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  NOTE ON SOURCES


  THOSE UNFAMILIAR with the study of medieval history may wonder how it is possible to write with any certainty about events that occurred so long ago.
  Fortunately, the fifteenth century boasted a stunning wealth of primary source material that has survived to the present day. There is Joans own extensive testimony, and that of her
  inquisitors, from her Trial of Condemnation, as well as the depositions from the many eyewitnesses who knew the Maid and who were actively involved in the events of the Hundred Years War, which
  were recorded in the judicial proceedings associated with her rehabilitation. There are also numerous extant works by chroniclers of the period and a significant trove of government reports,
  letters, royal proclamations, and accounts. For those interested, this evidence is cited at the back of the book in the form of detailed chapter notes and bibliography.


  All of which is a long way of saying that, as provocative and even astonishing as it sometimes may appear, what you are about to read actually happened.


  


  
    
  


  INTRODUCTION


  The town of Blois, on the banks of the Loire, twenty-five miles southwest of Orlans, April 1429The narrow streets of this small provincial city,
  ordinarily quiet, were suddenly crowded with traffic. Wagons piled high with foodstuffs and other provisions jostled for space with lordly knights on horseback and commoners laden with sheaves of
  grain. Cattle, sheep, and other livestock, some tethered to carts, others herded into hastily erected pens, spilled into the surrounding fields, filling town and countryside alike with the clamor
  of their bleats and bellows. Within the citys walls an army was massing, the last stragglers of foot soldiers and crossbowmen trickling in to join the convoy of supplies while they awaited
  their orders.


  The kingdom of Franceas represented by the dauphin, the heir to the thronehad been invaded by England. The dauphins position was extremely precarious. Over the last few
  years, the French army had sustained a series of losses so devastating that the English now held most of the northwest portion of the realm, including the all-important capital city, Paris. The
  dauphins forces, by contrast, had been pushed back and were primarily concentrated in the territory south of the Loire. Perpetually on the defensive, the French troops, from the commanders
  down to the lowest common soldiers, were exhausted and demoralized. An aura of hopelessness had settled over the dauphins court like a black robe of mourning.


  Determined to seize the advantage and shatter what was left of their opponents spirit, the English had sent home for reinforcements and raised a supplementary army that they used to
  launch a powerful new offensive. The attack struck at the very heart of the dauphins support and terrainthe walled city of Orlans. To lose
  Orlans meant that England would finally pierce the barrier of the Loire, allowing its soldiers to penetrate deeply into the southern countryside that served as a buffer zone between the
  French royal court and the front line. To lose Orlans meant there would be nothing and no one to stop the English from surrounding the dauphin and his government and precipitating their
  surrender or capture. To lose Orlans meant the almost certain defeat of France.


  Sensible of the larger peril, the loyal inhabitants of that vital city had for six months heroically withstood the cruel siege conditions imposed upon them by the enemy. After an initial
  bombardment, the English commanders, finding themselves unable to scale the walls or break through Orlanss defenses, had elected simply to surround their target, dig into entrenched
  positions, and wait for their opponents to either submit or starve to death.


  To give voice to this struggle and provide an accurate depiction of events for posterity, the townspeople kept a daily chronicle of their ordeal, known as the Journal of the Siege of
  Orlans. The Sunday . . . hurled the English into the city six score and four stones from bombards and great cannon, of which there was one stone weighted 116 pounds, the
  entry for October 17, 1428, began. This same week did the English cannon damage or destroy twelve mills. . . . The Sunday following the twenty-fourth day of October the English attacked and
  took . . . the end of the bridge. . . . Thus there was no defence because none dared any longer stay in them, read subsequent reports.


  As the months wore on and one by one the access routes into the city were successfully blockaded, stockpiles of provisions began to run dangerously low. Only small parties of horsemen, six or
  seven at a time, managed to smuggle any food at all into Orlans during the height of that terrible winter. Desperate to survive, the inhabitants launched a daring attempt to hijack a
  delivery of supplies bound for their English tormentors, but despite their superior numbers the French regiments were routed. The resulting defeat was so humiliating that it was recorded in the
  official journal as the infamous day of the herrings, a reference to the enemys inferior rationssalted herring in barrelsthat the city had fought for but
  nonetheless failed to secure. As punishment for this exploit, the English tightened the grip on their victims so strongly that by spring the people of Orlans found themselves squeezed in such necessity by the besieging enemies that they knew not whom to have recourse to for a remedy, excepting (or, unless it be) to God.


  Now, in nearby Blois, what remained of the French army stoically girded itself for one final gamble in the long struggle to fend off, or at least buy time against, the seemingly invincible
  English. The pens of noisy barnyard animals, the carts full of wheat, the milling soldiersall were elements of a signal relief operation organized to resupply Orlans and stave off
  the specter of mass starvation. The driving force behind this initiative was a leading member of the French aristocracy and one of the dauphins oldest and most trusted advisers. A veteran of
  two decades of partisan French politics and civil war, the de facto head of the loyalist party, this high counselor had worked tirelessly for months to bring together not only the necessary
  provisions but also the most experienced warriors in France with whom to confront the English and save Orlans.


  Only a power broker this masterful, a descendant of royalty possessed of the requisite administrative, diplomatic, and logistical skills, could have hoped to succeed at so demanding a task.
  Although this statesmans influence over the events of her time was unparalleled, neither her achievements nor her dominance has ever been recognized. Even her name has been forgotten. She
  was Yolande of Aragon, queen of Sicily, the dauphins mother-in-law.


  As perhaps the most astute politician of her age, Yolande of Aragon had been one of the first members of the royal council to recognize the danger represented by the English presence at
  Orlans, and the absolute necessity of fighting back. Determined to save her son-in-laws kingdom, which included her own lands and estates, she had summoned every weapon in her
  considerable arsenalmoney, spies, coercion, and persuasionto bring the rest of the French government in line with her point of view. Only the dauphin, terrified of yet another
  horrific defeat, had remained unconvinced. To change his mind, Yolande had been forced to resort to a highly unorthodox approach, the repercussions of which would resonate for centuries and
  ultimately change the course of history.


