithal to reward family and friends with titles and high administrative posts. By contrast, Catherine was allowed only to keep the income associated with her much-reduced dowry in addition to the occasional bequest to a cousin.

The peculiar dynamic of Henri II’s sex life did not escape the notice of the many foreign dignitaries who visited the royal court. “His Majesty . . . spends at least eight hours with her [Diane], and if she happens to be in the apartments of the Queen, he sends for her,” one diplomat complained. “When the King has told her [Diane] all the business he has transacted in the morning, whether with ambassadors or other people of consequence, he seats himself in her lap, strumming his cither, and often asks the Constable or Aumale [two of the principal noblemen of the kingdom] if she is not beautiful, touching her breasts from time to time and gazing at her raptly like a man in the toils of love,” reported another in distaste.

It was not only in her capacity as queen and wife that Catherine was denied her rightful prerogative; even when it came to the children whom she had worked so hard to conceive, Diane completely usurped her role as parent. From the very beginning, with the birth of their first child, Henri put Diane, who had had daughters by her deceased husband and was experienced in child rearing, in charge of the royal nursery. Catherine had no say in her children’s upbringing. It was Diane who chose the wet nurses, Diane who managed the household staff and expenses, Diane who monitored and cared for the children when they were ill. This state of affairs persisted as they grew older and approached young adulthood. Diane chose their tutors and governesses, the material and tailors for their clothing, and organized their schedules. The children’s doctor, Jean Fernel, commented admiringly on her judgment, acknowledging that Diane appointed “wise and prudent governesses; while she caused [the children] to be instructed by good and learned preceptors, as much in virtue and wise precepts, as in love and fear of God.” On the subject of Catherine’s maternal guidance, however, the doctor was silent.

The queen of France’s undeniable absence from her children’s lives when they were young has often been interpreted as a sign of her neglect or indifference, particularly as the majority of the letters she wrote during these years were political rather than maternal in nature. But this does Catherine a disservice. It is true that, after 1552, her correspondence concerning her children dwindles almost to nothing. But before that she regularly inquired anxiously as to their welfare. A letter she wrote on December 21, 1546, soon after the birth of her second child, Elizabeth, to the governor of the royal nursery, Jean II d’Humières (who, with his wife, were openly identified by Diane as “my allies”), reveals the emotions of a mother who was anything but removed—was in fact almost pathetically grateful for any report on her babies’ progress: “Monsieur de Humyères,” Catherine wrote, “I have received the letter that you wrote me and it has given me very great pleasure to have news of my children. I am pleased that Madame de Humyères has arrived, for the help she will provide you with the care of said children . . . Monsieur de Humyères, pray continue to keep me apprized of their news often because you could not give Monsieur [Henri] and me any greater pleasure, and for this I will pray to God, Monsieur de Humyères, and recommend you to him.”

Far from being voluntarily estranged from her brood, it was probable that the queen of France was simply worn down over time by her husband and his mistress and overwhelmed by her many pregnancies. By the time her seventh child, Marguerite, was delivered in 1553 Catherine seems to have resigned herself to accepting a certain degree of isolation from her children. This accounts for the paucity of her youngest daughter’s early memories of her. When her father, the king, played with Margot or teased her affectionately, it was likely Diane and not Catherine who represented the maternal presence in the room.

This perverse and corrupt accommodation, which demanded that Catherine bury her hurt and resentment deep beneath a facade of cheerful approbation so that her husband and his lover would continue to accept her presence at court, ground along year after interminable year. She was not completely snubbed; there were those among her French acquaintance who evidenced sympathy for the new queen’s position. Chief among these was François I’s sister, Marguerite, one of the most accomplished women of her time.7 “God will give a royal line to Madame la Dauphine when she has reached the age at which women of the House of Medici are wont to have children,” she had written soothingly to Catherine during those dreadful years of barrenness. “The King and I will rejoice with you then, in spite of these wretched backbiters.”

