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PROLOGUE: A PAINTING 

Laura OlivÁn Santaliestra (Granada)

The book you are holding was published in Vienna, and it has its origins in an-
other equally beautiful city: Florence. It was there that I met Roberta Anderson, 
Suna Suner and Hans Ernst Weidinger, the three colleagues with whom I worked 
on this publication. We were brought together by the conference Splendid Encoun-
ters III: Diplomats and Diplomacy in the Early Modern World, organised by Roberta 
 Anderson and Anna Kalinowska of the Premodern Diplomats Network at the Villa 
 Schifanoia, home to the European University Institute in Fiesole (Florence). I was 
there to present a paper on ambassadors’ wives in El Enbaxador (1620) by the Count 
of La Roca ( Juan Antonio de Vera y Figueroa Ávila y Zúñiga). I was lucky enough 
to be seated beside Suna Suner, with whom I quickly established a profound friend-
ship. The sojourn in Fiesole ended with an unforgettable invitation: with a dinner 
given by Hans Ernst Weidinger, the founder of Don Juan Archiv Wien, Stvdivm 
fæsvlanvm and the publishing house Hollitzer at the  Castello di Sezzate for the 
conference’s organisers and speakers.

Back in Vienna, I met Suna again and we quickly came up with the idea of 
organising a symposium on gender and diplomacy at the Don Juan Archiv Wien, 
where Suna worked.

On the ferragosto of 2015 (15  August, Assumption Day), I  met Hans Ernst 
 Weidinger and Suna Suner again on a terrace in the Jodok Fink Square in the eighth 
Viennese district – together with Reinhard Eisendle and Matthias J.  Pernerstorfer 
from Don Juan Archiv Wien delving into conversations on the early modern his-
tory of diplomacy. The imposing baroque church of Maria Treu witnessed our 
conversations about seventeenth century perfumes, and seventeenth and eight-
eenth century diplomacy: there and then we began conceiving our conference to 
be devoted to the gender aspect(s) of early modern diplomacy. The heat of Vien-
nese August reminded me of Granada, where I now live.

Suna Suner, Reinhard Eisendle and I started working on the content and or-
ganisation of our Gender and Diplomacy symposium that autumn. We soon decided 
on the image we would use for the symposium poster. I remembered a fascinating 
picture of Emperor Ferdinand’s daughter Mariana of Austria (1634–1696), who mar-
ried her uncle, the Spanish King Philip IV (b.1605, r.1621–1665) in 1649 at the age 
of fifteen. After the death of her husband in 1665 she was Queen Regent of Spain 
for ten years (1665–1675) due to the juvenility of her underage son Charles  (II), 
the last male descendant of the Spanish Habsburg line (b.1661, r.1665–1700). The 
painting shows the queen regent receiving the Dutch ambassador, Hieronymous 
Beverningk (1614–1690) at the Royal Alcázar of Madrid on 2 March 1671. Held at 
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Prologue: A Painting

the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, I knew of it through the great cultural historian 
Fernando Bouza.1 

Mariana of Austria is depicted sitting on a chair. Beverningk is kneeling before 
the queen, handing her a letter inscribed: ‘For the queen regent’. The Dutch ambas-
sador is wearing clothes in the Dutch and not the Spanish style. In the foreground 
on the right is Beverningk’s wife, Johanna le Gillon (1635–1706), who would, in 
this case, be the ambassadress, although in fact she was not with him during his res-
idency. She is placed in the foreground of the painting dressed in a French-Dutch 
style with a remarkable detail: she is showing us her shoe. At the Spanish court, 
women of the nobility could not show their ankles or feet. Court ladies wore plat-
form-soled chopines. Chopines prevented anyone from seeing their feet, and so it 
was said the “Spanish queens did not have legs”; besides this, chopines made the 
women seem to f loat when they walked. This evidently is not the case with the 
Dutch ambassadress who, sharing the same carpet as the queen regent is cheekily 
showing the tip of her shoe and, therefore, her foot, a foot firmly set on the f loor.

In the background on the left is a young woman whose identity is unknown. 
She cannot be the Beverningks’ daughter because they had no children. Anyway, 
this painting is without doubt an enigma.

