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Deborah Steinberger
University of Delaware

“[L]a liberté ne cotite jamais trop cher a qui se délivre de la tyrannie” (p. 83).
These are the words Hortense Mancini, Duchess of Mazarin (1646-1699),
employs in a 1689 letter to explain her decision to leave her husband, Armand
Charles de La Porte, Duke of La Meilleraye, a nephew of Richelieu, over twenty
years earlier. At the time of their marriage, she was only fourteen, and he was
twice her age. A religious zealot, the duke was a difficult and jealous man who
tried to separate Mancini from the people and things she loved. He took his
revenge on his wife for her abandonment by undermining her financially,
withholding her royal pension and denying her access to any share of the vast
fortune she had brought to the marriage as heiress to her uncle, Cardinal
Mazarin.

In her bestselling Mémoires, published in 1675, Mancini tells the story of her
escape and justifies her behavior: she fled her marriage to preserve her
freedom and pursue happiness. After lengthy sojourns in Italy and Savoy, she
settled that same year in England, where she established a celebrated
cosmopolitan salon housed on the grounds of St. James’s Palace in London.
There she brought together scholars, scientists, writers, musicians, and
socialites to create “the nearest thing London had seen to a Parisian salon.”[1]

With her new bilingual edition of Mancini’s letters, the first edited collection
of Mancini’s correspondence, Annalisa Nicholson aims to provide a more
complete picture of her subject’s remarkable life. She points out that Mancini’s
memoirs, the only work the Duchess published during her lifetime, appeared
twenty-four years before her death, when she was only twenty-nine. Nicholson
asserts that the letters she has assembled “tell a different story than the
memoir” (p. 4). They also, she writes, serve as a corrective to the caricature one
finds in the early biographies “riven with blatant and subtle misogyny” (p. 7).
In her pursuit of autonomy, Mancini attracted scandal and engaged in
notorious affairs, including liaisons with King Charles II of England (she was
for a time his official mistress) as well as with Charles’s illegitimate daughter.
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Later in life, it was rumored that she became involved in a romantic triangle
when her lover, Arnold Joost van Keppel, took up with Mancini’s daughter,
Marie-Charlotte de Mazarin de Richelieu. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century
biographers have dwelled on such intrigues, portraying Mancini in the titles of
their books as one of “five fair sisters” (Williams), a “court beauty”
(Trowbridge), an “aventuriere” (Mongrédien), and “Mazarin’s wanton niece”
(Bevan) (pp. 4-5).

With her edition, Nicholson attempts to shift the focus to Mancini’s cultural
contributions. In this volume, she has assembled all of Hortense Mancini’s
extant correspondence. Tracking down these seventy-seven letters, most of
which have not been published elsewhere, took Nicholson six years and
involved painstaking archival research at sites including Turin, Rome,
Monaco, Paris, and New York. Her presentation is thorough: among the
strengths of this edition are the detailed footnotes to the letters that provide
precious historical and biographical context and facilitate consultation of those
original manuscripts that are available online. There is also a helpful index of
names mentioned in the letters, and many suggestions for further reading on
Hortense Mancini and her family. Attractive color illustrations in the front
matter include portraits of Hortense and Marie Mancini and photographs of
manuscript letters penned by Hortense.

In the volume’s informative introduction, Nicholson briefly outlines Mancini’s
extraordinary life. Noting that detailed biographies of her subject are already
available in publications by Sarah Nelson, Elizabeth Goldsmith, and Nicholson
herself, she offers instead a “letter biography, or a detailed summary of
[Mancini’s] life in letters” (p. 8). She portrays Mancini as a trailblazer: she was
“one of the first women in France to articulate a legal argument for divorce”
(p. 1), and her memoirs, published in 1675, are “one of the first instances of
life-writing in French published by a woman” (pp. 2-3). Nicholson emphasizes
the impact of Mancini’s writing on women: she cites for example Nelson’s
assertion that Mancini’s memoir “offered women readers and observers a
powerful reformulation of feminine ‘gloire’ that challenged received ideas
about gender and autonomy” (p. 6).

Mancini’s own quest for empowerment, however, did not end well: her
husband ultimately won his case against her in 1689, and in the decades
following her 1675 flight to England, her financial, mental, and physical health
deteriorated. In her final years, she was reduced to borrowing large sums to
support herself and her addictions to alcohol and gambling. Nicholson, like
some other Mancini specialists, believes her death was a suicide.
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Nicholson’s argument that Mancini’s letters “present new material that allows
us to appreciate the extent of her intellectual activity more clearly” (p. 23) is
not borne out by the correspondence published in this volume. Rather, the
letters leave the reader with the impression of a woman desperate for money
to pay off her crushing debts and eager to receive shipments of wine, an exile
living in a difficult and unpredictable political climate (her years in England
coincided with the death of CharlesII in 1685, the flight of his brother,
James II, when the Glorious Revolution in 1688 brought William of Orange to
the throne, and the Nine Years’ War between France and England, from 1688-

1697).