Catherine remembered and reciprocated this support. When François died, Marguerite, an advocate for reform of the Catholic Church, whose court in Navarre formed a haven for persecuted members of the burgeoning Huguenot movement, fell out of favor with the new regime. Despite her age and renown, she was treated disparagingly by Henri and Diane. Catherine stood by her. “I feel for you in your trouble,” she wrote, “as I always knew you [felt] for me in mine.” Later, after Marguerite’s death in 1549, Catherine transferred her affections to Marguerite’s daughter, Jeanne d’Albret, queen of Navarre. Jeanne was even more radical in her religious beliefs and committed to the Huguenot cause than her mother had been and was consequently also at odds with the ultra-Catholic Henri and Diane. Any enemy of Diane’s was a friend of Catherine’s, although in this case the two shared more than outsider status. Jeanne, married to the feckless Antoine de Bourbon, a dedicated womanizer and the highest-ranking nobleman in the kingdom after the royal family, had problems with her husband, too.8 Catherine and Jeanne commiserated with each other and on at least one occasion left behind their respective cares to enjoy a bit of fun together. According to the Spanish ambassador, they once went shopping in Paris “disguised as bourgeois ladies in simple headdress. They visited the boutiques around the Palais de Justice and on the Pont St. Michel.”

But Catherine’s meager circle of supporters was no match for Diane’s formidable political machine. Chief among her abettors were the powerful Guise brothers. The eldest, François, duke of Guise, was the kingdom’s most successful warrior. The second, Charles, cardinal of Lorraine, highly intelligent, urbane, and ruthless, owed his incumbency to Diane’s influence. “I cannot refrain from thanking you again for the special favor you have shown me, and for the great happiness it has given me,” he wrote to her on receiving his cardinalship. “I will use every effort to serve you more and more, and I hope from these efforts to reap good fruits for you as well as for myself, since my interests henceforth cannot be separated from yours.” A third brother, Claude, married Diane’s daughter by her legitimate husband. So entrenched was the Guise family at court that their sons were brought up with the royal princes. And, of course, little Mary Stuart from Scotland, engaged to Catherine’s eldest son, the dauphin Francis, was the duke of Guise’s niece. Mary and Francis were married in April of 1558, when Mary was just sixteen. The groom was fourteen.

Catherine loathed the Guises. They had been among those of François I’s advisers who had pressed most strongly to have her repudiated when she failed to conceive quickly, arguing that Henri deserved a new, more acceptable wife—the duke of Guise’s daughter. Their intimacy with Diane and unquestioned authority only served to heighten her animosity. In their supremacy, the Guises were arrogant and made no secret of their condescension. In a letter of April 21, 1558, the wife of the duke of Guise made plain the family’s attitude toward the queen of France. The Medici family (and by extension Catherine herself), she wrote, was “not fit to call themselves our servants.” Taking her cue from her powerful relatives, the young bride Mary Stuart also felt comfortable insulting the queen, referring to her as “the daughter of merchants” and making fun of her accent.

There was nothing Catherine could do but endure the endless humiliations, both profound and petty, and pretend to smile. A decade passed, then two, with seemingly no end in sight. Until one summer’s day at the end of June 1559, when forty-year-old Henri, approaching middle age, decided to prove his manhood at a tournament by competing three times in a single afternoon. He took a lance in the eye on the third joust, contracted an infection, and died ten days later—and everything changed.



1Actually, Charles was born Charles-Maximilien, Henri was born Édouard-Alexandre, and François was originally christened Hercules (which was especially unfortunate, as he was later deformed through illness), but these names were changed over time, and I have elected to call them by their adult names throughout to avoid confusion.

2Actually, Catherine’s mother most likely died of puerperal fever, a bacterial infection associated with childbirth. Syphilis doesn’t work that fast.

3At twelve, Catherine was bluntly described by the Venetian ambassador as “short and thin; her features are not delicate, and she has protruding eyes, like most of the Medici.” Nor did her looks improve with age. “She is a beautiful woman when her face is veiled,” observed a courtier of Catherine when she was in her twenties.

4Ten years later François would try to relive the glory of these days, only to be defeated and captured at the battle of Pavia by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, which led to the imprisonment of Catherine’s husband, Henri, and his brother, the dauphin.

5Diane always wore black and white after the death of her husband, ostensibly as a mark of respect for her widowhood, although less benevolent observers speculated that it was because the stark color combination set off her red-gold hair and flawless skin so strikingly.

6Look it up.

7Marguerite was unfortunately a very popular name among the royal family, which can make for some confusion. Margot, Catherine’s daughter, was named for this Marguerite, François I’s sister.

8When Jeanne first married Antoine, a local bishop congratulated the bride’s father: “Sire, it seems to me that in your son-in-law you have acquired a useful helper for what you wish to do.” “You do not know him very well,” came the short reply.
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