Seven years after this audience of the Dutch ambassador with Mariana of Aus-
tria (7, a magic number), Hieronymus van Beverningk took part in negotiating the 
Treaty of Nijmegen (1678). Due to his advanced age (sixty-four), he was called the 
Father of the Peace of Nijmegen; which means Beverningk should be considered 
as one of Europe’s most important ambassadors in the mid-seventeenth century.

This book devotes a complete section to ambassadors’ wives, a subject that I 
have spent the last years of my career researching. My favourite ambassadress is 
Johanna Theresa von Harrach, wife of Ferdinando Bonventura von Harrach, Holy 
Roman ambassador to Spain from 1673 to 1677. Johanna Theresa died in Vienna at 
the age of 77, but she’s still alive to me. This book is an endeavour to revive other 
seventeenth century ambassadors’ wives and to inspire new research about them.

1 Caspar Netscher: Nederlands buitengewoon ambassadeur, wordt in geheime audiëntie ontvangen door de 
Spaanse koningin-regentes Maria-Anna van Oostenrijk, 2 maart 1671 (‘Reception of the Dutch am-
bassador Hieronymus van Beverningk by the Spanish Queen regent Mariana of Austria, 2 March 
1671’). Oil on canvas, 1672–1674. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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EDITORIAL TO THE VOLUME

Roberta Anderson (Bath) and Suna Suner (Vienna)

Gender and Diplomacy: Women and Men in European Embassies from the 15th to the 18th 
Century is the second volume of Don Juan Archiv Wien’s new series  Diplomatica 
which is mainly concerned with the cultural aspects of  diplomacy up to the nine-
teenth century. This volume features the proceedings of Don Juan Archiv Wien’s 
symposium organized in cooperation with the University of Vienna and Stvdivm 
fæsvlanvm on 11 and 12 March 2016, and introduces contributions which focus on 
and investigate “gender”, a lesser-studied aspect in studies of diplomatic history. 
The term “gender” quintessentially is associated with and suggests at first hand 
“the female”; acknowledging this, the volume endeavours to provide a balance of 
both genders, and does this by looking at the culturally relevant aspects also of the 
male gender as well as considering both genders in their interwoven network of 
relationships; that is in marital, cultural, diplomatic contexts. The volume features 
the following chapters: Women as  Diplomatic Actors, Diplomacy of Queens, 
The Birth of the Ambassadress and Stages for Male Diplomacy. 

The volume addresses some fundamental questions about where men and wom-
en were positioned in diplomacy in the early modern period. Gender might not 
 always be the first topic that comes to mind when discussing international rela-
tions, but it has a considerable bearing on diplomatic issues. Scholars have not left 
this field of research unexplored, with a widening corpus of texts discussing mod-
ern diplomacy and gender. But what was the situation in the early modern world? 
While ambassadorial positions were monopolised by men, women could and did 
perform diplomatic roles, both officially and unofficially. Women appear regular-
ly in diplomatic contexts. Literary and artistic masterpieces celebrating the signing 
of peace treaties often demonstrate a prominent role to the female figure, thereby 
questioning the assumption that the world of diplomatic negotiation was entirely 
male-orientated. Studies in diplomatic history have primarily examined the active 
roles taken by women in European diplomacy. Some of these histories take the 
form of biographies, following individual women and their diplomatic activities 
over time, while others have studied developments that occurred in briefer tempo-
ral contexts. Since women often did not have formal access to diplomatic positions, 
much of the scholarship concerning this history takes as its point of departure the 
absence of women from formal diplomacy. Therefore, these studies have tended to 
show either that, elite women occasionally did serve formal diplomatic roles prior 
to the nineteenth century, or that women exercised significant informal inf luence 
on diplomatic interactions.
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So, on this basis we should consider how recent works portray women’s involve-
ment in the political and diplomatic sphere. James Daybell argues that female ac-
tivities are too often viewed as nebulous and “intangible, distant from definitions 
of power as formal and direct, qualities connoted by office”.1 Cathy J. Cohen’s work 
ties into this view by stating that women’s involvement in early modern politics 
has proven to be “far more complex, unusual, and unprecedented than most re-
ports have captured”.2 A slightly different opinion is voiced by Vicky Randall, 
who implies that although women and politics used to be defined as mutually ex-
clusive, politics should be understood by looking at structural features of political 
life and by “recovering from oblivion a hidden history of women’s involvement 
in political action”.3 Danielle Clark, however, does not necessarily object to any 
of these views, but contends that rather than focusing on the negative effects of 
patriarchy in the early modern period, attention should be switched to “the extent 
to which women colluded with patriarchy, but also derived their power and inf lu-
ence from it”.4 These accounts show several ways to approach the subject, but do 
not exclude each other. The chapters in this book therefore examine the differing 
ways in which women can and did involve themselves in diplomatic action in the 
period preceding the Peace of Westphalia (1648).

