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Chapter 1

Some royal names seem marked for tragedy. In France, the name “Henry” carries a dark history. Henry I was poisoned, Henry II died in a tournament, and both Henry III and Henry IV were assassinated. As for Henry V, whose past is already filled with misfortune, only God knows what his future holds.

In Scotland, the name “Stuart” is the unlucky one. Robert I, who started the line, died at twenty-eight after a long illness. Robert II was the luckiest of the family, yet he still had to spend much of his life in hiding and in darkness because of a painful eye condition that left his eyes blood-red. Robert III died of a broken heart, mourning the death of one son and the imprisonment of another. James I was stabbed to death by Graham at the abbey of the Black Monks of Perth. James II died at the siege of Roxburgh when a piece of a broken cannon hit him. James III was murdered by an unknown person inside a mill where he had hidden during the battle of Sauchie. James IV fell on the battlefield at Flodden, struck by arrows and a heavy blade. James V died of sorrow after losing his two sons and feeling deep regret for the execution of Hamilton.

James VI was meant to wear the crowns of both Scotland and England. As the son of a murdered father, he lived a sad and fearful life, caught between the execution of his mother, Mary Stuart, and the later execution of his own son, Charles I. Charles II spent much of his life in exile, and James II died in exile as well. The Chevalier Saint-George was proclaimed King of Scotland, England, and Ireland, yet he was forced to flee without ever winning a single battle. His son, Charles Edward, suffered through the fight at Derby and the defeat at Culloden. He was hunted across mountains and rocks, forced to swim between shores, and was eventually rescued half-naked by a French ship. He went to Florence to die, never recognized as a king by the courts of Europe. Finally, Henry Benedict, the last heir of the Stuarts, lived on a small pension from George III. He died forgotten, leaving the crown jewels that James II had taken to the Continent in 1688 to the House of Hanover. It was a late but complete acceptance of the family that had taken his place.

Among all the members of her unlucky family, Mary Stuart was the one most favored by misfortune. As Brantome once wrote, “Whoever desires to write about this famous queen of Scotland has two very large subjects: her life and her death.” Brantome had known her during one of the most sorrowful times of her life, just as she was leaving France for Scotland.

It was the 9th of August, 1561. Mary Stuart, the young widow of the French king and Queen of Scotland at only nineteen, had lost both her mother and her husband in the same year. Escorted by her uncles, the Cardinals of Guise and Lorraine, along with the Duke and Duchess of Guise, the Duke of Aumale, and M. de Nemours, she arrived at Calais. Two ships waited there to take her to Scotland, one commanded by M. de Mevillon and the other by Captain Albize. She stayed in the town for six days. Finally, on the 15th of the month, after saying the saddest goodbyes to her family, she boarded M. de Mevillon’s ship. She was accompanied by the Dukes of Aumale, Elboeuf, and Damville, as well as many other nobles, including Brantome and Chatelard. The ship immediately headed out to sea, moving with the help of oars because there was not enough wind to use the sails.

Mary Stuart was at the height of her beauty, a charm that shone even more brightly against her mourning clothes. Her presence was so captivating that no one she wished to please could resist her, and that same charm often proved fatal to those who fell under her spell. Around this time, a song was written about her by M. de Maison-Fleur, a gentleman known for his skill in both war and literature. Even her rivals admitted that the lyrics spoke the truth:


In robes of whiteness, lo,

Full sad and mournfully,

Went pacing to and fro

Beauty’s divinity;

A shaft in hand she bore

From Cupid’s cruel store,

And he, who fluttered round,

Bore, o’er his blindfold eyes

And o’er his head uncrowned,

A veil of mournful guise,

Whereon the words were wrought:

‘You perish or are caught.’



Indeed, at that moment, Mary Stuart looked more lovely than ever in her white mourning dress. Large tears rolled down her cheeks as she stood on the deck of the ship, weaving a handkerchief. She was deeply saddened to leave, and she bowed a final farewell to those on the shore who were just as heartbroken to see her go.

