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ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE
- AND THE
WRATH OF GOD

c. 1122  Born
1137  Married the future Louis VII of
France
1147~1149 Second crusade
1152 Divorced from Louis VII and
married to the future Henry I1
of England
1192—1194 Regent during captivity of
Richard 1
1204 Died

Eleanor of Aquitaine was one of the most remarkable and important
figures in medieval history. In her own right, she was duchess of the
vast domain of Aquitaine and countess of Poitou, the wife first of
Louis VII of France and then of Henry II of England, the mother of
“good King Richard” and “bad King John,” patroness of poets and
minstrels. Tradition remembers her as beautiful and passionate, head-
b strong and willful. But beyond that intriguing traditional reputation,
she is a figure only imperfectly seen and, ironically enough, seen at all
largely through the accounts of her enemies.

The sources of medieval history are scanty at best and tend, more-
over, to record men’s doings in a preponderantly man’s world. Even
the greatest of medieval women appear in the records of their time as
onveyors of properties and channels for noble blood lines, and we
know of them only that they were “good and faithful wives”—or that
ey were not. So it is with Eleanor. We do not even have a contempo-
rary description of her. Troubadour poets sang rapturously of her
crystal cheeks,” her “locks like threads of gold,” her eyes “like Orient
pearls.” One even proclaims:

Were the world all mine,
From the sea to the Rhine,
P'd give it all
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If so be the Queen of England
Lay in my arms.

In sober fact, we do not know what color her eyes were, nor her hair, 3

whether it was indeed “like threads of gold” or raven black. Even the

few pictorial representations we have of her—including her tomb &

effigy at the Abbey of Fontevrault—are purely conventional.

But Eleanor’s part in the great events of her time was real enough.
It began with her marriage, at the age of fifteen, to Louis the young § 3
king, son of Louis VI (Louis the Fat) of France. Her father, the turbu- .

lent Duke William X of Aquitaine, had died suddenly and unexpect-
edly on pilgrimage to Spain, leaving Eleanor his heir. And, in feudal
law, the disposition of both Eleanor and her fiefs was a matter to be
decided by her father’s overlord, Louis VI of France. Duke William
had been Louis’s most intractable vassal, and his death was a priceless
opportunity not only to put an end to the contumaciousness of Aqui-

taine but to tie that large and wealthy duchy to the French realm. 2

Louis decided that the interests of his house were best served by the
marriage of Eleanor to his son. And so, it was done. There is no
record of how either the young bride or the young groom responded,
only an account of the brilliant assemblage that gathered to witness
the ceremony in Bordeaux and to accompany the couple back by
weary stages to Paris. In the course of this journey, the aged King
Louis died. His son was now Louis VII, the Duchess Eleanor now
queen of France. The year was 1137.

We must not imagine that Eleanor was a very happy bride in those
first years of her marriage. Paris was a cold and gloomy northern city,
very different from sunny Provence, and the Capetian castles in which
she lived were dark and uncomfortable. The king—her husband-—
had an inexhaustible thirst for devotion and piety and surrounded
himself with ecclesiastical advisers, confessors, theologians, and bar-
ren, quibbling scholars, so unlike the more robust and charming practi-
tioners of the ga: savoir (merry learning) with whom Eleanor had
grown up at her father’s court. Nor was Louis very happy, for he and
his young wife had two daughters, Marie and Alix, but no son, no
member of what was then considered “the better sex” to be groomed
for the Capetian throne.