  For leading this relief effort was neither duke nor general nor battle-hardened cavalry captain, but a seventeen-year-old girl dressed in armor and carrying a banner and swordJoan of Arc,
  the Maid of Orlans.


  THE ENIGMA OF JOAN OF ARC, the brave peasant girl who heard the voices of
  angels and restored the dauphin to his rightful place on the throne of France, remains as irresistible today as when she first appeared some six centuries ago. How had the Maid, a lowly commoner,
  gained an audience at the royal court? How had she, an illiterate young woman from a tiny village at the very edge of the kingdom, come to know so much about the complex political situation in
  France, and indeed, to see into the deepest recesses of her sovereigns heart? What clandestine sign had Joan revealed that convinced the dauphin of her authenticity and inspired him to
  follow her counsel? How had a seventeen-year-old female with no experience in warfare managed to defeat the fearsome English army, raise the siege of Orlans, and crown the king at Reims,
  feats that had eluded experienced French commanders twice her age?


  The answers to these questions have remained hidden, not because the mystery surrounding Joan cannot be penetrated, but because their solution is inextricably tied to the life of another woman
  entirely, that of Yolande of Aragon, queen of Sicily. Viewed through the prism of Yolandes experiences and perspective, Joans story abruptly makes sense, like a fragment torn from a
  page in a book that has been rediscovered and taped back into place. Pry open the Queens secrets and there will be found the Maids.


  And so this is the saga of not one but two extraordinary women. It is a story filled with courage, intrigue, madness, and mysticism, which spanned a period measuring more than half a century.
  Best of all, although it is a work of history, at its heart lies a classic French novel, testimony to the enduring power of literature. Because Yolandes long, eventful life book-ended
  Joans short, tumultuous one, several decades and many chapters pass before the Maid finally makes her appearance. But it is only in this wayby the patient unraveling of the many
  curious twists and turns that came before, and which ultimately led to Joans thrilling introduction to the royal courtthat what had been deliberately suppressed for so many centuries
  may finally be revealed.


  Six hundred years is a long time to wait for answers to so prominent a mystery. For those who wonder after reading these pages how it is possible that the evidence of Yolandes involvement
  in the story of Joan of Arc has never before been adequately explored, I can only respond that there is no more effective camouflage in history than to have been born a woman.
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    Joan of Arc, the Maid of Orlans.



  
    
  


  For full fayne I wold do that might you please,


  yff connyng I had in it to procede;


  To me wold it be grete plesaunce and ease,


  yff aught here might fourge to youre wyl in dede.


  
    (Most gladly would I do that which might you please,

  


  had I the cunning in it to proceed;


  It would bring me great pleasure and ease,


  if I might here forge something to your liking indeed.)



  
                      The Romance of Melusine,



                      fifteenth-century English translation



  
    
      
        
          
            Consider the effect and essence of the said science [poetry], which is known . . . as the Joyous or Gay Science and by another as the Science of Invention; that
            science which, shining with the most pure, honorable and courtly eloquence, civilizes the uncouth, vitalizes the slothful, softens the coarse, entices the learned . . . [and]
            disclosing the hidden, sheds light on things obscure.


                      
                          edict of John I, king of Aragon,


                          establishing the festival of the Gay Science,


                          issued at Valencia, February 20, 1393

          

        

      

    

  

  


  
    
      
        
          secret n (14c) 1 a: something kept hidden or unexplained:


          MYSTERY


          
            
              
                
                  Merriam-Websters Collegiate Dictionary,


                  11th edition

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  


  
    
  


  PART I


  Before Joan
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   A queen awards prizes at court.


  


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 1


  The Kingdom of the Gay Science
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  [image: ] HE SECRET HISTORY OF JOAN OF ARC begins
  with circumstances and events that occurred long before her youth. In the Middle Ages, antiquity crowded into the present, noisily demanding to be heard. The exploits of Alexander, Caesar, and
  Charlemagne were not heroic deeds to be admired at a distance but tangible goals to be emulated. Evidence of the miraculous, officially sanctioned by the Church, permeated everyday existence,
  blurring the distinction between reality and imagination. So it is fitting that Joans story originates not with her own birth in 1412 but three decades earlier with that of her remarkable
  patron, Yolande of Aragon.


  Yolande was everything Joan wasnt: of the highest rank, in contrast to Joans humble commoner status; surrounded by wealth and privilege, as compared with the Maids poverty;
  educated, where Joan was illiterate; worldly, in the face of Joans simplicity. She was born in Barcelona on August 11, 1381. Her father, John,1 was
  the eldest son and heir of one of the most respected and feared monarchs of the age, Pedro IV, king of Aragon. Through a combination of ruthlessness and bellicosity exceptional even by medieval
  standards, Pedro had amassed an empire that extended from the Pyrenees across the Mediterranean and included Aragon, Valencia, Barcelona, Catalonia, Majorca, Sardinia, Sicily,
  and Malta. He had reigned for forty-five years by the time his granddaughter was born, and showed no signs of fatigue, even recently completing his memoirs, modestly entitled The Book in which
  are contained all the great deeds that have occurred in Our House, during the time of Our life, commencing with Our birth.
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  To have so strong and accomplished a parent is not always an undiluted blessing, and Yolandes father evidently felt the weight of paternal expectations. Rebellion comes
  in many forms; John chose disengagement. He shunned territorial aggression and political intrigue in favor of the chivalric pursuits of hunting, dances, and banquets. John threw himself into
  romance, not war. When his first fiance was fatally stricken by illness en route to the wedding, John rode furiously to be by her side in order to hold her hand on her deathbed even though
  he had never met her before. In a society that equated a monarchs virility with military prowess, the kingdom of Aragon boasted a crown prince who displayed a keen interest in the ways of
  fashion, dabbled in music and literature (John could read and write in several languages), and had developed a distinct fondness, much to his countrymens disgust, for poetry.