Within 30 minutes, the ship left the harbor and reached the open sea. Suddenly, Mary heard loud cries from behind. A boat, sailing too fast and guided by an inexperienced pilot, had hit a rock. The vessel split open, made a loud noise like a wounded animal, and began to sink while the crew screamed in fear. Mary watched, pale and frozen with horror, as the ship slowly disappeared beneath the waves. The unlucky sailors climbed into the ropes to delay their final moments, but soon the masts and the entire ship were swallowed by the ocean. For a short time, a few dark objects floated on the surface before they, too, vanished. Then, as wave followed wave, the sea became calm and empty again. The people watching this tragedy wondered if they had truly seen a disaster or if it had been nothing more than a nightmare.

“Alas!” Mary cried, collapsing onto a seat and leaning against the back of the ship. “What a sad sign for such a sad journey!” She turned her eyes back toward the fading coastline. Her tears, which had stopped for a moment because of the shock, began to fall once more. “Goodbye, France!” she whispered. “Goodbye, France!” For five hours, she remained there, weeping and repeating the same words over and over: “Goodbye, France! Goodbye, France!”

Darkness fell while she was still mourning. As the view faded and she was called to supper, she stood up and said, “It is now, dear France, that I truly lose you. The jealous night brings more sadness, casting a black veil before my eyes. Goodbye, then, one last time, dear France; I shall never see you again.”

After saying this, she went below. She remarked that she was the opposite of Dido, who had watched the waves after Aeneas left. Mary, however, could not take her eyes off the land. Everyone gathered around her to try to cheer her up, but she grew sadder. She was so overcome with tears that she could barely eat. She had a bed prepared on the back deck and told the steersman to wake her at daybreak if the land was still visible. Mary was lucky; the wind died down, and when morning came, the ship was still within sight of France.

It was a moment of great joy when the steersman woke her. Mary sat up on her couch and looked through the window she had asked to be opened, seeing the beloved shore once more. But by 5:00 a.m., the wind picked up, and the ship moved quickly away. Soon, the land disappeared completely. Mary fell back onto her bed, pale as death, whispering once more, “Goodbye, France! I shall see you no more.”

The happiest years of her life had indeed passed in that France she would later remember with such longing. Born during the early days of religious unrest near the bedside of her dying father, her life began in mourning, a shadow that would follow her to the grave. Her time in France remained the only ray of sunshine in that long night. From birth, people spread cruel lies about her, claiming she was deformed and would not survive childhood. Her mother, Mary of Guise, eventually grew tired of these rumors. She undressed the child and showed her to the English ambassador, who had arrived on behalf of Henry VIII to propose a marriage between the young girl and his son, the Prince of Wales, who was only five years old at the time.

Crowned at nine months old by Cardinal Beaton, the Archbishop of St. Andrews, the infant queen was quickly hidden away in Stirling Castle by her mother, who feared treachery from the English King. Two years later, believing even that fortress was not safe enough, she moved the child to an island in the middle of the Lake of Menteith. A priory stood there, serving as a sanctuary for the royal child and four young girls born in the same year. These companions shared her name—a name that is an anagram of the word “to love”—and they would remain by her side through both good fortune and bad. Known as the “Queen’s Marys,” they were Mary Livingston, Mary Fleming, Mary Seyton, and Mary Beaton.

Mary remained in the priory until Parliament approved her marriage to the French dauphin, the son of Henry II. She was then taken to Dumbarton Castle to wait for her departure. There, she was placed in the care of Monsieur de Breze, whom Henry II had sent to bring her home. After boarding French ships at the mouth of the Clyde and narrowly escaping the English fleet, Mary arrived at the port of Brest on August 15, 1548. 

Along with her four companions, the ships brought three of her half-brothers to France. Among them was James Stuart, the Prior of St. Andrews. He would later abandon the Catholic faith and, as the Earl of Murray and Regent of Scotland, become a fatal enemy to the poor Queen. From Brest, Mary traveled to St. Germain-en-Laye. King Henry II, who had just taken the throne, treated her with great affection before sending her to a convent where the daughters of the noblest French families were educated. There, Mary’s fine qualities truly blossomed. Possessing both a woman’s heart and a man’s intelligence, she gained not only the social graces expected of a future queen but also the deep knowledge of a true scholar.