Then word reached Paris of the fall of Edessa in the distant Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem, one of those fortress principalities to secure
the Holy Land dating from the first crusade almost half a century
before. The resurgence of Muslim power was clearly seen to threaten
the Holy Land, and the call for a second crusade went out. The pious
King Louis took the cross—to the consternation of his more realistic
advisers. And Eleanor insisted upon accompanying him. Whatever
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Louis and his fellow crusaders may have thought about this matter,
Eleanor’s position as a great vassal who could summon a substantial
host of warriors from her own lands made her support crucial: gnd
her support was contingent upon her going in person. There is a
persistent legend that the queen and her ladies decked themselves
out as Amazons in anticipation of their role in the coming military
adventure. . '

But the military adventure itself turned into a military disaster. The
second crusade was a dismal failure. The French forces of Louis VII
were seriously defeated by the Turks, and the German contingent led
by the Emperor Conrad III was almost wiped out. Both the French
and the Germans accused the Byzantine Greeks of treachery. There
were disagreements among the Western knights, and many of them
simply abandoned the crusade and returned home. There were di-
vided counsels among those who remained and mistrust between
them and the Christian lords of the Eastern principalities. And there
were continued military blunders and defeats. Tempers were short,
old quarrels flared, new ones commenced. .

In this atmosphere, what had apparently been a growing estrange-
ment between King Louis and Queen Eleanor became an open break.
Their troubles were aggravated by what was then co.n51dered the
boldness and outspokenness of the queen and in particular by her
attentions to her handsome uncle, only eight years older than she,
Raymond of Poitiers, Prince of Antioch. It may have been no more
than an innocent flirtation. But Louis thought otherwise. He brooded
not only on his queen’s conduct but on what he percei\fed as her
failure to produce a son for him, and his mind turne;d_to dlvorce,' the
grounds for which were to be found in consanguinity, a marriage
within the prohibited degree of blood relatlonshlp,'whlch was the
usual legal pretext for the dissolution of feudal marriages no longer

bearable or profitable.



Eleanor and the Chroniclers

WILLIAM OF TYRE
AND JOHN OF SALISBURY

Eleanor’s role in the second crusade is scarcely mentioned by the
chroniclers who recorded the deeds of its other leading figures. Odo
of Deuil, a monk of the French royal monastery of St. Denis and the
Fhaplam of Louis V]I, wrote the most detailed account of Louis’s part
in the crusade—De profectione Ludovici VII in orientem—Dbut he makes
only four passing references to the queen in the entire narrative. Odo
clearly had reason to favor the cause of the king, his master. And, for
one reason or another, so did the few other chroniclers who give ’any
account at all of the estrangement between Louis and Eleanor. The
most detailed is that of William, Archbishop of Tyre. William i‘s gener-
ally regarded as the best of all the chroniclers of the crusades, but he
was not present at the time of this crisis and we do not know x’vhat
source he used. In any event, he regarded the behavior of the queen
and the resulting breach with her husband as part of a cynical at-
tempt by Raymond of Antioch to turn the crusade to his own advan-
tage. Here is the account of William of Tyre.

For many days Raymond, prince of Antioch, had eagerl i
arrival 9f t}}e king of the Franks. When he learned t%lat};}:v 12:;:16; l::g
lar}ded in his domains, he summoned all the nobles of the land and the
chief leaders of the people and went out to meet him with a chosen
escort. He greeted the king with much reverence and conducted him
with great pomp into the city of Antioch, where he was met by the cler
and the people. Long before this time—in fact, as soon as he heard thgal};
Louis was coming—Raymond had conceived the idea that by his aid he
might be able to enlarge the principality of Antioch. With this in mind
therefore, even before the king started on the pilgrimage, the prince’
had sent to.hlm in France a large store of noble gifts and treasures of
great price in the hope of winning his favor. He also counted greatly on
the interest of the queen with the lord king, for she had been his insepa-
rable companion on his pilgrimage. She was Raymond’s niece andpel—
dest daughter of Count William of Poitou, his brother. ’

As we have said, therefore, Raymond showed the king every atten-
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tion on his arrival. He likewise displayed a similar care for the nobles
and chief men in the royal retinue and gave them many proofs of his
great liberality. In short, he outdid all in showing honor to each one
according to his rank and handled everything with the greatest mag-
nificence. He felt a lively hope that with the assistance of the king and
his troops he would be able to subjugate the neighboring cities,
namely, Aleppo, Shayzar, and several others. Nor would this hope
have been futile, could he have induced the king and his chief men to
undertake the work. For the arrival of King Louis had brought such
fear to our enemies that now they not only distrusted their own
strength but even despaired of life itself.