  He was also a devoted Francophile. Johns first two wives hailed from France, and when the second one died unexpectedly in 1378, he defied his father, who demanded that he marry a princess
  of Sicily, and instead wedded another Frenchwoman, Yolande of Bar.2


  Theirs was a genuine love match, highly unusual for the period, a union based upon a harmony of interests and temperament rather than strategic or material gain. Like John, Yolande of Bar had
  been raised in an atmosphere of gentility, culture, and glamour, and she too was a direct descendant of royalty. Her mother, Marie of France, was the beloved sister of Charles V, the French king;
  her father, Robert I, duke of Bar.


  The duchy of Bar was of immense strategic importance to the French. Because of its location at the extreme eastern perimeter of France, Bar was under constant threat from its neighbor, the duke
  of Lorraine, a vassal of the Holy Roman Emperor. The resulting rivalry split Bars political identity in half. The majority of the inhabitants living to the west of the Meuse River, which flowed down the center of the duchy, considered themselves French, while those to the east identified with the empire. To maintain the loyalty of Bar was vital; that was why
  Marie, a French princess, had been given in marriage to its duke.


  Marie had two passions in life: hunting and books. She read voraciously and accumulated not only novels and romances, but also works of theology, history, and poetry. Even more significantly,
  Marie gave her progeny, the girls included, the same superior education that she herself, as a member of the French royal family, had received.


  Yolande of Bar was the eldest of Maries eleven children. She too loved to hunt and especially to read. Yolandes admiration for troubadours, songs, and poetry approached the
  reverential. By the time of her engagement to John of Aragon in October 1379 at the age of fourteen (he was twenty-nine), she had grown into a particularly charming and vivacious adolescent. She
  even won over her father-in-law, who had reluctantly given his permission in a glum letter in which he scolded John for having thrown away the opportunity for a glorious reign by jilting the
  Sicilian heiress.


  Yolande of Aragon, the woman who would have such an effect on Joan of Arcs life, was her parents firstborn and only surviving child. Her seven younger brothers and sisters all
  perished in infancy or early childhood. Perhaps to assuage the terrible grief over so many deaths, life at court was especially convivial. But this was taken to such exaggerated lengths that
  all life was spent in dances and ladies assemblies, wrote a disapproving chronicler of the period.


  In 1387, when the princess Yolande was six years old, her grandfather finally died and her father, John, inherited the throne. To mark the occasion, a novel cultural initiative was launched: to
  render Aragon famous throughout Europe as the principal center for the study and practice of the art of the troubadour, known as the Gay Science. So many new public schools dedicated
  to the teaching of poetry were established that it seemed to the disapproving Aragonese baronial class that what in bygone days had been a very respectable exercise, a relief from the
  travails of war in which many excellent knights . . . distinguished themselves, became debased to such a degree that all men appeared to be minstrels. A grand festival was instituted
  annually, at which high government officials were solemnly appointed as judges, with precious jewels awarded for the best verses.


  To grow up, as Yolande of Aragon did, in this peculiarly artistic atmosphere was a unique experience in Christendom. Other European courts patronized troubadours and
  encouraged the literary arts, of course, but nothing like this. The point was not simply to learn to read, write, and perform verses, stories, or songs, but to incorporate the art into daily
  existenceto live poetry.


  Not that there wasnt precedent for this approach. During the Middle Ages, the stories of passion and chivalry found in songs and literature routinely inspired real-life mimicry. It was
  not at all unusual, for example, for a knight to try to impress a lady by embarking on a quest in her name. Courts of love, where women acted as judges, deliberating over quarrels between
  sweethearts and meting out rewards or punishments according to the verdict handed down, were commonplace.


  The difference in Aragon during Princess Yolandes childhood and adolescence was one of degree. Her parents notions of the poetic ideal trespassed not only into the reality of
  everyday life but into a spiritual realm more commonly associated with worship and theology. (All earthly things are moved by her; she influences the heavenly bodies in their courses,
  her father wrote of the Gay Science.) One result of this indoctrination was a predilection for literature that would accompany Yolande of Aragon into adulthood. She would spend her life surrounded
  by books, eventually compiling a substantial library. Upon the death of the old duke of Berry in 1416, Yolande purchased one of the most famous works in his collection, his Belles Heures, a
  magnificently illustrated manuscript made expressly for the duke during his lifetime.3 (In this transaction, Yolande demonstrated not only her love of
  beautiful volumes, but also her familiarity with the wily ways of booksellers. The executors for the duke of Berrys estate set the value of the tome at 700 Parisian pounds, but after
  having for a long time viewed and examined these Hours, [Yolande] kept them and paid to the executors the sum of only 300 Tours pounds.) When the duke of Orlans was captured by the
  English during the battle of Agincourt in 1415, Yolande had his entire library transferred to her castle at Saumur so that it would not fall into the hands of the enemy.


  But her fascination with fiction extended beyond her desire to read and own books. She once lost herself so thoroughly in a performance by minstrels that it wasnt
  until the act was over that she discovered shed had her pocket picked by a particularly audacious thief who got away not only with her purse but also with her personal seal, bearing her name
  and coat of arms. Her tendency to view religion in terms of parables too survived childhood. This credulity was reflected in an episode made famous by the chronicler Jehan de Bourdign.
  While she was out riding one day with a large entourage, including her ladies-in-waiting, other members of her household, and four or five spaniels, Yolandes hunting dogs caught a scent and
  began barking and worrying at a group of bushes in front of her. Suddenly they flushed out a rabbit, which jumped for safety into her lap. Yolande immediately stopped the procession, called off the
  dogs, and, cradling the rabbit in her arms, asked her servants to explore the area. They discovered a large stone very close to the hares burrow, on which all agreed appeared an image of the
  Virgin Mary holding the baby Jesus in her lap, just as the rabbit was then ensconced in Yolandes. Convinced that the incident was miraculous in nature, Yolande had a chapel erected at the
  spot to commemorate the event.


  But there was one book in particular that was destined to have such a profound effect on Yolande of Aragon that it would influence the future of France itself. The book was called The Romance
  of Melusine, and it was written by Jean of Arras in 1393, when Yolande was twelve years old. What was so interesting about The Romance of Melusine was that it was a work of fiction
  commissioned and written specifically to address a political controversy.