Act I, Women as Diplomatic Actors, serves as an introductory episode to the 
female aspect in the early modern European diplomacy, and features four studies by 
María Concepción Gutiérrez Redondo, Annalisa Biagianti, Camille Desenclos and 
John Condren, which designate together a locus for the female aspect and to place 
it into a context. María Concepción Gutiérrez Redondo opens the volume and the 
first act with her study on the diplomatic career of Juan Antonio de Vera, I Count 
of La Roca (1583–1658), ambassador of the Catholic King to Savoy and Venice dur-
ing the Thirty Years War, and the author of one of the most inf luential treatises on 
the early modern diplomacy, El Enbaxador (Sevilla, 1620). Gutiérrez Redondo takes 
a look at the three episodes of Vera’s diplomatic career in Paris, the period around 
the publication of his treatise El Enbaxador, and his embassy to  Savoy, and takes the 
women involved in Vera’s diplomatic career as her focus. The act continues with 
the study of Annalisa Biagianti on Queen Gobernadora  Mariana of Austria and the 

1 James Daybell: “Gender, Politics and Diplomacy: Women, News and Intelligence Networks in 
Elizabethan England”, in: Diplomacy and Early Modern Culture, ed. Robyn Adams and Rosanna 
Cox. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, pp. 101–119, here p. 102.

2 Cathy J. Cohen, Kathleen B. Jones and Joan C. Tronto: “Introduction: Women Transforming 
U.S. Politics: Sites of Power/Resistance”, in: Women Transforming Politics: An Alternative Reader, 
ed. idem. New York, London: New York University Press, 1997, pp. 1–12, here p. 1.

3 Vicky Randall: Women and Politics. An International Perspective, 2nd ed. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987, p. IX.

4 Danielle Clark: The Politics of Early Modern Women’s Writing. London, New York: Routledge, 
2013.

Editorial to the Volume



XIX

women key role figures as intermediaries at her court, by taking the Lucchese am-
bassadors to the Spanish court between the reigns of Philip IV and Charles II as a 
case study, the focus being on the long embassy of the ambassador Lorenzo Cenami 
between 1662 and 1674. Following this study, Camille Desenclos takes the reader 
to France and takes a look at women’s status in the French diplomatic correspond-
ences in the period of 1610 to 1633. The first chapter closes with John Condren’s 
investigation of women’s role in Louis XIV’s relations with the Gonzaga-Nevers 
di Mantova between 1665 and 1691.

Act II is titled Diplomacy of Queens, and portrays three queens and their 
diplomacies revolving around marital affairs. Tracey Sowerby investigates the era 
of Elizabeth I and chivalric diplomacy with the case study of Elizabeth’s diplo-
mat Henry Unton. This is followed by a contribution by Roberta Anderson, our 
volume co-editor, where she looks at the era of James VI & I (1603–1625) with a 
focus on the diplomatic negotiations held, and the proposed candidates to wed 
his daughter Princess Elizabeth between 1610 and 1613, as well as the role of this 
marriage diplomacy on the political identity and status of James’ and his court at 
the time. The third and the last study of this chapter is by Rocío Martinez López, 
examining the dynastic crises of the seventeenth century and their consequences 
in the royal “matrimonial market” and thus, in the European policies with the case 
study of Queen Maria Anna of Neuburg. 