At the age of fourteen, inside the Louvre, Mary stood before King Henry II, Catherine de Medici, and the entire royal court. She delivered a speech in Latin that she had written herself. In it, she argued that women should study literature. She claimed it was unfair and cruel to take the beauty from flowers by keeping young girls away from everything except housework. One can easily imagine how a future queen, presenting such an argument, was welcomed in the most educated and scholarly court in Europe. Between the fading literature of Rabelais and the rising brilliance of Ronsard and Montaigne, Mary became a queen of poetry. She was happy then, never imagining she would have to wear any crown other than the one made of verses that Ronsard and his friends placed on her head each day.

But her fate was already set. During the celebrations that a dying age of chivalry tried to bring back, the fatal tournament at the Tournelles took place. Henry II was struck by a piece of a broken lance because his helmet lacked a visor. He died before his time, and Mary Stuart took the throne of France. She moved from mourning for Henry to mourning for her mother, and then from mourning for her mother to mourning for her husband. Mary felt this final loss as both a woman and a poet. Her heart broke into bitter tears and sad songs. She wrote these lines during that time:


Into my song of woe,

Sung to a low sad air,

My cruel grief I throw,

For loss beyond compare;

In bitter sighs and tears

Go by my fairest years.

Was ever grief like mine

Imposed by destiny?

Did ever lady pine,

In high estate, like me,

Of whom both heart and eye

Within the coffin lie?

Who, in the tender spring

And blossom of my youth,

Taste all the sorrowing

Of life’s extremest ruth,

And take delight in nought

Save in regretful thought.

All that was sweet and gay

Is now a pain to see;

The sunniness of day

Is black as night to me;

All that was my delight

Is hidden from my sight.

My heart and eye, indeed,

One face, one image know,

The which this mournful weed

On my sad face doth show,

Dyed with the violet’s tone

That is the lover’s own.

Tormented by my ill,

I go from place to place,

But wander as I will

My woes can nought efface;

My most of bad and good

I find in solitude.

But wherever I stay,

In meadow or in woods,

Whether at the break of day

Or when the twilight falls,

My heart goes sighing on,

Desiring one who is gone.

If sometimes to the skies

My tired gaze I lift,

His gently shining eyes

Look from the cloudy drift,

Or stooping over the wave

I see him in the grave.

Or when my bed I seek,

And sleep begins to steal,

Again I hear him speak,

Again his touch I feel;

In work or leisure, he is ever near to me.

No other thing I see,

However fair displayed,

By which my heart will be

A follower made,

Not having the perfection

Of that, my lost affection.

Here make an end, my verse,

Of this thy sad lament,

Whose burden shall rehearse

Pure love of true intent,

Which separation’s stress

Will never render less.



“It was then,” says Brantome, “that it was delightful to see her; for the whiteness of her face and of her veil fought for attention; but finally, the artificial white lost, and the snow-like paleness of her face won. For it was thus,” he adds, “that from the moment she became a widow, I always saw her with her pale look, as long as I had the honor of seeing her in France, and Scotland, where she had to go in 18 months’ time, to her very great regret, after her widowhood, to bring peace to her kingdom, which was deeply divided by religious troubles. Alas! She had neither the wish nor the will for it, and I have often heard her say so, with a fear of this journey like death; for she preferred a hundred times to live in France as a queen, and to be happy with Touraine and Poitou for her home, than to go and reign over there in her wild country; but her uncles, at least some of them, not all, advised her, and even urged her to it, and deeply regretted their error.”

Mary was obedient, as we have seen, and she began her journey under such sad signs that when she lost sight of land she was near to death. Then it was that the poetry of her soul found expression in these famous lines:


Farewell, delightful land of France,

My motherland,

The best beloved!

Fosternurse of my young years!

Farewell, France, and farewell my happy days!

The ship that separates our loves

Has borne away but half of me;

One part is left to thee and is thine,

And I confide it to thy tenderness,

That thou may’st hold in mind the other part.



The part of herself that Mary left behind in France was the body of the young king, who had taken all of her happiness into his grave.

Mary held only one hope: that the sight of the English fleet would force her small group of ships to turn back. However, she had to fulfill her destiny. On that same day, a fog—a very rare sight in the middle of summer—spread across the Channel. It allowed her to slip past the English ships, as the mist was so thick that one could not see from the back of the boat to the mast. The fog lasted through Sunday, the day after they left, and did not lift until Monday morning at eight o’clock. During that time, the small fleet had been sailing without a clear path. They had drifted among so many dangerous rocks that if the fog had stayed for just a few minutes longer, the galley would surely have hit a reef and sunk, just like the ship that had been seen disappearing as they left the port.