Nicholson points to “a general resistance within the historiography to accept
that Mancini could be both a libertine and an intellectual” (p. 7). Still, she
leaves open the question of whether Mancini was an intellectual: she makes
instead the modest claim that her edition of the correspondence “opens up a
space for thinking about what exactly makes an ‘intellectual’ and what an
‘intellectual woman’ looks like in the seventeenth century” (p. 29).

Divided into chapters and arranged chronologically, the letters document the
major phases of Mancini’s life. The five earliest letters (1654-1664) are brief
missives that predate her exile, two to her uncle the Cardinal and three to
Louis XIV’s minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert. Letters 6 through 28 (1670-1680)
form the section titled “Exile in Europe.” Most were written from Chambéry,
where Mancini was granted asylum by Charles-Emmanuel II, Duke of Savoy.
The recipients of the letters in this section include Charles-Emmanuel,
Lorenzo Colonna, grand constable of Naples (the husband of her sister Marie),
Colbert, and Louis XIV. To the king and his minister, she repeatedly pleads for
the restoration of her pension. Particularly striking is an unrestrained letter
from 1672 where Mancini takes a surprisingly familiar tone with the king as
she asks why he is allowing her husband to withhold the funds she urgently
needs. If it is to punish her for accompanying her sister Marie on her flight
from Rome and Colonna, she writes, he ought to have informed her: “Si vous
laviez trouvé mauvais, vous pouviez bien me le faire savoir et je n’aurais eu
garde de le faire. Je vous supplie, Sire, ne me réduisez point a I’extrémité de ne
savoir ou donner de la téte.” Recognizing that she has exceeded the limits of
propriety in this letter, she closes her extraordinary appeal with an apology:
“Excusez, Sire, la liberté que je prends [...]” (p. 55).

What follows is a group of letters “in the name of Mancini” (Letters 29-36,
written between 1689 and 1690), which Nicholson believes Mancini co-
authored with her close friend and fellow exile Charles de Saint-Evremond.
Most of these letters are addressed to unidentified recipients; they emphasize
the Duchess’s mounting debts and her need to remain in England at a time
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when her husband was attempting to compel her to return to France. Although
the letters in this chapter have been published in editions of Saint-Evremond’s
works, Nicholson includes them here because she deems it likely that “given
the stakes of the legal proceedings and the fact that Mancini signed her name
to these letters, there was more collaboration between Saint-Evremond and
Mancini on their contents than has been hitherto acknowledged” (p. 80).
These letters are longer and more polished, finely written, and rhetorically
forceful than the others; they include lovely (if heartbreaking) sentences like
“Mon étoile me fait trouver de la bonne volonté ot il y a de I'impuissance et de
I'opposition ou se rencontre le pouvoir” (Letter 30, p. 83; this letter is also the
source of the stirring phrase quoted at the beginning of this review). The next
two sections, “Final Years” and “Undated Letters,” include correspondence
from the period 1695-1699, when Mancini’s health was declining and her
financial woes multiplying. Nicholson closes the volume with a section
featuring three partial letters, along with descriptions of four additional letters
that she located in auction catalogs and records.

Most of Mancini’s letters in the “Final Years” section are addressed to the abbé
de Hautefeuille, a physicist and inventor who also served as her sister
Marianne’s librarian and secretary. Nicholson emphasizes Mancini’s ties to
Hautefeuille to document Mancini’s intellectual engagement; she writes that
her letters to him “evidence a clear interest on Mancini’s part in philosophical
and scientific thought, undermining a longstanding assumption by some
critics that Mancini was, at best, propped up by Saint-Evremond or, at worst,
totally indifferent to intellectual ideas and activities” (p. 27). These letters,
however, usually dwell on business transactions: Hautefeuille coordinates
Mancini’s purchases of a horse, garlic sausage, and cases of wine (Letters 42,
48, and 52). She transmits one of his scientific papers to the Royal Society,
some of whose members frequented her salon, but she does not comment on
Hautefeuille’s work herself (Letters 43 and 46). In Letter 47, she mentions
Bayle’s reaction to Renaudot’s critique of his dictionary, but she leaves
Hautefeuille to read the piece and report back to her: “Je vous ai envoyé la
réponse de Monsieur Bayle a Monsieur Renaudot. S’il y a quelque chose de joli,
faites m’en part s’il vous plait” (p. 105).

Mancini is no Sévigné: for the most part, her letters are undistinguished
stylistically. But the subject matter typically does not demand anything more:
some of the short letters hold very limited interest (for example, Letter 8,
pp. 51-52, consists of a single sentence recommending to Colbert a gentleman
the editor was not able to identify). Mancini almost never uses her letters to
tell stories: there is just one detailed account of an event, a scuffle at a ball
involving her servants (Letter 24, one of the few long letters in the collection).
The anecdote is notable for Mancini’s expression of dismay at the disrespect
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shown to her during her sojourn in Chambéry. Unfortunately, the incident’s
details are muddled by mistranslation: Mancini complains that she was not
consulted when her servant was punished for his purported insolence,
although she was standing just a few feet away: “[...] toujours est-il inexcusable
de ne s’étre pas plaint a moi,” which Nicholson translates as “it is duly
inexcusable not to have compassion for me” (p. 74). She also confuses the verbs
“allow” and “forbid” (défendre) in Mancini’s description of the incident’s
consequences: “Le Premier Président s’était contenté d’avoir défendu de sortir
au valet de chambre du marquis de Montréal” is rendered, “[...] was content to
have allowed the valet de chambre of the Marquis of Montréal to go out”
(p. 75). In Letter 31, Nicholson’s translation again conveys the opposite of the
original: “La permission de m’arréter en des lieux privilégiés ne laissait pas de
se donner” is translated as “Permission to detain me in preferable places has
not been authorized” (pp. 86-87). In a different letter, another translation
error leads Nicholson to inaccurately convey the timeline of the suspension of
Mancini’s pension (Letter 30, pp. 83-84).