Act III, the most extensive chapter of this volume featuring six studies, is 
 titled The Birth of the Ambassadress, and is mainly devoted to the investigation 
of the concept of the “ambassadress”, the conditions that gave birth to the term, 
its emergence in the early modern diplomacy of Europe with selected case stud-
ies of Imperial, Spanish and Russian ambassadresses, female key figures playing 
 active roles in diplomacy as diplomats’ spouses. The chapter opens with a proemial 
study by Laura Oliván Santaliestra, also co-editor of this volume, introducing the 
term “ambassadress”, examining the concept from its origination in a Spanish con-
text (Embajadora) and investigating the evolution of the term through the period 
of 1580 and 1674 in diplomatic treatises and with examples of ambassadresses. This 
is followed by a contribution by Wolfram Aichinger on the Madrid mission in 
1663 and 1673 of the Imperial diplomat Count Franz von Pötting and his spouse 
Marie  Sophie von Dietrichstein, focusing on the diplomat’s diary he kept during 
his  Madrid mission, where he described the plays he saw in detail, thus recorded 
praiseworthy information for theatre history. Aichinger discusses the different 
 dimensions and usages of diplomatic and theatrical language, investigates the rela-
tions and links between “stage and social life”, especially with regard to Calderon 
de la Barca’s plays that Count Pötting attended during his years in Madrid. 

Ekaterina Domnina contributes to the volume with a Russian aspect, and fol-
lows the traces of the females in the diplomatic practice in the Petrine era with the 

Roberta Anderson – Suna Suner
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case of Count Andrei Matveev and his spouses. This Russian aspect of the chap-
ter devoted to the ambassadress also features the contribution by Armando Fabio 
Ivaldi on the figure and the persona of Ernestine Aloysia von Weissenwolff, Coun-
tess Durazzo, spouse of Count Giacomo Durazzo, a Genoese nobleman who, for 
two decades, was Imperial ambassador in Venice (1764–1784). Prior to his Venetian 
mission, he held the position of “Generalspektakeldirektor” of the Viennese impe-
rial theatres between 1754 and 1764, being involved in the process of the Viennese 
reform of opera. Ivaldi, in his study, analyses the inf luence of Ernestine Durazzo, 
as ambassadress, especially on the cultural life of Venice during her years there. 
David García Cueto looks at the ambassadresses with a portrayal of a Spanish am-
bassadress in Rome, Doña Leonor de Melo, Marchioness of Castel Rodrigo in the 
first half of the seventeenth century. Pia Wallnig continues with an ambassadress 
in Rome, and completes this section with an illustration of the life and career of 
the Imperial ambassadress Maria Ernestine Countess Harrach. 

The volume closes with Act IV titled Stages for Male Diplomacy featuring 
three contributions focusing on three ambassadors. Laura Mesotten examines the 
role and meaning of clothes and clothing for male diplomats’ careers with the case 
study of François de Noailles, the French ambassador in Venice in mid-sixteenth 
century. Luis Tercero Casado takes a look at an Ottoman embassy to Madrid in 
the mid-seventeenth century, of Ahmed Ağa Müteferrika, focusing on the politi-
cal and sociocultural controversies of this embassy. The Ottoman aspect continues 
with the third and the last study of this chapter – and of the volume – by Osman 
Nihat Bişgin on Moralı Seyyid Ali Efendi, the first Ottoman resident ambassador 
in Paris at the end of the eighteenth century, where Bişgin discusses Seyyid Ali 
Efendi’s travel to Paris and his embassy looking at aspects such as his quarantine 
period in Marseille, the entrance to Paris, his theatre visits, his encounters with the 
Parisiennes, his obligatory stay in Paris following the official end of his mission and 
his return to Istanbul. 

The publication is completed with an Appendix containing the Indexes of 
names, works and places, as well as the authors’ and editors’ Curricula Vitae.

Editorial to the Volume
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3

SPLENDID WOMEN IN THE DIPLOMACY  
OF JUAN ANTONIO DE VERA (1583–1658),  

AMBASSADOR OF THE CATHOLIC KING PHILIP IV*

María Concepción Gutiérrez Redondo (Madrid)

Juan Antonio de Vera, Ist Count of La Roca (1583–1658), ambassador of the Catholic 
king to Savoy and Venice during the Thirty Years War (1618–1648), was involved 
in many official conversations and ceremonies involving only men. However, as 
we aim to demonstrate in this chapter, Vera took women very much into consid-
eration throughout his diplomatic career, and this article will showcase the mean-
ingful, though unofficial, inf luence of splendid women in the diplomatic career of 
Juan Antonio de Vera, Count of La Roca. More broadly speaking, it will point out 
the role of very conspicuous women who impacted the diplomatic developments of 
the early seventeenth century.