  JEAN OF ARRAS was a secretary to the duke of Berry, brother of both Charles V, king of France, and Yolandes grandmother,
  Marie, duchess of Bar, and one of the most powerful nobles in France. As a ranking member of the royal family, the duke of Berry had been given the task of administering that portion of southern
  France that included Poitou, whose capital city was Poitiers. He was known for being a rather grasping fellow, with a tendency to appropriate other peoples property for his own use. In the
  1380s, the duke of Berry decided that he needed a more impressive residence at which to stay on those occasions when he left Paris to visit his southern territories, so he seized a particularly
  ancient and imposing castle that had long been in the possession of a local family by the name of Lusignan, had his soldiers throw out the current owners, and moved in.


  The duke had failed to reckon, however, with the political strength of his evictees. The Lusignans came from a leading clan of aristocrats, the counts of La Marche, who had
  persistently exercised power in the area. Their ancestry was extremely prestigiousa century earlier, a Lusignan had married a former queen of England, and another had ruled Cyprusand
  they did not appreciate having their castle lifted from them as though they were no better than a pack of serfs. They mounted a vigorous opposition to the dukes action, and such was the
  weight of their name and the esteem in which the family was held locally that the rebellion threatened to spread and undermine French authority generally in the region.


  The duke of Berry was in a bind. To retreat from his initial position and return the castle to its rightful owners would be a demonstration of weakness that could set a precedent for further
  acts of insubordination. Besides, he liked the castle. It was the nicest one in the area, and he felt that since his pedigree and authority were superior to those of the Lusignans, who were after
  all his subjects, he should have it. On the other hand, he did not relish having to go to war over it. This meant he had to come up with a good reason for the appropriation. Luckily for the duke,
  the Lusignan family had something of a history of sedition, having occasionally conspired with England against France in the preceding centuries. If they could somehow be linked to the English in
  the present day, the summary acquisition of their castle would not appear as usurpation but as the rightful return of property to the French crown. In 1387, the duke of Berry charged his secretary,
  Jean of Arras, with undertaking this delicate task of propaganda, and The Romance of Melusine was the astonishing result.


  Melusine, set in the not too distant past, told the story of Raymondin, youngest son of the earl of the Forest. The earl was an impecunious aristocrat who had sired many children and was
  therefore receptive to his cousin Aimerys suggestion that Aimery adopt Raymondin. Aimery, the count of Poitiers, was an extremely wealthy and learned man, who was schooled in civil and canon
  law, science, and especially astrology. He was also very fond of hunting.


  Accordingly, Raymondin came to live with Aimery in Poitiers. He was very respectful and served his cousin to the best of his abilities, and in turn was treated as a beloved son. All went well
  until one day, five or six years later, when Aimery and a large retinue of knights, including Raymondin, went off to hunt in the forest.


  Once in the wood, the hunters encountered a wild boar and the chase was on. In the excitement of the pursuit, Aimery and Raymondin rode faster than the others and were soon
  separated from the group. The boar drew them deeper and deeper into the wilderness. As night fell, they realized they were lost.


  As they were searching for a way out of the wood, Aimery studied the stars, which shone very brightly that night, and marveled at what they told him. He explained to Raymondin that the heavens
  augured a strange enterprise: The adventure is this: that if, at this present hour, a subject were to kill his lord, he would become the richest, most powerful, and most honored of all his
  line, and from him would issue such a noble lineage that it would be spoken of and remembered until the end of the world. Upset by this portent (with good reason, as it turned out), Aimery
  turned to Raymondin and exclaimed, O Lord God! Why doth fortune make a man prosper by ill-doing?


  Instead of replying, Raymondin, to ease the earls distress, stopped his horse and built a small fire so they could rest in comfort. As they were warming themselves by the flames, the wild
  boar they had been chasing earlier suddenly burst out of the wood and attacked. Aimery bravely stepped forward to strike down the boar with his sword but missed his aim. Raymondins blow went
  similarly astray, but to disastrous results; glancing off the boars back, Raymondins sword instead pierced Aimery, who went down. The wild beast charged again, and to save himself
  Raymondin pulled his blade out of Aimery and struck down the creature. Safe at last, he turned back to the earl, only to find Aimery dead of the wounds inflicted by his sword.


  Distraught, Raymondin at first considered suicide, but, remembering that this was a sin against God, instead climbed into his saddle and rode despondently through the wood, not caring where he
  went. Eventually, his horse led him to a fountain known to be frequented by fairies. It was at this fountain that Raymondin encountered Melusine.


  Melusine was a fairy in the guise of a beautiful woman. She was a mixed-breedhalf human, half spriteof regal lineage. Her father was the king of Albanie (the medieval name for
  Scotland); her mother, Presine, a fairy. When she was fifteen, Melusine punished her father for betraying her mother, and her mother in turn punished her for not showing enough respect to
  her fatherfairies clearly took their parental responsibilities seriouslyby casting a spell that turned Melusine into a serpent from the waist down every Saturday. But it wasnt
  Saturday when Raymondin met her, so he couldnt tell that she was a fairy. To him, she was simply a well-dressed, extremely attractive woman of obviously high
  aristocratic birth.


  At first, Raymondin, lost in his own grief, failed even to notice Melusine, but she soon succeeded in securing his attention by calling him by name and recounting the source of his sorrow, much
  to his astonishment. Then, in a speech extraordinary for its prescience, Melusine offered her aid to Raymondin:


  In Gods name, Raymondin, I am, after God, the one who can help and advance you the most in this mortal world, in whatever adversity befalls you. . . . And may you know that I well
  know that you think me some phantom or diabolical creation in my deeds and words, but I assure you that I am sent by order of God . . . and a true Catholic. . . . May you also know with certainty
  that without me or my advice you cannot accomplish your goals . . . for I will make you the most noble, most sovereign and greatest member ever of your lineage, and the most powerful mortal on
  earth.