Overall, this edition would have greatly benefited from more -careful
transcription, translation, and proofreading. Nicholson explains the need for a
bilingual presentation of the letters by stating that Mancini was an important
figure in both early modern French and English history. The bilingual format,
however, makes more apparent the translator’s errors, mistakes that interfere
at times with comprehension and undermine the letters’ documentary value.
For example, a passage in the very first letter, in which a young Hortense
requests her allowance from her uncle the Cardinal and asks him not to forget
her sister Marie (“Je serais fachée, l'aimant comme je fais, qu’elle n’etit point
de part en vos libéralités,” p. 43), is translated not as “loving her as I do” but as
“loving you as I do” (p. 44).

Mancini’s jagged handwriting and irregular spelling and punctuation make
transcription of her letters a daunting task. In this edition, transcription errors
sometimes make Mancini’s written French seem more ungrammatical than it
was in reality. For example, Nicholson’s transcription of Letter 4, where
Mancini asks Colbert for a favor on behalf of one of her employees, reads, “[...]
vous protestant qui si en ma considération vous lui faire cette grace [...],” but
when one follows the footnote and consults the Bibliotheque nationale’s scan
of the original manuscript, one sees that these grammatical errors (qui for que,
faire for faites) stem from incorrect transcription. In Letter 6, also to Colbert,
the ungrammatical sentence “Cest ce qui m’a obligé [sic] de presser
longuement de ma requéte” (p.49) turns out to be a misreading of the
original’s “le jugement de ma requéte.” In another letter to Colbert, Nicholson
again misreads the manuscript, confusing “me faire” and “me taire” (the
original reads “je ne saurais me taire lorsqu’il s’agit de vous donner des
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marques de la part que je prends en tout ce qui vous touche;” due to the
transcription error, the translation has Mancini declare awkwardly, “I would
not know what else to do with respect to expressing the regard I have for
everything that affects you” (Letter 23, p. 69).

Lexical errors are numerous, as in this confusion between ruiner and se ruiner:
Mancini, referring to her sister Marianne, Duchess of Bouillon, in a letter to
Hautefeuille, writes, “J’espére que ma sceur n’a pas outré sa magnificence. Je
ne trouve rien de si ridicule que de se ruiner en habits pour moi,” which
Nicholson incorrectly renders as “I find nothing more ridiculous than her
ruining her clothes for me” (Letter 77, p. 134). “Noble” is not an adequate
translation of “honnéte” (p. 72), nor is “integrity” the English equivalent of
“honnétetés” (p. 60). Translating the French on as “one” does not always yield
idiomatic results: Mancini’s bitter complaint that public opinion has been
unduly harsh to her (“Jusqu’ici on a condamné les fautes et plaint les malheurs:
je fais changer toutes choses,” p.83) is rendered, “Until now, one has
condemned faults and complained of misfortune: I am going to change that”
(p. 85); here, as elsewhere in the edition, Nicholson mistranslates “plaindre”
as “complain” when the meaning is “pity.”

More significantly, another translation error mischaracterizes Mancini’s
relationship with her sister Marie. In a passage from a letter to her brother-in-
law Colonna (Letter 12) where she expresses confidence in an imminent
compromise between Marie and her husband, Hortense says of her sister, “je
[lui] écris la-dessus ce que je dois, bien qu’il ne soit pas nécessaire ayant autant
d’esprit qu’elle en a,” which Nicholson translates as “given that I have as much
intelligence as she has.” But Hortense’s phrase is not an expression of sibling
rivalry, as Nicholson would have it, but rather of praise for Marie’s intellect.

Mistakes like these distract the reader and detract from what is otherwise a
laudable and well-executed scholarly enterprise. Annalisa Nicholson’s
admirable introduction to the letters orients the reader, elucidating the
historical and political contexts of Mancini’s transnational correspondence,
and emphasizing her precarious position as an exile. We can thank Nicholson
for bringing to light this interesting complement to the study of the lives of the
Mancini sisters, and for making it available to a wider public of both French
and English speakers.
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NOTES

[1] Denys Potts, “The Duchess Mazarin and Saint-Evremond: The Final
Journey,” in “The Wandering Life I Led”: Essays on Hortense Mancini,
Duchess Mazarin and Early Modern Women’s Border Crossings, ed. Susan
Shifrin (London: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009), p. 170.
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