Here the three most important episodes in Vera’s diplomatic career, up to 1632 
will be covered: His mission to Paris in 1610, the publication of his treatise on di-
plomacy in 1620 and his mission to Savoy between 1630 and 1632. In each episode, 
the ways in which women inf luenced his learning and his diplomatic experience 
will be highlighted. The women we will be talking about were no ordinary wom-
en. Vera’s diplomatic career was connected with royal marriages, long awaited 
royal dowries such as that of Margherita of Savoy (1589–1655) and illustrious wives 
supporting the anti-Spanish side such as Madama Cristina (1606–1663). Further-
more, Vera’s career as an author featured one of the most celebrated treatises on the 
diplomacy of Early Modern Europe, El Enbaxador (1620).1 The treatise contained 
examples of women who embodied both desirable behaviour and conduct. Such 
examples were taken from inf luential texts, such as the Bible where we encounter 
remarkable women such as Judith, Abigail and Esther. 

The three episodes will be approached one by one. First is Vera’s mission in 
Paris in 1610 as the ambassador’s assistant when he was twenty-seven years old. 
Originally from Extremadura in Spain, and known as an erudite poet, in Seville, 
his city of residence, he was connected with the high nobility of Spain mainly 

* The research for this article has been supported by the Research and Development project  “Poder 
y representaciones culturales en la época moderna: agentes diplomáticos como  mediadores 
 culturales de la Edad Moderna (siglos XVI–XVIII)” – (HAR2016-78304-C2-2-P) of the 
 Ministerio de  Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades of Spain. The English version of this text has 
been review ed by Wayman English International S.L.

1 Juan Antonio de Vera y Zúñiga: El Enbaxador. Sevilla: Francisco de Lyra, 1620. 
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through his grandparents the Marquises of Mirabel.2 Gómez IV Suárez de Figueroa 
(1587–1634), IIIrd Duke of Feria was also from Extremadura. The duke and Juan de 
Vera most likely met at the court in Madrid. The Duke of Feria already stood out 
as a statesman. Vera was selected to assist Feria during his extraordinary embassy 
to offer condolences on the death of Henry IV (r.1589–1610), the French king. This 
must have been quite a short but intense training course in diplomacy for Vera. 
France was experiencing turbulent times, looking to regenerate its political and 
civic life after the Wars of Religion (1562–1598). Although it was not the official 
goal of Feria’s embassy, he would use this mission to make some progress in the 
ongoing conversations for the double, Spanish-French marriages that finally took 
place in 1615 between Isabelle of France (1602–1644) and Philip IV (r.1621–1665) and 
Louis XIII (r.1610–1643) and Anne of Spain (1601–1666). In all probability Vera did 
not take part in the negotiations directly. However, this was seen as a major politi-
cal theme in both Spain and France and he would certainly have learnt from the 
ongoing discussions. In Vera’s personal documentation, contained in a manuscript 
of the Hispanic Society of America, we can read some arguments supporting the 
convenience of ‘uniting the two Crowns [of Spain and France] together’.3 Vera 
made a mention of his participation in this diplomatic mission in his treatise on 
the office of the ambassador, El Enbaxador (1620).4 One should note that the Paris 
embassy took place ten years before the publication of this treatise, which was to 
become a European reference regarding diplomatic theory. Vera’s mission in Paris 
was his first and only direct diplomatic experience before publishing his treaty, 
which explains why it is a major highlight of his diplomatic career. 

2 The most recent biography of Juan Antonio de Vera is Carmen FernÁndez-Daza Alvarez: 
El primer conde de la Roca. Mérida: Editora Regional de Extremadura, 1995. For an updated 
 summary of his biography, see Carmen FernÁndez-Daza: introductory chapter to Al Pío, Al 
 Grande, al  Beatísimo Papa Urbano VIII, by Juan Antonio de Vera y Zúñiga. Editora  Regional de 
 Extremadura, 2014. On the 1630–1632 Savoyard mission of Vera, see Ventura Ginarte  GonzÁlez: 
El conde de la Roca en la diplomacia española de la guerra de los Treinta Años: la misión  saboyana (1630–
1632). Madrid:  Colegio Santa María del Bosque, 1990. Also Pierre Bioteau: Juan Antonio de Vera 
y Figueroa, comte de la Roca, examen d’une ambition littéraire et édition d’une correspondance (1630–1633). 
PhD diss.,  Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2003. For Vera’s Venetian stay,  Bruna Cinti: Letteratura e 
politica in Juan Antonio de Vera ambasciatore spagnolo a Venezia, 1632–1642.  Venice: Libreria Univer-
sitaria  Editrice, 1966. 