  Melusines intimate knowledge of his predicament, her insistence that she was a messenger from God and a true daughter of the Church, and above all the confidence she projected persuaded
  Raymondin of her legitimacy. He agreed to marry her, accepting her condition that as long as they lived he was never to follow her on a Saturday but to leave her alone in privacy. After their
  marriage, as she had pledged, Raymondin, through his wife, became one of the greatest lords of his time. As one of her first acts as a married woman, Melusine built a mighty castle, with high
  towers and a strong dungeon, which she christened Lusignan after the latter part of her name; it was the first of many cities, towns, and castles in Poitou, including Parthenay and La
  Rochelle, that Melusine founded and gave to Raymondin. With Melusines aid, as prophesied by the stars, Raymondin eventually took over his cousin Aimerys lands and estates, and became
  an even wealthier and more powerful lord than the former count of Poitiers.


  Also as promised, Melusine gave Raymondin many sons, ten in all, ensuring an unbroken line of descendants. They were all strong, well made, and healthy, but, being of fairy ancestry, were also
  born with strange defects. The eldest had a huge mouth and large great nostrils; another had a complexion like fire; still another possessed only one eye (though he could see
  more clearly than a person with two eyes, for all their plenty). The sixth son, Geoffrey, had an immense tooth, while the eighth, Horrible, was born with three eyes and (perhaps
  understandably) a wicked disposition. These abnormalities in no way inhibited Melusines sons from prospering in the world; most performed feats of great courage in
  battle, and consequently married beautiful princesses and became illustrious kings, further adding to Raymondins prestige. Only Geoffrey of the great tooth and Horrible of the three eyes
  brought shame upon their parents: Geoffrey by burning down an abbey filled with monks, one of whom was his brother, a member of the Order; Horrible for having so pernicious a temperament that
  Melusine was ultimately forced to advise her husband to have him killed, lest Horrible perpetually sow the seeds of war and famine among Raymondins subjects.


  But Geoffrey and Horrible were not to be the cause of the familys downfall; that distinction belonged to Raymondin. For despite all Melusine had done for him, eventually there came a
  Saturday when Raymondin, prodded by his father, the earl of the Forest, could no longer resist the urge to spy on her. Making a small hole in the door of her room with his sword, he peered through
  and, catching his wife in the bath, discovered her to be a large snake from the waist down. When in anger he later confronted her with this information, calling her a serpent, she cried:


  Evil was the hour and season wherein I first saw thy treason and falseness! Thine unmeasurable language has condemned me to eternal pain. . . . Had you kept your covenant truly, I should
  have been a woman at all hours, and, at death, the King of Glory would have borne away my soul, and I should have been buried with great honor. Alas! I must now suffer pain. . . . God pardon you
  for being the cause of my suffering torment.


  Thus tragically betrayed, Melusine assumed the form of a serpent and flew around her namesake castle of Lusignan, as a public warning to others who would violate a solemn oath. Melusine
  came to Lusignan and circled it three times, shrieking woefully in a plaintive female voice. Up in the fortress and in the town below, people were utterly amazed; they knew not what to think, for
  they could see the form of a serpent, yet they heard the ladys voice issuing forth from it. Significantly, before she left, Melusine vowed to appear again in the future, if not
  in the air, [then] on the earth or by this fountain, whenever mastery of the castle was about to change hands, as a sign of the lawful rights of the new owner.


  By this device did the author, Jean of Arras, cleverly complete the task assigned to him by his employer. For at the end of The Romance of Melusine, the fairy reappears in the bedroom of
  the castle of Lusignan, both as a serpent and as a beautiful woman, to tell the last English tenant . . . that it must be handed over to its besieger, the duke of
  Berry, thereby justifying the dukes claim.


  Jean of Arrass book was not a completely original work. The legend of the fairy Melusine had been around, in various incarnations, for decades. Jean in fact based his story partly on some
  old writings purporting to recount Melusines exploits found in the castle of Lusignan by the duke of Berry when he moved in. But what Jean of Arras did, to brilliant effect, was to
  seamlessly weave together fact and fiction, past and present, for the express purpose of lobbying public support for a piece of partisan shenanigans. It is in Jean dArras, for perhaps
  the first time in vernacular European literature, that we find the fairy realm joined to the contemporary, political world for the purpose of making political allegory,
  observed Professor Stephen G. Nichols, a specialist in medieval French history and literature.
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    Raymondin breaks his vow and spies on Melusine on a Saturday.



  The Romance of Melusine, written in Latin but translated promptly by the author into French, was a phenomenal success. Because of its overwhelming popularity, versions of
  the book appeared in England, Spain, and Germany. Nearly a century later it was one of the very first volumes (after the Bible) printed in Geneva in 1478 with Gutenbergs newfangled invention
  of movable type. In France, Jean of Arrass work acquired such a huge, enthusiastic, and loyal readership that it was almost impossible for a literate person not to be aware of the book. The
  novel was distributed at festivals as a mark of special favor. Significantly, in 1444 the court of Lorraine ordered the production of a beautifully bound copy that was presented as a gift to
  Charles VII, king of France. With the arrival of the printing press, The Romance of Melusine went through twenty editions in French in the fifteenth century alone.


  The great strength of this work was that it managed to flatter both parties in the dispute. The story recognized and celebrated the Lusignans history of great men and stirring deeds,
  immortalizing the family by providing them with a genealogy that traced their antecedents to royalty, a tactic that at the same time augmented the duke of Berrys achievement in taking their
  castle away from them. Moreover, by associating the previous occupant of the fortress with the English, Jean of Arras lent to his patrons otherwise selfish actions the stirring aura of
  French nationalism. Everyone who read The Romance of Melusine at the time it was written understood its political implications, and support for the duke of Berrys position increased
  proportionately. The duke was very pleased with his secretary.


  This book, so admired throughout Europe, was of even greater importance to the princess Yolande of Aragon and her family. For although Jean of Arras had written the romance at the request of the
  duke of Berry, he had dedicated the work to the dukes sister, Marie, duchess of Bar. And to the pleasure of my Right high and mighty lord John, son to the king of France, duke of
  Berry . . . the which history [Melusines] I have begun after the true chronicles which I have had of him . . . and because his noble sister, Marie, daughter of the king of France and duchess
  of Bar, had Required my said lord to have the history, Jean of Arras inscribed in the opening to his book. In fact, according to French scholarship, The Romance of Melusine was
  written not only for the amusement of Marie of France but also to aid in the political education of the children of the duchess of
  Bar.4 Jean of Arras even based two of the characters in the romance on Maries eldest daughter, the queen of Aragon, and her husband, King John.
  Everyone associated with Mariefriends and familyreceived copies.