Fortunately, as the fog cleared, the pilot recognized the Scottish coast. He steered the four boats with great skill through the dangers and arrived at Leith on August 20. No one had prepared for the queen’s arrival, but as soon as she landed, the town leaders gathered to welcome her. Meanwhile, they quickly gathered some miserable horses with broken harnesses to carry the queen to Edinburgh.

Mary could not stop her tears when she saw this. She remembered the beautiful horses and fine carriages of her friends in France, and compared to that, Scotland looked very poor. The next day, she would see how wild the country truly was.

She had a difficult time after spending one night at Holyrood Palace. As the writer Brantome noted:


Five or six hundred people from the town came to the palace to make a terrible noise with old fiddles and small instruments, preventing the queen from sleeping.



The next morning, she asked to hear mass. Unfortunately, most people in Edinburgh followed the new Reformed religion. They were angry that the queen showed such support for the old church so soon after her arrival. A crowd forced their way into the church, carrying knives, sticks, and stones, determined to kill the priest. The chaplain left the altar and ran to the queen for safety. Mary’s brother, the Prior of St. Andrews, was already acting more like a soldier than a churchman. He grabbed a sword and stood between the crowd and the queen, declaring that he would kill the first person who moved any closer. His strength, combined with the queen’s calm and dignified manner, finally stopped the angry crowd.

Mary arrived while religious wars were at their peak. Because she was a devoted Catholic, just like her mother’s family, she caused great fear among the Huguenots. A rumor also spread that Mary had not landed at Leith because of the fog. People claimed she actually intended to land at Aberdeen to meet the Earl of Huntly. He was one of the few nobles who stayed loyal to the Catholic faith. After the Hamilton family, he was the most powerful ally of the royal house. The story went that she planned to march on Edinburgh with his help and 20,000 soldiers from the north to restore the Catholic faith across Scotland. Time soon proved that this accusation was completely false.

Mary felt a strong bond with the Prior of St. Andrews. He was the son of James V and a noblewoman from the family of the Earls of Mar. This woman had been very beautiful when she was young. Even though she had a well-known romance with King James V, she married Lord Douglas of Lochleven. She had two other sons with him, William and George, who were half-brothers to the regent. Mary had barely returned to the throne when she gave the title of Earl of Mar to the Prior of St. Andrews to honor his mother’s ancestors. The title of Earl of Murray had been empty since the death of the famous Thomas Randolph. Because of her sisterly love for James Stuart, Mary quickly added that title to the ones she had already given him.

However, new problems and complications soon appeared. The new Earl of Murray was not the type of man to be satisfied with a title that held no real power. The crown estates, which had belonged to the royal family since the old line of earls died out, had been slowly taken over by powerful neighbors. One of these neighbors was the famous Earl of Huntly, whom we have already mentioned. Because the queen believed her orders would face resistance in that area, she decided to act. Under the excuse of visiting her northern lands, she gathered a small army led by her brother, the Earl of Mar and Murray.

The Earl of Huntly was not fooled by the queen’s stated reason for the trip, especially since his son, John Gordon, had just been sent to prison for abusing his authority. Even so, Huntly tried to show his loyalty to the queen. He sent messengers ahead to invite her to stay at his castle, and he followed them in person to repeat the invitation himself. Unfortunately, just as he was about to meet the queen, the governor of Inverness—a man completely loyal to Huntly—refused to let Mary enter the castle, even though it was a royal property. Murray knew that one must act quickly against such rebellion, so he had already ordered the governor to be executed for high treason.

This new display of strength showed Huntly that the young queen was not willing to let the Scottish lords regain the near-total power her father had once crushed. Even though she had welcomed him with great kindness, he learned while in camp that his son had escaped from prison and was already leading his followers. Fearing that others would see him as a partner in this rebellion—which he likely was—he left that same night to take command of his troops. He decided to risk a battle, as Mary had only seven or eight thousand men with her. Like Buccleuch had done when he tried to take James V from the Douglases, Huntly claimed he was not fighting the queen herself, but only the regent who controlled her and misled her good intentions.