3 New York, Hispanic Society of America (HSA), Mss. B2467, Cartas escritas a Juan Antonio de Vera 
y Vargas, f. 292r, s.n. (written in 1610 according to the text in it).

4 Vera y Zúñiga: El Enbaxador, Discurso Primero, f. 48r. The original Spanish texts have been 
modernised to the twenty-first century orthography.
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The second episode is the publication of Vera’s treatise on the ambassador in 1620.5 
It was extensively read, both in and outside Spain, even before being translated 
into other languages. In fact, his book was widely known and used in Europe until 
the beginning of the eighteenth century, – which can be seen from its six editions 
in French and Italian, all published between 1635 and 1709.6 El Enbaxador, which 
can be translated simply as ‘The Ambassador’, is an extensive handbook on the 
office of the ambassador, the first of its kind written in Spanish, and addressed 
to Philip III of Spain (r.1598–1621). Vera takes a very practical stance in his book: 
regarding diplomatic missions, he examines what could be achieved and how, and 
then engages in the moral discussion around it.

Vera definitely takes women into consideration in his book. In the summary 
of the Discurso Segundo (second chapter) we read that Vera intended to discuss 
“supuesto que es parte del oficio del Enbaxador penetrar, e inquirir, si es decente 
valerse para ello del ingenio de algunas mujeres” (‘assuming part of the job of the 
ambassador is that discovering and asking as to whether it is decent for the ambas-
sador to use the wit of women to such an end’).7 In the book, we can see that two 
different roles are assigned to women: informers and mediators. Unfortunately the 
role of ambassadress, as understood by Vera, is not among them.

Regarding women’s role as informers, on the one hand they were useful when 
it came to discovering secrets, or penetrar secretos (‘penetrating secrets’): 

“[…] y si los más notables negocios, también por notables caminos los al-
canzan a saber antes que otros, las mujeres, no debe el Embajador desdeñar-
se de alcanzar por mano de cualquier mujer la noticia de un negocio, tan 
bien, como por la mano del más advertido cortesano, y aún mejor.”8 

5 For a recent discussion on El Enbaxador see María Victoria López-Cordón: “Juan Antonio de 
Vera y Zúñiga (1583–1658). Modello di ambasciatori o specchio di trattatisti?”, in: De l’ambassadeur: 
Les écrits relatifs àl’ambassadeur et à l’art de négocier du Moyen Âge au début du XIXe siècle, ed.  Stefano 
Andretta, Stéphane Péquignot, and Jean Claude Waquet. Rome: Publications de l’École fran-
çaise de Rome, 2015, and Manfredi Merluzzi: “Juan de Vera e l’Italia. Dall’ispirazione letteraria 
alla pratica diplomática” in the same volume.

6 The six editions are: Juan Antonio de Vera y Zúñiga: Le Parfait Ambassadeur. Paris: Antoine 
de Sommaville, 1635.  – Le Parfait Ambassadeur. Paris: Elzevier, Bonaventura, 1642. – Il  perfetto 
 ambasciatore. Venezia: Giusto Wiffeldick, 1649.  – Idea del perfetto ambasciadore. Venezia: Gio. 
 Giorgio Hertz, 1654. – Desiderio Castiglione: Dialoghi historici e politici contenenti le vere  massime 
della Politica et L’idea d’un perfetto ambasciatore. Venezia, Hertz, 1674. – Antonio de Vera y  Zúñiga: 
Le Parfait Ambassadeur. Leiden: Theodore Haak, 1709. 

7 Vera y Zúñiga: El Enbaxador, Discurso Segundo, fol. 85v.
8 ‘[…] and if the most notable matters, by notable means women get to know before others do, the 

Ambassador should consider learning about matters through women, just as he would do through 
the most learned courtier, or even better’. Ibidem, f. 103v. 
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Vera uses the example of an unidentified woman who was the first person to know 
about a conspiracy against Henry I, third Duke of Guise (1563–1588), founder of the 
Catholic League, during the French Wars of Religion (1562–1598).  Unfortunately, 
she was too late to inform the Spanish ambassador, Bernardino de  Mendoza, the 
ambassador in Paris between 1584 and 1590, and Guise was assassinated by a body-
guard of Henry III in 1588.9 On the other hand, Vera ref lects on the controversy 
among other authors about whether the ambassador should talk about state affairs 
with his wife, although he does not show any strong position about it.10 Keeping 
secrets − state secrets −, is a major theme in Vera’s treatise. 