  That the novel was dedicated to her grandmother and that her parents were a source of inspiration to the author would have only increased the value of the work in Princess Yolandes eyes.
  This was the book of her family.


  And so, decades later, when Joan of Arc, claiming to be a messenger from God, appeared at the royal court of Chinon and approached the dauphin with the words, Very noble lord dauphin, I
  have come and I have been sent from God to bring aid to you and to the kingdom, the resemblance to Melusine would have been immediate and profound. As a result, Joan did not have to overcome
  resistance in order to convince Yolande of Aragon of the genuineness of her mission.


  On the contrary. Yolande was waiting for her.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  To Be a Queen
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  [image: ]ESPITE HER PARENTS preoccupation with troubadour culture, Princess Yolandes
  education was not limited to poetry, books, and music. She also gleaned the fundamentals of rule and government through firsthand observation of the workings of the court. On his ascension to the
  throne, her father had inherited a vast empire that required a significant degree of political wrangling with the various representative assemblies, known as cortes, from Catalonia,
  Valencia, and Majorca as well as Aragon.


  The administration of so large a territory was a daunting task, and one for which John, who was frequently illit has been hypothesized that he suffered from a form of epilepsywas
  particularly unsuited. To compensate for the kings deficiencies, his wife inserted herself aggressively into the governing process. In 1388, when John impatiently threatened to disband a
  particularly fractious meeting of the general assembly, Queen Yolande stepped in and provided the diplomatic initiatives necessary to effect compromise between the crown and its regional
  representatives. The queen also participated in all the royal councils and accompanied the king on his official visits throughout the realm. She was very interested in the affairs of state
  and she wanted always to be at his [the kings] side, using to her advantage the talents of a woman who knew herself to be beloved by her husband, wrote Spanish scholar Rafael Tasis I
  Marca. Yolande of Bars activist role, which antagonized many of the functionaries of her husbands court, strongly influenced her daughters perceptions of
  the responsibilities associated with government.


  But of course the principal civic duty of any medieval princess, particularly one who hailed from so prestigious a realm as Aragon, was to attract the marital attentions of a similarly
  illustrious suitor, and thereby produce a match that would bring honor, wealth, and territory, or at least some combination of the three, to the kingdom. This obligation Yolande of Aragon managed
  to fulfill while still a child. For no sooner had her father succeeded to the throne in 1387 than two high-ranking ambassadors, representing the king of Sicily, appeared at the royal court to
  formally request the princesss hand. The king of Sicily being only ten years old at the time, the ambassadors were actually sent by his mother, the formidable Marie of Blois. If the
  councillors to the court of Aragon thought Yolande of Bar an ambitious woman who meddled too much in affairs of state, in Marie of Blois they were about to get an education as to what a resolute
  and indefatigable female could achieve in the political arena when she set her mind to it.


  MARIE OF BLOIS was the widow of Louis I, duke of Anjou, count of Provence, and (even though he was French to his core) king of
  Sicily. Louis I was another of Charles Vs many siblings, which meant he was also the brother of the duchess of Bar.5 In the complicated mess that was
  the genealogy of the French royal family, this made him the queen of Aragons uncle, so Marie of Blois was Yolande of Bars aunt.


  Until the last years of his life, the kingdom of Sicily, which in the fourteenth century encompassed most of Italy south of Rome, was little more to Louis I than a drawing on a map. But in 1381,
  his distant cousin Joanna I, queen of Naples, Jerusalem, and Sicily, had been threatened with invasion and, desperate for allies, had offered to make Louis her heir if he came to her aid. This
  proposition was too tempting to be refused, and so the following year Louis, adding the prestigious denomination King of Sicily to his title, had raised a tremendous army and crossed
  into Italy. Large armies move slowly, however, and by the time he made it down to Naples, Joanna I was dead and the kingdom held by a rival militia. Louis attempted to take his legacy by force, but his troops had been decimated by sickness and starvation on the long march south and he was unable to secure a military victory. Refusing to surrender the
  inheritance he had risked everything to claim, he retreated to the eastern coast of Italy and sent to France for reinforcements. Louiss persistence was admirable but his luck rather less
  felicitous, and he died soon thereafter of a chill contracted at a drafty castle, before the requested supplementary regiments had time to arrive.


  By any reasonable standard, Louis Is dream of sovereignty should have died when he did. The French ruling family had no political experience in southern Italy, no knowledge of local
  customs or the serpentine nature of the various family and baronial alliances necessary to maintain power. They were hazy even on the geography of the place. But none of this stopped Louiss
  widow, Marie of Blois, from relentlessly pursuing what she considered to be her familys lawful inheritance. She was an intensely practical middle-aged woman and must have known that her
  chances of succeeding at so ambitious a quest were low. But she had two sons, the eldest of whom, Louis II, was just seven when his father died, and opportunities to claim large, prestigious
  kingdoms didnt materialize every day. Marie had no intention of letting this one slip by without a fight.


  The first step was to get little Louis II officially recognized as count of Provence. This was itself a difficult task, as most of the towns in the county, hearing of the death of Louis I, were
  in revolt. To achieve her goal, Marie would have to force the rebellious Provenal barons, grown men all, to go down on one knee and do homage to her son.


  And so at the age of forty Marie pawned her valuables, everything she owned right down to the gold and silver dinner service, and bought herself an army. It wasnt a large armyonly
  400 lances, which translated into about fifteen hundred menbut Marie counted on its being just formidable enough to give the opposition pause. Then, with her son by her side,
  and her remaining money from this transaction conveniently stashed in silver coins in her saddlebags, she led her force into Provence.