Raymond had already more than once approached the king pri-
vately in regard to the plans which he had in mind. Now he came
before the members of the king’s suite and his own nobles and ex-
plained with due formality how his request could be accomplished
without difficulty and at the same time be of advantage and renown to
themselves. The king, however, ardently desired to go to Jerusalem to
fulfil his vows, and his determination was irrevocable. When Raymond
found that he could not induce the king to join him, his attitude
changed. Frustrated in his ambitious designs, he began to hate the
king’s ways; he openly plotted against him and took means to do him
injury. He resolved also to deprive him of his wife, either by force or by
secret intrigue. The queen readily assented to this design, for she wasa
foolish woman. Her conduct before and after this time showed her to
be, as we have said, far from circumspect. Contrary to her royal dignity,
she disregarded her marriage vows and was unfaithful to her husband.

As soon as the king discovered these plots, he took means to pro-
vide for his life and safety by anticipating the designs of the prince.
By the advice of his chief nobles, he hastened his departure and
secretly left Antioch with his people. Thus the splendid aspect of his
affairs was completely changed, and the end was quite unlike the
beginning. His coming had been attended with pomp and glory; but
fortune is fickle, and his departure was ignominious.

The only other substantial account of the events leading to the di-
vorce of Louis and Eleanor is that of the great twelfth-century ec-
clesiastic and intellectual, John of Salisbury, in his Historia Pontifi-
calis. In one respect, john was even further removed from the
events than was William of Tyre. He had no direct knowledge of
the East at all and was, at this time, in Rome on a mission from
the see of Canterbury and attached to the papal court. We do not
know what source he used for the events in Antioch. It is likely
that he is simply repeating the story as he heard it from members
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of Louis’s retinue, for the hostility against Eleanor that already ani-
mated Louis’s close supporters is clearly present in John’s account.
It is also possible that the hostility of the account and its strong
pro-French bias is related to the later time at which John’s work
was actually written, about 1163. At this time, John was involved
in the growing bitterness between Thomas Becket, whom he sup-
ported, and Henry II of England, who had just sent John into ex-
ile for his support of Becket. John found refuge in France.

But in any event, the account in the Hustoria Pontificalis is strongly
favorable to Louis, even to the extent of ascribing to Eleanor the
initiative in the proposal for the divorce.

In the year of grace 1149 the most Christian king of the Franks reached
Antioch, after the destruction of his armies in the east, and was nobly
entertained there by Prince Raymond, brother of the late William,
count of Poitiers. He was as it happened the queen’s uncle, and owed
the king loyalty, affection and respect for many reasons. But whilst they
remained there to console, heal and revive the survivors from the
wreck of the army, the attentions paid by the prince to the queen, and
his constant, indeed almost continuous, conversation with her, aroused
the king’s suspicions. These were greatly strengthened when the
queen wished to remain behind, although the king was preparing to
leave, and the prince made every effort to keep her, if the king would
give his consent. And when the king made haste to tear her away, she
mentioned their kinship, saying it was not lawful for them to remain
together as man and wife, since they were related in the fourth and
fifth degrees. Even before their departure a rumour to that effect had
been heard in France, where the late Bartholomew bishop of Laon had
calculated the degrees of kinship; but it was not certain whether the
reckoning was true or false. At this the king was deeply moved; and
although he loved the queen almost beyond reason he consented to
divorce her if his counsellors and the French nobility would allow it.
There was one knight amongst the king’s secretaries, called Terricus
Gualerancius, a eunuch whom the queen had always hated and
mocked, but who was faithful and had the king’s ear like his father’s

before him. He boldly persuaded the king not to suffer her to dally
longer at Antioch, both because “guilt under kinship’s guise could lie
concealed,” and because it would be a lasting shame to the kingdom of
the Franks if in addition to all the other disasters it was reported that
the king had been deserted by his wife, or robbed of her. So he argued,
either because he hated the queen or because he really believed it,
moved perchance by widespread rumour. In consequence, she was
torn away and forced to leave for Jerusalem with the king; and, their
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mutual anger growing greater, the wound remained, hide it as best
they might.