In the treatise, women are acknowledged as having a sharp wit, as seen in this 
anecdote: 

“[…] muy digno de este lugar es aquel dicho de una mujer a quien le pre-
guntaron, que cuál era mejor en el hombre, ser rico o sabio? y respondió: 
que más veces veía ella ir los sabios a la casa de los ricos que los ricos a la de 
los sabios.”11 

If we now examine women’s role as mediators, Vera uses numerous examples of 
this in his treatise. For example, the Roman Cornelia (96–69  bc), managed to 
 secure peace between the rivals Julius Caesar and Pompey (her husband and son-
in-law respectively) while she lived.12 Referring again to the Bible, Abigail wisely 
 appeased David, stopping him from taking revenge.13 In general, Vera considers 
that a daughter asking, or begging a male relative (that is, her father, brother or 
husband) would be difficult to resist. We shall see the effectiveness of this tac-
tic later in the chapter. Unfortunately, all the merits of women as informers and 
 mediators do not suffice to qualify them as ambassadresses.14 Vera makes it very 
clear:

9 Ibidem, f. 104r.
10 Ibidem, Discurso Tercero, f. 70r.
11 ‘[…] it is very appropriate to mention here what a woman said when she was asked whether being 

rich or being wise was better in a man, and she answered that she saw the wise going to visit the 
rich more often than she saw the rich going to visit the wise’. Ibidem, Discurso Segundo, f. 127r. 

12 Ibidem, f. 104v. Caesar and Pompey were rivals. Pompey had married Caesar’s and Cornelia’s 
daughter, Julia.

13 Ibidem, f. 105v. Nabal, Abigail’s husband, had greatly offended David and his men. David 
 promises to take revenge on him. Abigail asks David to forgive Nabal and saves him from death. 
Eventually, when Nabal died, Abigail became one of King David’s wives.

14 That is, a woman could not become an ambassador. Please note sometimes ambassadors’ wives 
were called ambassadresses but this is not the case here. 
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“pero así como al principio fui tan de parte de este sexo, en concederle 
 capacidad para penetrar con agudeza, o con ruego, un secreto, y decirlo, o 
guardarlo, conforme se determina, así le niego, que ni aun puesto en dispu-
ta debe ser, que merezca, ni deba conseguir el título de la embajada […] y es 
sin duda que harán más poderosos efectos las lágrimas de la hija, y la prefe-
rencia de los nietos con el padre, y abuelo, que la oración de Demóstenes 
con Filapa (sic), pero será como hija, no como Embajador.”15

The position of women as ambassadresses was discussed by the most famous theo-
rists of diplomacy. One such example is Carlo Pasquale (1547–1625), who is cited 
considerably in Vera’s book. Pasquale took a slightly different position, more fa-
vourable towards women as ambassadresses, which appeared most surprising to 
Vera.16 The author of the prologue to the 1947 reprint of El Enbaxador highlights 
the fact that Vera tackles women’s inf luence in his book, which suggests that it was 
not something really common or expected in a book of such a nature.17

Finally, we come to Vera’s embassy to Savoy from 1630 to 1632. From the mo-
ment he received the instructions for this embassy at the end of 1630, Vera knew 
well the task would not be an easy one:

“Murió en este tiempo el Serenísimo Señor Conde Duque de Saboya Carlo 
Emanuel, las cosas del Piemonte y Monferrato estaban en su mayor turba-
ción, el sitio de Casal pendiente, Mantua ocupada por los imperiales, ar-
dientes las instancias del Abad Escalla Embajador de Saboya en Madrid, a 
fin de que S. M. enviase otro extraordinario a Turín que asistiese en los 
peligrosos accidentes que se esperaban.”18 

15 ‘Though at first I was very much in favour of this gender, and I have admitted their ability to 
sharply penetrate secrets, and tell them, or keep them, I deny them the right to embassy, and this 
should not even be disputed […] no doubt that both the preference of the father and grand father 
towards the grandchildren and the daughter’s tears will be more effective than  Demosthenes 
 discourse to Philip, but it will be as a daughter, not as Ambassador’, El Enbaxador, II, f. 105v. The 
discourse of Demosthenes to Philip mentioned in this citation would come from Lucian’s dia-
logue The Encomium of Demosthenes.