  She stopped in village after village, introducing Louis II to the local officials and noblemen, graciously listening to their grievances and, more important, dispensing privileges and largesse.
  With her gifts of silver and her ever-present soldiers hovering ominously by her side, Marie proved herself a master of the art of carrot and stick. Her reputation swelled as town after town, baron
  after baron, came over to her side and paid homage to her son. And for certain this lady was very astute in her ability to determine who could serve and help her . . .
  and for magnanimity and courage of heart she exceeded many of the princes of her time and for this reason was greatly feared, prized, and esteemed, observed Jehan de Bourdign. The
  rebellion fizzled in the face of Maries steely-eyed determination, personal charm, and large cache of cash. By the fall of 1387, Louis IIs authority was firmly established and at the
  age of ten he was able to enter the capital city of Aix, where he was accorded all of the rights, dignities, and income due to the official count of Provence.


  Having secured her sons inheritance, Marie looked to similarly settle his future. No sooner was Louis II formally invested with his title than his mother made her first overture to the
  court of Aragon, sending two high-ranking Provenal knights to King John to ask for the hand of the princess Yolande in marriage. John was interested enough to send an envoy to Provence to
  discuss the details, and even seems to have committed himself, in a general way, to the alliance.


  Having come this far, Marie continued to lobby aggressively for her sons advancement, and especially for his legitimate installation as king of Sicily. By this time, Charles V was dead,
  and his son, Charles VI, had ascended to the throne of France. Charles VI was very fond of his young cousin and lent authority to Maries cause, first by knighting Louis II at a grand
  celebration held in Saint-Denis, and then by agreeing to attend a coronation for the boy in Avignon, seat of the papal court.


  At last, on All Saints Day, November 1, 1389, in a solemn ceremony witnessed by an august assembly including the king of France and his retinue, the pope crowned twelve-year-old Louis II
  king of Sicily, Naples, and Jerusalem.6 With the public support of the French crown came aid of a more tangible nature, and the following August, Marie had
  the satisfaction of watching her son, accompanied by a papal legate, sail out of Marseille at the head of a fleet of warships bound for Naples, with the intention of conquering his kingdom.


  She would not see him again for nine years.


  NEGOTIATIONS BETWEEN Marie of Blois and the court of Aragon for a marriage between her son and Princess Yolande had continued throughout the period preceding Louis IIs embarkation for Italy. An alliance with King John was critical to the success of Maries plans. The crown of Aragon controlled much of the
  Mediterranean, including the island of Sicily itself. Marie could not take the risk that powerful Aragon would try to thwart her sons title to his adopted kingdom by sending an army to fight
  against him. A way had to be found to neutralize Aragonese ambitions in southern Italy. To unite both parties interests by arranging a marriage between Louis II and Yolande of Aragon seemed
  the perfect solution.


  But while such a union was certainly to be desired by Marie of Blois and her family, the advantages to Aragon were less obvious, particularly as Louis IIs uncles, the dukes of Berry and
  Burgundy, demanded a dowry of at least 200,000 francs. This seemed a large sum to pay for a thirteen-year-old king who had yet to secure his realm. Yolande was an only child, and a very pretty one
  at that, and her parents were convinced that their daughters royal lineage, powerful connections, and considerable personal charms merited a brilliant match. The marriage negotiations with
  Provence ground to a halt. To extricate the crown of Aragon from whatever legal difficulties might arise from the verbal assurances given in the past, when she was eleven years old, Yolande signed
  a document disavowing any promise made by her or her ambassadors on the grounds that these had been wrung from her before she reached thirteen, the age of consent.


  In this way was the ground laid for the appearance of a rival suitor, and in due course he presented himself. In 1395, when Yolande was fourteen, emissaries from the recently widowed Richard II,
  king of England, arrived at her parents favorite castle at Zaragoza to solicit the princesss hand. A nuptial agreement with the twenty-eight-year-old Richard, who actually ruled his
  kingdom, and had the sort of financial, diplomatic, and military resources that might prove useful to Aragon in the future, was much more in keeping with her parents views of their
  daughters station in life, and they entered into negotiations enthusiastically.


  This marriage, with its implied expectation of an alliance at the highest levels between Frances perpetual enemy, England, and the powerful kingdom of Aragon, was sufficiently disquieting
  to provoke an energetic response from the French king. Charles VI hastily offered the hand of his own daughter, Isabelle, supplemented by a massive dowry of 500,000 francs to Richard. Despite the
  French princesss extreme youthshe was six years oldCharles VIs proposal was accepted by the English, and Isabelle and a down payment of 200,000
  francs were conducted to London, there to await the brides reaching the venerable age of thirteen or fourteen, at which point it would be legally permissible for her patient middle-aged
  husband to consummate the marriage, the trigger at which the remaining 300,000 francs of the dowry would be paid.7


  Any hopes for the appearance of a third royal suitor were dashed the following year when King John, out riding in yet another huntperhaps not the happiest choice of sport for a man with
  epilepsywas thrown, or more likely fell, from his horse and died. Yolande of Bar did everything she could to retain ownership of both her crown and the royal castle at Zaragoza, even going
  so far as to claim that she was pregnant with the kings posthumous male heir. But after a few months this ruse was inevitably discovered, and the queen was forced to give way to the new king
  of Aragon, Johns younger brother, Martin.


  The responsibility for choosing Princess Yolandes future husband now fell to her uncle, and the issue was revisited almost immediately when yet another ambassador, this one representing
  the French court, appeared in Zaragoza. The indefatigable Marie of Blois had prevailed upon the French king to help her bring about the union of her house with that of Aragon, and to please her
  Charles VI sent one of his most trusted knights to lobby for the marriage of Yolande to Louis II. The new king of Aragon, with an unmarried sixteen-year-old girl on his hands, was receptive to the
  idea, but negotiations again foundered, this time because the bride herself opposed the match. Her objection to Louis II did not seem to be personalafter all, shed never met the
  manbut rather political. Yolande, having been raised in Aragon, identified with her native kingdom. Louis IIs interests in Sicily clashed with those of her homeland. If she married
  him, she knew she would be expected to support French ambitions in Italy over those of Aragon, and this she did not wish to do.