Murray knew that the peace of a reign often depends on the strength shown at its start, so he immediately called on all the northern barons whose lands were near his own to march against Huntly. They all obeyed, as the house of Gordon was already so powerful that everyone feared it might grow even stronger. However, it was clear that while they disliked the subject, they did not feel much love for the queen. Most of them arrived without any firm plans, waiting to see how things would turn out before they chose a side.

The two armies met near Aberdeen. Murray quickly placed the troops he brought from Edinburgh—men he could trust—on the top of a hill. He arranged his northern allies in rows along the slope. Huntly advanced with determination and attacked the Highlanders, who retreated in confusion after only a brief struggle. Huntly’s men threw away their long spears, drew their swords, and shouted, “Cordon, Cordon!” as they chased the fleeing soldiers. They believed they had already won the battle, but they suddenly crashed into the main body of Murray’s army. This force stood as still as an iron wall, and their long spears gave them a clear advantage over the attackers, who were armed only with short swords.

It was soon the turn of the Cordon soldiers to fall back. Seeing this, the northern clans regrouped and returned to the fight, each soldier wearing a sprig of heather in his cap so his friends could recognize him. This unexpected shift decided the outcome of the day. The Highlanders rushed down the hillside like a flood, sweeping away anyone who tried to stand against them.

Seeing that the time had come to turn a defeat into a total rout, Murray charged with his entire cavalry. Huntly, who was very heavy and wore thick armor, fell and was crushed under the horses’ feet. John Cordon was captured while trying to escape and was executed in Aberdeen three days later. Finally, his brother, who was too young to face the same fate at that time, was locked in a dungeon and executed later, on the very day he turned 16.

Mary had been present at the battle, and the calm courage she showed left a deep impression on her fierce defenders. All along the road, they heard her say that she wished she were a man. She wanted to spend her days on horseback and her nights in a tent, wearing armor, a helmet, and carrying a heavy sword at her side.

Mary entered Edinburgh to great excitement. The people supported her campaign against the Earl of Huntly, a Catholic, because they did not understand her true reasons for the fight. They were followers of the Reformed faith and saw the Earl as a papist, so they were simply happy to have one less enemy. Because of this, the Scottish people cheered and asked their queen to marry again, as she had no children from her marriage to Francis II. Mary agreed and, following the wise advice of her advisors, decided to consult Elizabeth about the marriage. Mary was the heir to the English throne as the granddaughter of Henry VII, should Elizabeth die without children. Unfortunately, Mary had not always been so careful. When Mary Tudor, known as Bloody Mary, died, the young queen had claimed the throne of Henry VIII for herself. Relying on the idea that Elizabeth was born outside of marriage, she and the Dauphin had claimed power over Scotland, England, and Ireland. They had even minted coins with this new title and engraved their new family crests onto their silver plates.

Elizabeth was nine years older than Mary. She was not yet 30 years old. She was a rival to Mary, not only as a queen but also as a woman. Elizabeth was very well educated. She did not have Mary’s natural charm, but she had better judgment. She knew a lot about politics, philosophy, history, and art. Besides English, she spoke and wrote perfect Greek, Latin, French, Italian, and Spanish.

Elizabeth was talented, but Mary was much more beautiful and attractive. Elizabeth had a royal and pleasant look. She had bright eyes and very white skin. However, she had red hair, large feet, and strong hands.

Mary was different. She was a vision of perfect beauty. She had light hair and a noble forehead. Her eyebrows were perfectly shaped. Her eyes were full of fire and magic. She had a perfect nose and a mouth that was red and kind. Her neck was graceful, and her hands were as white as stone. With her tall, elegant body and small feet, Mary was a masterpiece. No one could find a single fault in her beauty.

The real crime of Mary was her beauty. If she had even one small flaw in her face or body, she might not have died on the scaffold. Elizabeth had never met her and only heard rumors, but this beauty made her feel anxious and jealous. She could not hide these feelings, and they showed in her constant, prying questions.

One day, while talking with James Melville about his mission, Elizabeth mentioned Mary’s offer to let her choose a husband. The Queen of England had first seemed to want Mary to marry the Earl of Leicester. She led the Scottish ambassador into a private room and showed him several portraits with labels written in her own handwriting. The first was a picture of the Earl of Leicester. Since this was the man Elizabeth had suggested, Melville asked if he could take the portrait to show his mistress. Elizabeth refused, saying it was the only one she had. Melville smiled and said that since she had the real man, she could surely give him the copy, but Elizabeth would not agree.