16 Vera y Zúñiga: El Enbaxador, Discurso Segundo, f. 104r-v.
17 José Manuel López Balboa: Introducción to El Enbaxador, by Juan Antonio de Vera y Figueroa. 

Madrid: Artes Gráficas Arges, 1947.
18 ‘The Most Serene Lord Count Duke of Savoy Carlo Emanuel died at this time, things in Piemonte 

and Monferrato were most troubled, the siege of Casal was pending, Mantua was occupied by the 
imperial troops, there was the burning request by Abbot Escalla, Ambassador of Savoy in Madrid, 
that Your Majesty should send another extraordinary to Turin that should serve in the dangerous 
accidents that were expected’, Juan Antonio de Vera: Manifiesto para que lo sea una verdad indubi-
table. Milano: G. B. é G. C. Malatesti, 1644, pp. 12–14.
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Vera was chosen for the job because of his special talents and previous knowledge 
of the Savoyard court. He had already visited the court in 1625 as extraordinary 
ambassador in order to give condolences on the death of the King of Spain’s cousin, 
Emanuele Filiberto of Savoy (1588–1624), a son of the Duke Carlo Emanuele (1562–
1630). Five years after that, the official goal of Vera’s new embassy to Savoy was to 
give condolences on the death of Duke Carlo Emanuele himself. However, Vera’s 
true mission was to establish a permanent Spanish embassy in Savoy as clearly 
stated in his embassy instructions.19 If he succeeded, it would technically mean that 
no French ambassador could be accepted at the Savoyard court. That was at least 
what Alessandro Scaglia (1592–1641), the Savoyard ambassador to the Spanish king, 
was saying in Madrid.20 The question of the precedence of Spain over France and 
vice versa was one of the key diplomatic topics of the whole seventeenth century. 

Besides fighting the battle for precedence, during his embassy to Savoy, Vera 
was to play a key role in the finalisation of the two Cherasco Peace Treaties in 1631. 
The first was signed on 6 April and the second on 19 June. The two Cherasco Trea-
ties were aimed at pacifying the north of Italy and putting an end to the War of the 
Mantuan Succession that had begun in 1628, after Vincenzo II, Duke of Mantua 
and Monferrato (1594–1627), died with no male heir. Charles de Gonzaga-Nevers 
(1580–1637), the French candidate, was the natural successor. He was the head of 
the cadet branch of the House of Gonzaga. However, Spain had a strong desire 
that a French presence would not consolidate in northern Italy: Spain’s priority 
was securing Milan and the passages towards the Low Countries in the north and 
the Empire to the east. Maria Gonzaga (1609–1660), the daughter of Duke Fran-
cesco IV (1586–1612), could not inherit Mantua since she was a woman but she held 
her rights as the sovereign of Monferrato which, in contrast, could be ruled by a 
woman. In December 1627, the same day as Vincenzo II’s death, the marriage of his 
niece Maria Gonzaga with Charles de Nevers’ son (1609–1631), also named Charles, 
was celebrated without any previous consent by neither Savoy nor the House of 
Austria. The ensuing war led to serious consequences, as ref lected in the quota-
tion above. Vera had to act as negotiator in these very important conversations for 
which he had no explicit power or authorisation. Indeed, this was not ref lected in 
his instructions at all and he regularly complained in his letters about not having 
enough authority to negotiate, which made his life very difficult. 

19 Madrid, Archivo Histórico Nacional (AHN), Estado, leg. 3457, no. 4, Instrucción para la embajada 
de Turín al conde de la Roca, 28 October 1630. See Ventura Ginarte’s analysis of the whole instruc-
tions in Ventura Ginarte: “Instrucciones al Conde de la Roca para la embajada extraordinaria en 
 Saboya y ordinaria en Venecia”, in: Hispania: Revista española de historia 49/172 (1989), pp. 733–752, 
here p. 739.

20 Ibidem.