In the next passage, John is on more familiar ground since he was
in Rome, a familiar of the curia and of Pope Eugemus' 111, and
perhaps even a witness to some of the events he describes.

In the year of grace eleven hundred and fifty the king of the Franks
returned home. But the galleys of the Emperor of Constantinople lay
in wait for him on his return, capturing the queen and all who were
journeying in her ship. The king was appeal‘ed to to return to his
Byzantine brother and friend, and force was being brought to bear on
him when the galleys of the king of Sicily came to the rescue. Freeing
the queen and releasing the king, they escorted them back to Sicily
rejoicing, with honour and triumph. This was done by order of the
king of Sicily, who feared the wiles of the Greeks and desired an
opportunity of showing his devotion to the king gnd queen of the
Franks. Now therefore he hastened to meet him with an ample reti-
nue, and escorted him most honourably to Palermo, heaplr_lg glfts
both on him and on all his followers; thereafter he travelled with him
right across his territory to Ceprano, supplying all his needs on the
way. This is the last point on the frontier between the principality of
Capua and Campania, which is papal .territory. .
At Ceprano the cardinals and officials of the church met the king
and, providing him with all that he desired, escorted him to Tusculum
to the lord pope, who received him with such tenderness and rever-
ence that one would have said he was welcoming an angel of the Lord
rather than a mortal man. He reconciled the king and queen, after
hearing severally the accounts each gave of the estrangement bgg_un
at Antioch, and forbade any future mention of their consanguinity:
confirming their marriage, both orally and in writing, he commgnded
under pain of anathema that no word should be spoken against it and
that it should not be dissolved under any pretext whatever. This
ruling plainly delighted the king, for he loved the queen Passmnately,
in an almost childish way. The pope made them sleep in the same
bed, which he had had decked with priceless hangings of his own;
and daily during their brief visit he strove by friendly converse to
restore love between them. He heaped gifts upon them; and when
the moment for departure came, though he was a.stem man,.he
could not hold back his tears, but sent them on their way blessing
them and the kingdom of the Franks, which was higher in his esteem
than all the kingdoms of the world.



Eleanor, the Queen of Hearts

AMY KELLY

1,9

Despite “the lord pope’s good offices, his tears and hi i

even his thre.at of anathema, the estrangement bet\(/ivel:rsl tI)Jltiflsilsnagr,ld
Eleanor continued. Louis was adamant, and finally, in the spring of
1152 at a solemn synod in Beaugency on the Loire, Louis’s re 53-
sentatives argued the case of the consanguinity of their lord arll)d his
queen, and the Archbishop of Sens proclaimed their marriage in-
valid. The Archbishop of Bordeaux, the queen’s surrogate ;gou ht
only the assurance that her lands be restored. But this had alregd
E)}fl:en srra;:lged, as had all the other details of this elaborate royal !
Pozii[r:u'e. leanor was not even present. She had already returned to

But Eleanor was not destined to reign as a dow i
her own domains. Within two months,gshe marrieiligle-lregilyC hS?JskLn
of Normandy. He was not only the Norman duke but also, the heir
to the fiefs of his father, Geoffrey Plantagenet, Count of Maine
and Anjou. These already substantial lands, when Jjoined to those
of his new bride, made Henry lord of a nearly solid block of terri-
tories that stretched from the English Channel to the Mediterra-
nean and from Bordeaux to the Vexin, hardly a day’s ride from
Paris. At one sfroke, Henry of Anjou had become the greatest
feudatory of Ffance, with lands and resources many times the siz
of those held b)_/ his nominal overlord, King Louis VII. Two earse
later, another piece of Henry’s inheritance came into his ham)is
His mother, Matilda, was the daughter of the English Kin Henr
I and had never ceased to press the claim of her son to thge En- !
glish throne. The reign of King Stephen was coming to an end
Z?,j‘iohe ilgd n(;) ligrviving heirs. At his death in 1154, Henry of ’
u claimed his crown, an i

o was 3 mcerr re mor.ae .d there was none to deny him. Elea-

But this time, she had a very different king. Henry 11 w
godless as Louis had_ been pious, as ﬂamboyagm as L())/uis h:(si ;ll)seen
humble. Whe.re Louis was stubborn and persistent, Henry was furi-
ousl)_/ energetic and decisive. The setting was at ha’nd for one of th
classnc'confrontations of medieval history that was to stretch into the
following generation of the kings of both France and England )

