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	DUCHESS OF BRACCIANO
………………

	
	
	Unfortunately for myself as for the reader, this is not a work of

	fiction, but the faithful translation of a most serious narrative

	written at Padua in December, 1585.

	
	Some years ago I happened to be in Mantua; I was in search of sketches

	and small pictures in keeping with my small income, but I wanted only

	the work of painters earlier than the year 1600; about that date

	originality in Italian art, already greatly imperilled by the seizure

	of Florence in 1530, finally perished.

	
	Instead of pictures, an aged patrician of great wealth and great

	avarice offered to sell me, at an extremely high price, some old

	manuscripts yellow with age; I asked leave to look through them; he

	consented, adding that he trusted to my honesty, that I would retain

	no memory of such spicy anecdotes as I might find, if I did not

	purchase his manuscripts.

	
	On these terms, which appealed to me, I perused, to the great

	detriment of my eyesight, three or four hundred volumes in which had

	been jumbled together, two or three centuries ago, accounts of tragic

	adventures, letters challenging people to duels, treaties of peace

	between neighbouring nobles, memoranda upon every sort of subject,

	etc., etc. The venerable owner asked an enormous price for his

	manuscripts. After duly bargaining with him I acquired for a

	considerable sum the right to have copies made of certain stories

	which appealed to me and which illustrate Italian customs in the

	sixteenth century. I have twenty-two folio volumes of them, and it is

	one of these stories, faithfully translated, which the reader will

	find in the following pages, provided that he is endowed with

	patience.  I know the history of the sixteenth century in Italy, and

	am of opinion that what follows is perfectly true. I have taken pains

	to arrange that the translation of that old Italian style, grave,

	direct, supremely obscure, and loaded with allusions to the things and

	ideas that occupied the world under the Pontificate of Sixtus V (in

	1585) should shew no traces of the fine literature of to-day, or of

	the ideas of our unprejudiced age.

	
	The unknown author of the manuscript is a circumspect person, he never

	judges any action, never leads up to it; his sole business is to

	relate things truthfully. If now and then he is unconsciously

	picturesque, that is because, in 1585, vanity did not enwrap a man’s

	every action in a halo of affectation; he felt that he could exert an

	influence over his neighbour only by expressing himself with the

	utmost possible clarity. In the year 1585, with the exception of the

	fools kept at courts, or of poets, no one dreamed of making himself

	pleasant in speech. People had not yet learned to say: “I will die at

	Your Majesty’s feet,” when they had just sent out for post horses with

	which to fly the country; this was perhaps the one form of treachery

	that was not in use. People spoke little, and everyone paid the most

	careful attention to what was said to him.

	
	And so, gracious reader, look not here for a quick and savoury style,

	sparkling with up to date allusions to the latest fashions in

	feelings, do not, above all, expect the captivating emotions of a

	novel by George Sand; that great writer would have made a masterpiece

	of the life and misfortunes of Vittoria Accoramboni. The sincere

	account which I present to you can claim only the most modest

	advantages of history. When it so happens that, travelling post,

	alone, as night is falling, your thoughts turn to the great art of

	knowing the human heart, you may take as a basis for your conclusions

	the story told in the following pages. The author says everything,

	explains everything, leaves nothing to the reader’s imagination; he

	wrote twelve days after the death of the heroine.  [Footnote: The

	Italian manuscript is deposited at the office of the _Revue des Deux

	Mondes_.]

	
	Vittoria Accoramboni was born of an extremely noble family, in a small

	town in the Duchy of Urbino, named Agubio. From her childhood, she was

	everywhere singled out, on account of her rare and extraordinary

	beauty; but this beauty was the least of her charms: nothing was

	lacking of those qualities which make one admire a girl of exalted

	birth; but nothing else was so remarkable in her, or as one might say

	nothing seemed so miraculous, amid so many extraordinary qualities, as

	a certain altogether charming grace which, at the first glance, won

	her the hearts and allegiance of all beholders. And this simplicity

	which gave authority to her slightest word was troubled by no

	suspicion of artifice; from the first one felt confidence in a lady

	endowed with such extraordinary beauty. One might, with a superhuman

	effort, have resisted this enchantment, had one merely seen her; but,

	if one heard her speak, if especially one was privileged to hold any

	conversation with her, it was quite impossible to escape so

	extraordinary a charm.

	
	Many young gentlemen of the city of Rome, where her father lived, and

	where one still sees his palazzo in the Piazza Rusticucci, near Saint

	Peter’s, sought to win her hand. There was much jealousy, and indeed

	rivalry, but in the end Vittoria’s parents chose Felice Peretti,

	nephew of Cardinal Montalto, now Pope Sixtus V, whom God preserve.

	
	Felice, the son of Camilla Peretti, the Cardinal’s sister, was

	originally named Francesco Mignucci; he took the names of Felice

	Peretti when he was formally adopted by his uncle.

	
	Vittoria, on entering the Peretti family, took with her, unawares,

	that superiority which may be called fatal, and which accompanied her

	everywhere; so that one might say that, in order not to adore her, one

	must never have set eyes on her.  [Footnote: One sees at Milan, if I

	remember rightly, in the Ambrosian Library, sonnets full of grace and

	feeling, and other pieces of poetry, the work of Vittoria Accoramboni.

	Sonnets of no little merit were composed at the time upon her strange

	fate. It appears that her intelligence was equal to her beauty and her

	charm.]

	
	The love that her husband felt for her was akin to madness; her

	mother-in-law, Camilla, and Cardinal Montalto himself, seemed to have

	no other occupation in the world than that of guessing Vittoria’s

	wishes, so as to seek at once to gratify them. All Rome marvelled to

	see how this Cardinal, the modest limits of whose fortune were as well

	known as his horror of all forms of luxury, found so unfailing a

	source of pleasure in anticipating Vittoria’s every wish. Young,

	brilliantly beautiful, adored by all, she could not help having, at

	times, some extremely costly fancies. Vittoria received from her new

	relatives jewels of the greatest price, pearls, in short all the

	rarest treasures of the goldsmiths of Rome, who at that time were very

	well supplied.

	
	For love of this charming niece, Cardinal Montalto, so famous for his

	severity, treated Vittoria’s brothers as though they had been his own
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