  Yolandes willingness to set herself in opposition to this marriage, and so attempt to exert some control over her future, demonstrated both considerable spirit and a sophisticated
  understanding of the political situation. But against a veteran campaigner like Marie of Blois she was outmatched. With the return of the now twenty-two, still unmarried Louis II to Provence in
  July 1399remarkably, his forces had managed to hold the capital city of Naples for nine years until he was ousted by an adept rivalMarie sent her ambassadors
  again to Aragon on her sons behalf, and this time succeeded. With his niece rapidly approaching an age when she would no longer be considered quite as desirable as a bride, King Martin came
  to terms with the Provenal envoys. His relief in having the matter settled may be inferred from the alacrity with which he agreed to pay the 200,000-franc dowry. Princess Yolande was forced
  to publicly retract her objection to the marriage.


  The wedding, to be held in Arles, was planned for the following December. The bride, accompanied by a splendid retinue, left Zaragoza in the fall of 1400 and began the long journey to Provence.
  King Martin, with more pressing business to attend to, declined to leave Aragon for the ceremony, and delegated one of his cousins as his surrogate.


  Yolande of Aragons reputation for handsomeness preceded her. The Monk of Saint-Denis, writing of her at the time of her marriage in the monasterys official chronicle, rhapsodized,
  This princess captivated all eyes with her exceptional beauty, the charms of her face and the dignity that emanated from her whole person. In a word, she was a genuine treasure of graces.
  The wise said that Nature had enjoyed creating her and bestowed on her every possible perfection; she lacked only immortality. I will not attempt to describe her beauty; suffice to say that she was
  beyond compare. She was one of the most beautiful creatures that one could see, agreed the chronicler Jean Juvenal des Ursins, who knew her.


  Anxious to set eyes on so admirable a paragon of feminine charm (or more likely suspicious that the accolades were a little too effusive to be true), the prospective bridegroom found himself too
  impatient to wait at Arles for Yolande to appear as protocol demanded. Instead, Louis II raced to Montpellier, which was along the wedding partys route. There he disguised himself and hid
  among the crowd that had massed to view the royal procession in all its magnificence. The princess of Aragon and her entourage passed through as planned; Louis was able to get a good long look at
  his intended without being observed himself; and, finding (no doubt to his intense relief ) that she passed muster, galloped back to Provence with a light heart in plenty of time for the official
  reception.


  Yolande of Aragon arrived in Arles on December 1, 1400. She made a grand entrance into the city, a canopy of gold cloth embroidered with her coat of arms and those of her future husband held
  over her head by four syndics. She was received by her husband-to-be and future mother-in-law with all expressions of honor and joy, and was married the next day
  by a cardinal in front of an audience that included many high-ranking members of the Church and the Provenal aristocracy. Afterward, the newlyweds repaired to their castle to receive the
  homage of the local baronage, and the following days were given over to feasting and merrymaking, to mark the momentous and glorious nature of the occasion.


  Marie of Blois had succeeded in corralling the daughter-in-law of her choice. Little did she know that in doing so, she had also saved France.


  FOR A MARRIAGE that had begun with the wifes repeated refusal of the husband, Yolande of Aragon and Louis II got along very well together. They
  would be married for seventeen years and there was never a hint of scandal or infidelity about either one of them. They seem actually to have loved each other.
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    Portrait of Louis I of Anjou and his wife, Marie of Blois, Yolande of Aragons formidable mother-in-law.



  Of course, the readiness with which Yolande and Louis II fell into a harmonious conjugal relation might easily be traced, at least in the beginning, to their opulent, carefree,
  and highly agreeable lifestyle. The revenue from the rents and taxes on Louiss holdings in Anjou, Maine, and Provence were substantial, and this income, in combination with Yolandes
  impressive dowry, vaulted the young couple into the realm of the extremely wealthy. They owned more castles than they knew what to do with, and these were so conveniently placed that every year
  they could spend the hottest months of the summer in Anjou in the north and then migrate south for the cold of winter to warm and sunny Provence. Louis IIs castle in Angers, the capital city
  of Anjou, was one of the largest and most important fortresses in France. It was capable of housing an entire army and was composed of seventeen massive stone towers, each of which rose nearly one
  hundred feet in the air. The area enclosed by the outside walls was so expansive that Louis IIs father, Louis I, had been able to erect his own luxury palace within the fortresss
  groundsa castle within a castleand to decorate its main hall with a magnificent tapestry that measured a full seventy-five feet in length depicting the Revelation of Saint John the
  Divine. Louis II and Yolande also owned an exquisite castle in Saumur, whose storybook looks and crenellated towers were immortalized in a famous illustration in The Very Rich Hours of the Duke
  of Berry. Additionally, they possessed several castles in Provence, including the strategically placed stronghold of Tarascon and a more elegant citadel in Aix.


  Naturally, the upkeep on all of these estates required a substantial investment. Adding no doubt to the felicity of the nuptial experience, Louis II generously allotted his wife an annual
  allowance of 10,000 gold francs, an immense sum. With this, Yolande paid the expenses of her numerous household: chamberlain, valets, kitchen staff , greengrocers, stablemen, riders, guards, kennel
  keepers (for her hunting dogs), tailor, furrier, shoemaker, chaplain, and secretary. She also kept ten maids of honor and three ladies-in-waiting, all of whom were chosen from among the most
  aristocratic families within their respective provinces. Further reconciling Yolande to the rigors of early married life was the need to dress in accordance with her husbands royal status.
  The new queen of Sicilys clothes were breathtakingsilks and velvets in brilliant hues of ruby, azure, emerald, and violet; cloth of gold trimmed in the rich fur
  of white ermine; tiaras and brooches encrusted with pearls, diamonds, and sapphires, and for official state occasions, a crown of gold. Extravagant cone-shaped hats called turrets and extra-wide
  sleeves were all the fashion in the fifteenth century, and no ones turret rose higher or sleeves trailed longer than Yolande of Aragons. Her wardrobe was so splendid that she provoked
  a number of sermons by disapproving clergymen on the evils of earthly vanity.


  Many similarly happy marriages in the Middle Ages foundered when the wife failed to produce an heir quickly, but here too the king and queen of Sicily were blessed. Yolandes first child,
  born in 1403, was a son, Louis III, followed quickly by a daughter, Marie, in 1404. Her second son, Ren, who would inherit his mothers passion for literature, was
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