As for Eleanor, the sources are once more almost silent, We do
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know that she and Henry produced a large family. The eldest son,
William, born before the succession to England, died in childhood.
But in 1155 came Henry; in 1156, their first daughter, Matilda; in
1157 came Richard, to be called the Lion Hearted; in 1158 came
Geoffrey; in 1161, Eleanor; in 1165, Johanna; and in 1166, john.
We know that through the early years of her marriage to Henry,
Eleanor was often with him at court and sometimes presided in his
absence, a fact attested by writs and seals. But her marriage was by
no means serene. There were long periods of separation during
which the king was known to be unfaithful. The incidents of his
infidelity had grown more flagrant with the passing years. At
about the time of Prince John’s birth in 1166, Henry was involved
with a paramour of spectacular beauty, Rosamond Clifford. Their
affair was the object of such celebration by poets, balladeers, and
wags alike that Eleanor may have decided that her bed and her
dignity could no longer endure such an affront. But there may
have been other matters at issue. The queen may have become
alarmed at her husband’s efforts to substitute his rule for hers in
her dower lands.

In any case, about 1170 she returned to Poitou with her favorite
son, Richard, whom she installed as her heir for the lands of Poitou
and Aquitaine. For the next three or four years she lived in her old
capital of Poitiers, separated from her husband. In these years of
self-imposed exile, Eleanor not only reasserted her rights to her
own lands, but created a center in Poitiers for the practice of the
troubadour culture and l'amour courtois that had long been associ-
ated with her family.

The following passage, from Amy Kelly’s Eleanor of Aquitaine and
the Four Kings—the book that has come to be regarded as the stan-
dard work on Eleanor—is a brilliant reconstruction of this period of

Eleanor’s life.

When the countess of Poitou settled down to rule her own heritage,
she took her residence in Poitiers, which offered a wide eye-sweep on
the world of still operative kings. In the recent Plantagenet building
program her ancestral city, the seat and necropolis of her forebears,
had been magnificently enlarged and rebuilt, and it stood at her
coming thoroughly renewed, a gleaming exemplar of urban ele-

gance. The site rose superbly amidst encircling rivers. Its narrow
Merovingian area had lately been extended to include with new and
ampler walls parishes that had previously straggled over its outer
slopes; ancient quarters had been cleared of immemorial decay; new
churches and collegials had sprung up; the cathedral of Saint Pierre
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was enriched; markets and shops of tradesmen and artisans bore
witness to renewed life among the bourgeoisie; bridges fanned out to
suburbs and monastic establishments lying beyond the streams that
moated the city. Brimming with sunshine, the valleys ebbed far away
below—hamlet and croft, mill and vineyard—to a haze as blue as the
vintage. . . .

When Eleanor came in about 1170 to take full possession of her

newly restored city of Poitiers and to install her favorite son there as
ruling count and duke in her own patrimony, she was no mere game
piece as were most feudal women, to be moved like a queen in chess.
She had learned her role as doming in Paris, Byzantium, Antioch,
London, and Rouen, and knew her value in the feudal world. She was
prepared of her own unguided wisdom to reject the imperfect desti-
nies to which she'had been, as it were, assigned. In this, her third
important role in history, she was the pawn of neither prince nor
prelate, the victim of no dynastic scheme. She came as her own mis-
tress, the most sophisticated of women, equipped with plans to estab-
lish her own assize, to inaugurate a regime dedicated neither to Mars
nor to the Pope, nor to any king, but to Minerva, Venus, and the
Virgin. She was resolved to escape from secondary roles, to assert her
independent sovereignty in her own citadel, to dispense her own
justice, her own patronage, and when at leisure, to survey, like the
Empress of Byzantium, a vast decorum in her precincts. . . .