When this talk ended, she showed him the portrait of Mary Stuart. She kissed the picture very gently and told Melville how much she wanted to see his mistress.

“That is very easy, madam,” he replied. “Stay in your room, pretend you are sick, and travel secretly to Scotland. King James V did the same when he went to France to see Madeleine de Valois, the woman he later married.”

“Alas,” Elizabeth replied, “I would like to do so, but it is not as easy as you think. Still, tell your queen that I love her dearly and that I wish we could be better friends than we have been until now.” Then, moving to a topic she had clearly wanted to discuss for some time, she continued, “Melville, tell me honestly, is my sister as beautiful as people say?”

“She has that reputation,” Melville answered, “but I cannot give your Majesty a true idea of her beauty, as I have nothing to compare her to.”

“I will give you a comparison,” the queen said. “Is she more beautiful than I am?”

“Madam,” Melville replied, “you are the most beautiful woman in England, and Mary Stuart is the most beautiful woman in Scotland.”

“Then which of the two is taller?” Elizabeth asked, clearly not satisfied with his clever answer.

“My mistress is taller, madam,” Melville admitted. “I must confess it.”

“Then she is too tall,” Elizabeth said sharply, “for I am tall enough. And what are her favorite hobbies?” she continued.

“Madam,” Melville replied, “she enjoys hunting, riding, and playing the lute and the harpsichord.”

“Is she skilled at playing?” Elizabeth asked.

“Oh yes, madam,” Melville answered, “she is as skilled as a queen should be.”

The conversation ended there. Because Elizabeth was a talented musician, she told Lord Hunsdon to bring Melville to her while she played the harpsichord. She wanted him to hear her play without it looking like a formal performance. Later that day, Hunsdon followed her orders and led the ambassador into a gallery. A curtain of tapestry was the only thing between him and the Queen’s room. Hunsdon lifted the fabric so Melville could listen to Elizabeth. She did not turn around until she finished the piece, which she played very well. When she finally saw Melville, she pretended to be very angry and acted as if she wanted to hit him. Her anger faded quickly because of the ambassador’s kind words, and it disappeared completely once he admitted that Mary Stuart was not as good as she was.

That was not the end of it. Elizabeth was proud of her success and wanted Melville to see her dance. She kept her official letters for two days so he would stay for a ball she was hosting. These letters contained a suggestion that Mary Stuart should marry Leicester. This idea could not be taken seriously. Leicester was a man of average character, and his social status was far too low for him to marry the daughter of so many kings. Mary replied that such a marriage would be beneath her. Meanwhile, something strange and tragic happened.




Chapter 2

Among the lords who followed Mary Stuart to Scotland was a young nobleman named Chatelard. He was a perfect example of the nobility of that era—a nephew of the famous knight Bayard, a poet, and a brave soldier. He belonged to the household of Marshal Damville, and thanks to this high status, he spent much time at the French court. There, he often paid court to Mary Stuart. The queen, however, saw his verses only as the typical, flowery compliments that were common at the time, and she was used to receiving such tributes every day.

When the time came for Mary to leave France, Chatelard was deeply in love with her. Marshal Damville, who was unaware of the young man’s true feelings, also hoped to marry the queen. He traveled to Scotland and brought Chatelard along, never imagining that his own companion could be a rival. In fact, the Marshal trusted Chatelard completely, even asking him to speak in his favor to the queen before he eventually had to return to France.

This role as a trusted messenger brought Chatelard and Mary closer together. Because she viewed him as a poet and a friend, the queen treated him with the kindness one might show a brother. Encouraged by this, Chatelard grew bold and decided to risk everything to win her heart. One evening, he managed to sneak into the queen’s private chambers and hid himself under her bed. Just as Mary began to undress, her small dog started to bark loudly. The noise brought her attendants running into the room, and they quickly discovered the hidden poet. 

Because a woman can easily forgive a mistake born from too much love, Mary Stuart—who was a woman before she was a queen—decided to pardon him.

