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Chapter one

Childhood and youth

The small town of Cognac stands on the left bank of the river Charente in the
midst of a fertile and undulating countryside in western France. To most
people it means only one thing, the finest brandy, but it has another claim to
fame, for it was the birthplace of King Francis I, the ‘knight-king’ (roi cheva-
lier) and ‘father of letters’ (pére des lettres). The castle in which he was born is
now the warehouse of a distillery.

Francis was a scion of the house of Angouléme, a cadet branch of the royal
house of Valois, which was founded by Jean comte d’Angouléme, the second
son of Louis I, duc d’Orléans, and of Valentina Visconti, daughter of the last
duke of Milan of that name.

At the age of thirteen, Jean was sent as a hostage to England, where he
remained for thirty-two years. In 1415 he was joined by his elder brother
Charles, duc d’Orléans, the poet of the Rondeaux, who had been taken pris-
oner at Agincourt. Jean shared his brother’s literary tastes, and, after returning
to France in 1445, he built up a fine library in his chateau at Cognac. He was
not, however, a rich man, having had to sell part of his estates in order to pay
his ransom.!

Jean was succeeded in April 1467 by his second son, Charles, who was only
seven years old. In 1478 there was some question of his marrying Mary of
Burgundy, but King Louis XI betrothed him instead to his two-year-old niece
Louise, daughter of Philip, count of Bresse, a younger son of the duke of Savoy.
Philip became duke in 1496, but died in the following year. Having lost her
mother, Marguerite de Bourbon, when she was only seven, Louise was brought
up by her aunt, Anne de Beaujeu, Louis XI's daughter, who shared the regency
of France with her husband, Pierre, during Charles VIII’s minority. Charles
d’Angouléme tried to escape the matrimonial fate prescribed for him by Louis
XI by taking part in an aristocratic revolt, called la Guerre folle, in 1487. He
U D.B.F., ii. 1219-21.
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1. The baptism of Francis of Angouléme. The babe, already crowned, is being held
over a font shaped like a chalice. A living statue of Faith beneath it points at
appropriate verses below. Miniature from B. N., ms. fr. 2275 f. 4b.



Childhood and youth

assembled an army in Saintonge, but was crushed ‘like a waffle between two
irons’. The price of his submission was his marriage to Louise on 16 February
1488.2

Though Charles was twenty-eight years old in 1488 and Louise only twelve,
their marriage proved, by all accounts, reasonably happy; no harsh word was
ever heard to pass between them.? Yet the count did have two mistresses,
Antoinette de Polignac and Jeanne Comte. By the first he had two daughters,
Jeanne and Madeleine, and by the second another daughter, Souveraine. In the
fifteenth century, however, illegitimacy did not carry the stigma that it has
since acquired. Louise apparently accepted her husband’s infidelities with
equanimity. She brought up his bastards along with her own children, and
took Antoinette de Polignac as her companion.

Charles had two children by Louise: Marguerite, who was born on 11 April
1492, and Francis (Frangois), who was born two years later, on 12 September.*
The latter owed his Christian name to Francis of Paola, an Italian hermit, who
had been called to France in 1482 to save the life of Louis XI. Although he
failed in his mission, he was persuaded to settle in France, where he soon
gained the reputation of being a miracle-worker.’ He specialized in getting
divine assistance for the production of heirs and heiresses, and boys who came
into the world through his intercession were usually named after him. Louise
had called on the hermit at Plessis-lez-Tours soon after her marriage and had
been told by him not only that she would have a son but that he would become
king of France. This showed a truly prophetic insight, since in 1494 the odds
were heavily weighted against Francis ever reaching the throne. He was only
the cousin of the reigning monarch, Charles VIII, the next in line of succession
to the throne being Louis II, duc d’Orléans. Only if both were to die without
male issue would Francis become king. Females, of course, were debarred from
the throne by the Salic law.