The heirs of Poitou and Aquitaine who came to the queen’s high
place for their vassals’ homage, their squires’ training, and their court-
lers’ service,, were truculent youths, boisterous young men from the
baronial strongholds of the south without the Norman or Frankish
sense of nationality, bred on feuds and violence, some of them with rich
fiefs and proud lineage, but with little solidarity and no business but
local warfare and daredevil escapade. The custom of lateral rather
than vertical inheritance of fiefs in vogue in some parts of Poitou and
Aquitaine—the system by which lands passed through a whole genera-
tion before descending to the next generation—produced a vast num-
ber of landless but expectant younger men, foot-loose, unemployed,
ambitious, yet dependent upon the reluctant bounty of uncles and
brothers, or their own violent exploits. These wild young men were a
deep anxiety not only to the heads of their houses, but to the Kings of
France and England and to the Pope in Rome. They were the stuff of
which rebellion and schism are made. For two generations the church
had done what it could with the problem of their unemployment,
marching hordes out of Europe on crusade and rounding other hordes
into the cloister.

It was with this spirited world of princes and princesses, of ap-
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prentice knights and chatelaines, at once the school and the court qf
young Richard, that the duchess, busy as she was‘wnh the mul?l—
farious business of a feudal suzerain, had to deal in her palace in

Poitiers. . . .

Eleanor found a willing and helpful deputy to assist her in the per-
son of Marie, Countess of Champagne, her daughter by Louis of
France. Marie, now entrusted to Eleanor’s tutglage, was a well-
educated young woman and apparently well disposed to her
mother’s plans.

... The character of the milieu which Marie appears to have set up in
Poitiers suggests a genuine sympathy between the queen apq herf
daughter who had so long been sundered by the bleak fortuities o
life. Old relationships were knit up. Something native bloss?med in
the countess, who shone with a special luster in her mot_hers cgurt.
The young Count of Poitou learned to love particularly his .half sister
Marie and forever to regard the Poitiers of her dispensation as the
world’s citadel of valor, the seat of courtesy, and thf; fountainhead of
poetic inspiration. Long after, in his darkest hours, it was to her goo:ii
graces he appealed. The countess, having carte blanche to prgcee
with the very necessary business of getting co_ntrol of her academy,
must have striven first for order. Since the miscellaneous and high-
spirited young persons in her charge had not learned ordvl:lr ftrlom 1t'11:e
liturgy nor yet from hagiography, the countess bethought er,h_l e
many an astute pedagogue, to deduce her principles from somet ;lng
more germane to their interests. She did not precisely invent her
regime; rather she appropriated it from the abundant resources at
and.
he{"}}lle rlliberal court of Eleanor had again drawn a company of those
gifted persons who thrive by talent or by art. Poets, conteurs purveying
romance, ecclesiastics with Latin literature at their tongues end and
mere clerks with smatterings of Ovid lgamed from quotation books,
chroniclers engaged upon the sober epic of the Plantagenets, came to
their haven in Poitiers. The queen and the countess, with their native
poetic tradition, were the natural patrons of the troubadours. It will
be seen that the Countess Marie’s resources were rich and abundant,
but not so formalized as to afford the disciplines for a royal academy
nor give substance to a social ritual. The great hall was ready for hgr
grand assize; the expectant court already thronged to gape at its