This kindness only made Chatelard more confident. He believed the warning he had received was only because the Queen’s ladies were present, and he assumed that if she had been alone, she would have forgiven him even more easily. Three weeks later, the same scene happened again. This time, however, Chatelard was found hiding in a cupboard while the Queen was already in bed, and he was immediately arrested.

The timing could not have been worse. Such a scandal, occurring just as the Queen was preparing to remarry, was disastrous for Mary, not to mention Chatelard. Murray took control of the situation. Believing that a public trial was the only way to save his sister’s reputation, he pushed for the prosecution with such strength that Chatelard was found guilty of treason and sentenced to death. Mary begged her brother to send Chatelard back to France instead, but Murray showed her the terrible consequences that using her power to pardon him might cause. Mary was forced to let the law take its course, and Chatelard was led to his execution.

When he arrived at the scaffold, which had been built in front of the Queen’s palace, Chatelard refused the help of a priest. Instead, he asked for Ronsard’s poem about death to be read aloud. He listened to the reading with clear pleasure, and when it finished, he turned toward the Queen’s windows. He cried out one last time:


Adieu, loveliest and most cruel of princesses!



After that, he offered his neck to the executioner without showing any regret or saying a single word of complaint. This death left a deep impression on Mary, though she did not dare to show her sympathy openly.

Meanwhile, rumors spread that the Queen of Scotland was thinking about a new marriage. Several men from the most powerful royal families in Europe wanted to marry her. These included the Archduke Charles, the third son of the German Emperor, and the Duke of Anjou, who would later become Henry III. However, marrying a foreign prince meant giving up her claim to the English throne. Mary refused these offers. She hoped to please Elizabeth, so she turned her attention toward a relative of the English queen: Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, the son of the Earl of Lennox. Elizabeth could find no good reason to object, as the Queen of Scotland was choosing an Englishman and marrying into her own family. She allowed the Earl of Lennox and his son to travel to the Scottish court. She kept the right to call them back at any moment, and they had to obey because all their property was in England.

Darnley was 18 years old. He was handsome, strong, and elegant. He spoke with the charming grace common to the young nobles of the French and English courts. It was a style Mary had not heard since she moved to Scotland. She let herself be fooled by his appearance. She failed to see that beneath his brilliant look, Darnley hid a shallow mind, little courage, and a rude character. It is true that he arrived under the protection of a man whose influence was as remarkable as the sudden success that allowed him to use it. We are talking about David Rizzio.

David Rizzio played a significant role in the life of Mary Stuart. Her unusual favor toward him provided her enemies with cruel weapons to use against her, though these accusations were likely groundless. Rizzio was the son of a musician from Turin who struggled to support a large family. Recognizing his son’s clear talent for music, the father ensured he received a proper education in the art. At fifteen, Rizzio left home and traveled on foot to Nice, where the Duke of Savoy held his court. There, he entered the service of the Duke of Moreto. Some years later, when that lord was appointed to the Scottish embassy, Rizzio followed him to Scotland.

Because the young man possessed a fine voice and could accompany his own original songs on the viol and fiddle, the ambassador spoke of him to Mary. The Queen expressed a desire to see him. Rizzio, full of self-confidence and seeing a path to success in the Queen’s interest, hurried to obey her command. He sang before her and pleased her greatly. Mary then asked Moreto for the young man, treating the request as casually as if she were asking for a well-trained falcon or a thoroughbred dog. Moreto presented him to her, delighted to find such an easy way to gain favor with the Queen.

Scarcely had Rizzio entered her service when Mary discovered that music was the least of his talents. He possessed a varied, if not profound, education, along with a flexible mind, a lively imagination, and gentle manners. At the same time, he showed great boldness and confidence. He reminded her of the Italian artists she had known at the French court, and he spoke the language of Marot and Ronsard, whose most beautiful poems he knew by heart. This was more than enough to please Mary Stuart. In a short time, he became her favorite. When the position of secretary for French dispatches became vacant, Rizzio was appointed to the role.

Darnley wanted to succeed at any price, so he asked Rizzio for help, not realizing he did not actually need it. Mary had fallen in love with Darnley the moment she saw him. Fearing that Elizabeth might start some new scheme, Mary moved the wedding forward as quickly as social rules allowed. The process happened with amazing speed. Amidst public celebrations and with the support of most nobles—except for a small group
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