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On the northern shore of Sicily are still to be seen 
the magnificent remains of a castle, which formerly belonged 
to the noble house of Mazzini. It stands in the centre of a small 
bay, and upon a gentle acclivity, which, on one side, slopes 
towards the sea, and on the other rises into an eminence 
crowned by dark woods. The situation is admirably beautiful 
and picturesque, and the ruins have an air of ancient grandeur, 
which, contrasted with the present solitude of the scene, 
impresses the traveller with awe and curiosity. During my 
travels abroad, I visited this spot. As I walked over the loose 
fragments of stone, which lay scattered through the immense 
area of the fabric, and surveyed the sublimity and grandeur 
of the ruins, I recurred, by a natural association of ideas, to 
the times when these walls stood proudly in their original 
splendour, when the halls were the scenes of hospitality 
and festive magnificence, and when they resounded with 
the voices of those whom death had long since swept from 
the earth. “Thus,” said I, “shall the present generation—he 
who now sinks in misery and he who now swims in pleasure, 
alike—pass away and be forgotten.”

My heart swelled with the reflection; and, as I turned 
from the scene with a sigh, I fixed my eyes upon a friar, 
whose venerable figure, gently bending towards the earth, 
formed no uninteresting object in the picture. He observed 
my emotion; and, as my eye met his, shook his head and 



pointed to the ruin. “These walls,” said he, “were once 
the seat of luxury and vice. They exhibited a singular instance 
of the retribution of Heaven, and were from that period 
forsaken, and abandoned to decay.” His words excited my 
curiosity, and I enquired further, concerning their meaning. 
“A solemn history belongs to this castle,” said he, “which is too 
long and intricate for me to relate. It is, however, contained in 
a manuscript in our library, of which I could, perhaps, procure 
you a sight. A brother of our order, a descendant of the noble 
house of Mazzini, collected and recorded the most striking 
incidents relating to his family, and the history thus formed, 
he left as a legacy to our convent. If you please, we will walk 
thither.” I accompanied him to the convent, and the friar 
introduced me to his superior, a man of an intelligent mind 
and benevolent heart, with whom I passed some hours in 
interesting conversation. I believe my sentiments pleased 
him; for, by his indulgence, I was permitted to take abstracts 
of the history before me, which, with some further particulars 
obtained in conversation with the abate, I have arranged in 
the following pages.
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CHAPTER I

Towards the close of the sixteenth century, this castle 
was in the possession of Ferdinand, fifth marquis of Mazzini, 
and was for some years the principal residence of his family. He 
was a man of a voluptuous and imperious character. To his first 
wife, he married Louisa Bernini, second daughter of the Count 
della Salario, a lady yet more distinguished for the sweetness of 
her manners and the gentleness of her disposition, than for her 
beauty. She brought the marquis one son and two daughters, 
who lost their amiable mother in early childhood. The arrogant 
and impetuous character of the marquis operated powerfully 
upon the mild and susceptible nature of his lady: and it was by 
many persons believed that his unkindness and neglect put 
a period to her life. However this might be, he soon afterwards 
married Maria de Vellorno, a young lady eminently beautiful, 
but of a character very opposite to that of her predecessor. She 
was a woman of infinite art, devoted to pleasure, and of an 
unconquerable spirit. The marquis, whose heart was dead to 
paternal tenderness, and whose present lady was too volatile 
to attend to domestic concerns, committed the education of 
his daughters to the care of a lady, completely qualified for 
the undertaking, and who was distantly related to the late 
marchioness.

He quitted Mazzini soon after his second marriage, 
for the gaieties and splendour of Naples, whither his son 
accompanied him. Though naturally of a haughty and overbearing 
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disposition, he was governed by his wife. His passions were 
vehement, and she had the address to bend them to her own 
purpose; and so well to conceal her influence that he thought 
himself most independent when he was most enslaved. He paid 
an annual visit to the castle of Mazzini; but the marchioness 
seldom attended him, and he staid only to give such general 
directions concerning the education of his daughters, 
as his pride, rather than his affection, seemed to dictate.

Emilia, the elder, inherited much of her mother’s 
disposition. She had a mild and sweet temper, united with 
a clear and comprehensive mind. Her younger sister, Julia, 
was of a more lively cast. An extreme sensibility subjected 
her to frequent uneasiness; her temper was warm, but 
generous; she was quickly irritated, and quickly appeased; 
and to a reproof, however gentle, she would often weep, but 
was never sullen. Her imagination was ardent, and her mind 
early exhibited symptoms of genius. It was the particular 
care of Madame de Menon to counteract those traits in 
the disposition of her young pupils, which appeared inimical 
to their future happiness; and for this task, she had abilities, 
which entitled her to hope for success. 

A series of early misfortunes had untendered her heart, 
without weakening the powers of her understanding. In 
retirement, she had acquired tranquillity, and had almost 
lost the consciousness of those sorrows, which yet threw 
a soft and not unpleasing shade over her character. She loved 
her young charge with maternal fondness, and their gradual 
improvement and respectful tenderness repaid all her anxiety. 
Madame excelled in music and drawing. She had often forgot 
her sorrows in these amusements, when her mind was too 
much occupied to derive consolation from books, and she was 
assiduous to impart to Emilia and Julia a power so valuable 
as that of beguiling the sense of affliction. Emilia’s taste led 
her to drawing, and she soon made rapid advances in that art. 
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Julia was uncommonly susceptible of the charms of harmony. 
She had feelings, which trembled in unison to all its various 
and enchanting powers.