suggestive splendors. . . .
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At least one other important source Marie employed. She levied
upon the social traditions of her Poitevin forebears. Nostredame re-
lates that in Provence chatelaines were accustomed to entertain their
seasonal assemblies with so-called “courts of love,” in which, just as
feudal vassals brought their grievances to the assizes of their over-
lords for regulation, litigants in love’s thrall brought their problems
for the judgment of the ladies. André in his famous work! makes
reference to antecedent decisions in questions of an amatory nature
by “les dames de Gascogne,” and the poetry of the troubadours pre-
supposes a milieu in which their doctrines of homage and deference
could be exploited. Thus we have in Andre’s Tractatus the framework
of Ovid with the central emphasis reversed, the Arthurian code of
manners, the. southern ritual of the “courts of love,” all burnished
with a golden wash of troubadour poetry learned by the queen’s
forebears and their vassals in the deep Midi, probably beyond the
barrier of the Pyrenees. Marie made these familiar materials the vehi-
cle for her woman’s doctrine of civility, and in so doing, she trans-
formed the gross and cynical pagan doctrines of Ovid into something
more ideal, the woman’s canon, the chivalric code of manners. Man-
ners, she plainly saw, were after all the fine residuum of philosophies
the very flower of ethics. . . . ,

_With this anatomy of the whole corpus of love in hand, Marie orga-
nized the rabble of soldiers, fighting cocks, jousters, springers, riding
masters, troubadours, Poitevin nobles and debutantes, young: chate-
lalp_es, adolescent princes, and infant princesses in the great hall of
Poitiers. Of this pandemonium the countess fashioned a seemly and
elegant socif.:ty, the fame of which spread to the world. Here was a
woman'’s assize to draw men from the excitements of the tilt and the
hunt, from dice and games to feminine society, an assize to outlaw
boorishness and compel the tribute of adulation to female majesty. . . .

While the_ ladies, well-accoutered, sit above upon the dais, the
sterner portion of society purged, according to the code, from the
odors of the kennels and the highway and free for a time from spurs
and falcons, range themselves about the stone benches that line the
walls, stirring the fragrant rushes with neatly pointed shoe. There are
doul_)tless preludes of music turing the last reluctant knight from the
gaming table, tensons or pastourelles, the plucking of rotes, the “voicing
of a fair song and sweet,” perhaps even some of the more complicated

) i . .
. Andrg, simply known as the Chaplain, a scholar of this court whose work Tractatus

e Amore is referred to here, one of the basic works on medieval chivalry and the courts
of love.—Ebp.
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musical harmonies so ill-received by the clerical critics in London; a
Breton lai adding an episode to Arthurian romance, or a chapter
in the talé of “sad-man” Tristram, bringing a gush of tears from the
tender audience clustered about the queen and the Countess of
Champagne.

After the romance of the evening in the queen’s court, the jury
comes to attention upon petition of a young knight in the hall. He
bespeaks the judgment of the queen and her ladies upon a point of
conduct, through an advocate, of course, so he may remain anony-
mous. A certain knight, the advocate deposes, has sworn to his lady, as
the hard condition of obtaining her love, that he will upon no provoca-
tion boast of her merits in company. But one day he overhears detrac-
tors heaping his mistress with calumnies. Forgetting his vow in the
heat of his passion, he warms to eloquence in defense of his lady. This
coming to her ears, she repudiates her champion. Does the lover, who
admits he has broken his pledge to his mistress, deserve in this in-
stance to be driven from her presence?

The Countess of Champagne, subduing suggestions from the floor
and the buzz of conference upon the dais, renders the judgment of
the areopagus. The lady in the case, anonymous of course, is at fault,
declares the Countess Marie. She has laid upon her lover a vow too
impossibly difficult. The lover has been remiss, no doubt, in breaking
his vow to his mistress, no matter what cruel hardship it involves; but
he deserves leniency for the merit of his ardor and his constancy. The
jury recommends that the stern lady reinstate the plaintiff. The court
takes down the judgment. It constitutes a precedent. Does anyone
guess the identity of the young pair whose estrangement is thus deli-
cately knit up by the countess? As a bit of suspense it is delicious. As a
theme for talk, how loosening to the tongue!