Charles d’Angouléme never became politically significant; he was an easy-
going, weak person whose chief redeeming feature was a love of literature and
art. In spite of his limited means, he continued to build up the library at
Cognac, and his entourage included Robinet Testard, a talented illuminator of
manuscripts, Jean de Saint-Gelais, the official historian of Louis XII’s reign,
and his brother, Octovien, the rhétoriqueur poet, who translated Ovid’s Her-
oides (1497) and Virgil’s Aeneid.

On an exceptionally cold winter’s day in 1495 Charles left Cognac to go to
court, but he was taken ill that same night at Chateauneuf. Several doctors
were called and Louise ‘attended on him day and night as tenderly and

2 1bid., ii. 1202-3. 3 P. Paris, Etudes sur Frangois Premier (1885), i. 28.

4 Michaud et Poujoulat, v. 87.

5 G. Roberti, Francesco di Paola (Rome, 1915); A.Renaudet, Préréforme et bumanisme a Paris
pendant les premiéres guerres d’Italie, 1494-1517 (1953), pp. 171-2.
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humanely as the poorest wife might nurse her husband’.¢ Her devotion,
however, proved unavailing: on 1 January 1496 the count died, leaving a will
in which he appointed Louise as the guardian of his children.” But, as she was
only nineteen and the minimum legal age for guardianship was twenty-five,
Louis d’Orléans, the children’s nearest male kinsman, claimed the guard-
ianship. Louise, however, opposed him by invoking a custom of Angoumois,
which fixed the age of guardianship at fourteen. The dispute was submitted to
the Grand Conseil and a compromise reached: Louise was allowed to retain
custody of her children, while Orléans was appointed their honorary guardian.
This meant that Louise could not transact any important business without the
duke’s prior knowledge and consent. He was to get full custody of the children
in the event of Louise remarrying.®

Charles VIII died childless on 8 April 1498 and was succeeded by Louis
d’Orléans, who thus became King Louis XII. As he too was childless, Francis
became heir presumptive to the throne. Louis granted him an annuity of 8,000
livres and, in 1499, created the duchy of Valois for him out of the Orléans
patrimony. He also confirmed Louise’s guardianship of her children and
invited her to bring them to the court at Chinon, where he received them with
an almost paternal show of affection. A week later, however, he entrusted them
to the custody of Pierre de Rohan, seigneur de Gié¢ and marshal of France, who
took them first to the chiteau of Blois, then to that of Amboise. Gié was a
middle-aged widower, second only in political importance to Georges d’Am-
boise, archbishop of Rouen. In 1503 he took as his second wife Charlotte
d’Armagnac and assumed her late father’s title of duc de Nemours. Being
ambitious, he doubtless regarded his custody of the heir to the throne as a
unique opportunity for self-advancement. As he had been appointed by word
of mouth, his duties are not precisely known, but presumably he was expected
to ensure Francis’s safety. To this end, he purchased the captaincy of Amboise,
establishing there a company of twenty-five archers under a lieutenant called
Roland de Ploret. Gié also exercised some control over Louise’s household.
Thus he dismissed Jean de Saint-Gelais and others who had served the countess
and her late husband for many years, replacing them by his own creatures.
Although Gié was often at court, he did visit Amboise from time to time; he
would then dine at Louise’s table and accompany her son to church or on
outings.

Louise deeply resented any restriction of her independence. She slept in the
same room as her children, and would allow only certain ladies to be present at
her lever and coucher. No gentlemen were admitted, and Ploret was only

¢ Paris, i. 27.
7 Procédures politiques du regne de Louis XII, ed. R. de Maulde La Claviére (1885), pp. 716-22.
8 Ibid., pp.723-7.
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2. Louise of Savoy, dressed as a widow in black, holds the Dauphin with one hand
and a giant compass, meant to evoke the circle as the most perfect shape given by
God to all creation. The allegory points to the need to give the Dauphin a perfect
education. The compass was a symbol commonly associated with Prudence. Minia-
ture from B.N., ms. fr. 2285, f. 5.