The instructions of madame, she caught with astonishing 
quickness, and in a short time attained to a degree of 
excellence in her favourite study, which few persons have ever 
exceeded. Her manner was entirely her own. It was not in 
the rapid intricacies of execution that she excelled so much in 
as in that delicacy of taste, and in those enchanting powers of 
expression, which seem to breathe a soul through the sound, 
and which take captive the heart of the hearer. The lute was 
her favourite instrument, and its tender notes accorded well 
with the sweet and melting tones of her voice.

The castle of Mazzini was a large irregular fabric, and 
seemed suited to receive a numerous train of followers, such 
as, in those days, served the nobility, either in the splendour 
of peace, or the turbulence of war. Its present family inhabited 
only a small part of it; and even this part appeared forlorn and 
almost desolate from the spaciousness of the apartments, and 
the length of the galleries, which led to them. A melancholy 
stillness reigned through the halls, and the silence of the courts, 
which were shaded by high turrets, was for many hours together 
undisturbed by the sound of any footstep. Julia, who discovered 
an early taste for books, loved to retire in an evening to a small 
closet, in which she had collected her favourite authors. 

This room formed the western angle of the castle: one 
of its windows looked upon the sea, beyond which was 
faintly seen, skirting the horizon, the dark rocky coast of 
Calabria; the other opened towards a part of the castle, and 
afforded a prospect of the neighbouring woods. Her musical 
instruments were here deposited, with whatever assisted her 
favourite amusements. This spot, which was at once elegant, 
pleasant, and retired, was embellished with many little 
ornaments of her own invention, and with some drawings 
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executed by her sister. The closet was adjoining her chamber, 
and was separated from the apartments of madame only by 
a short gallery. This gallery opened into another, long and 
winding, which led to the grand staircase, terminating in 
the north hall, with which the chief apartments of the north 
side of the edifice communicated.

Madame de Menon’s apartment opened into both 
galleries. It was in one of these rooms that she usually spent 
the mornings, occupied in the improvement of her young 
charge. The windows looked towards the sea, and the room 
was light and pleasant. It was their custom to dine in one of 
the lower apartments, and at table they were always joined 
by a dependant of the marquis’s, who had resided many 
years in the castle, and who instructed the young ladies in 
the Latin tongue, and in geography. During the fine evenings 
of summer, this little party frequently supped in a pavilion, 
which was built on an eminence in the woods belonging to 
the castle. From this spot, the eye had an almost boundless 
range of sea and land. It commanded the straits of Messina, 
with the opposite shores of Calabria, and a great extent of 
the wild and picturesque scenery of Sicily. 

Mount Etna, crowned with eternal snows, and shooting 
from among the clouds, formed a grand and sublime picture 
in the background of the scene. The city of Palermo was also 
distinguishable; and Julia, as she gazed on its glittering spires; 
would endeavour in imagination to depicture its beauties, 
while she secretly sighed for a view of that world, from which 
she had hitherto been secluded by the mean jealousy of 
the marchioness, upon whose mind the dread of rival beauty 
operated strongly to the prejudice of Emilia and Julia. She 
employed all her influence over the marquis to detain them 
in retirement; and, though Emilia was now twenty, and her 
sister eighteen, they had never passed the boundaries of their 
father’s domains.
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Vanity often produces unreasonable alarm; but 
the marchioness had in this instance just grounds for 
apprehension; the beauty of her lord’s daughters has seldom 
been exceeded. The person of Emilia was finely proportioned. 
Her complexion was fair, her hair flaxen, and her dark blue 
eyes were full of sweet expression. Her manners were 
dignified and elegant, and in her air was a feminine softness, 
a tender timidity, which irresistibly attracted the heart of 
the beholder. The figure of Julia was light and graceful—her 
step was airy—her mien animated, and her smile enchanting. 
Her eyes were dark, and full of fire, but tempered with modest 
sweetness. Her features were finely turned—every laughing 
grace played round her mouth, and her countenance quickly 
discovered all the various emotions of her soul. The dark 
auburn hair, which curled in beautiful profusion in her neck, 
gave a finishing charm to her appearance.

Thus lovely, and thus veiled in obscurity, were 
the daughters of the noble Mazzini. However, they were happy, 
for they knew not enough of the world seriously to regret 
the want of its enjoyments, though Julia would sometimes 
sigh for the airy image, which her fancies painted, and 
a painful curiosity would arise concerning the busy scenes, 
from which she was excluded. A return to her customary 
amusements, however, would chase the ideal image from 
her mind, and restore her usual happy complacency. Books, 
music, and painting, divided the hours of her leisure, and 
many beautiful summer-evenings were spent in the pavilion, 
where the refined conversation of madame, the poetry 
of Tasso, the lute of Julia, and the friendship of Emilia, 
combined to form a species of happiness, such as elevated 
and highly susceptible minds are alone capable of receiving 
or communicating. Madame understood and practised all 
the graces of conversation, and her young pupils perceived 
its value, and caught the spirit of its character.
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