A disappointed petitioner brings forward a case, through an advo-
cate, involving the question whether love survives marriage. The
countess, applying her mind to the code, which says that marriage is
no proper obstacle to lovers (Causa coniugii ab amore non est excusatio
recta), and after grave deliberation with her ladies, creates a sensation
in the court by expressing doubt whether love in the ideal sense can
exist between spouses. This is so arresting 2 proposition that the
observations of the countess are referred to the queen for corrobora-
tion, and all wait upon the opinion of this deeply experienced judge.
The queen with dignity affirms that she cannot gainsay the Countess
of Champagne, though she finds it admirable that a wife should find
love and marriage consonant. Eleanor, Queen of France and then of
England, had learned at fifty-two that, as another medieval lady put
it, “Mortal love is but the licking of honey from thorns.”
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During the years of Eleanor’s dalliance at Poitiers, her husband’s
larger world had been turned upside down by his quarrel with
Thomas Becket. It had not ended even with the martyrdom of that
troublesome prelate at the altar of Canterbury in 1170. The ques-
tion of whether Henry ordered Becket’s murder or not—and he
probably did not—is quite immaterial. For he bore its consequences.
And its principal consequence was to give to the French king a
priceless justification to move against Henry and his fiefs. What is
more, Henry’s own sons were as often as not in league with the
French king. With some of them, Henry had been too hard, with
others too soft. And when he favored one, the others feared and
plotted against the favorite of the moment. Even Henry’s proposed
disposition of his estates and titles served only to further their quar-
rels with each other and with him. These quarrels reached their
first climax in the great rebellion of 1173, in which Henry the
young king, Richard, and Geoffrey were in open alliance with Louis
of France against their father. To the alliance flocked rebellious bar-
ons from Scotland to Aquitaine. Henry charged Eleanor with sedi-
tion ant with embittering their sons against him. As the rebellion
faltered and then was quelled, Henry was reconciled, however fit-
fully, with his sons but not their mother. With Eleanor, Henry was
unyielding. She was imprisoned, first at Salisbury Castle, later at
Winchester and other places, for the next sixteen years. One must
imagine that the captivity was genteel, but it was nonetheless real.
From time to time, she was released for a holiday visit to court or to
participate in some stormy family council.

In the last years of Eleanor’s imprisonment, two of her sons,
Henry and Geoffrey, died, but the surviving sons, Richard and
John, could still intrigue against their father. They did so in league
with a new and more dangerous Capetian enemy, Philip II Augus-
tus, the able and energetic son of Louis VII, who had followed him
to the throne in 1180. Henry II’s final years were filled with his
sons’ rebellion, and he died in 1189 shamed by defeat at their
hands. It was only after Henry’s death and the succession of Rich-
ard that Eleanor was released from her captivity.

With none of her ardor dimmed, the queen, now almost seventy,
set about to serve her favored son, now king at last. While Richard
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was still on the Continent, Eleanor assumed the regency and on her
own authority convoked a court at Westminster to demand the
oaths of loyalty from the English feudality to their new king. She
then traveled to other centers to take similar obeisances and to set
the affairs of the kingdom in order. Her son arrived for an undis-
puted coronation in the summer of 1189.

But Richard’s thoughts in that triumphal summer season were
not upon the affairs of England or any of his other lands. He had
already taken the cross almost two years before, and the third cru-
sade was about to begin. The Lion Hearted was to be its greatest
hero.

The third crusade, despite Richard’s heroics, was as unsuccessful
as the second. And, after three years, during which most of his fel-
low crusaders had declared their vows discharged and returned to
their own lands—including his Capetian rival, Philip Augustus—
Richard started for home.

We pick up the story of his return—with its delays and betrayals
—and of Eleanor’s role in it from her recent biography, by Marion
Meade, Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Biography. Meade’s book is broadly
revisionist, and the basis of her revisionism is her feminism. Meade
observes that “the historical record, written to accommodate men”
has judged Eleanor “.. . a bitch, harlot, adultress, and monster” and
that this is not surprising “for she was one of those rare women
who altogether refused to be bound by the rules of proper behavior
for her sex; she did as she pleased, although not without agonizing
personal struggle” (p. ix). In Meade’s account, as in any other
account of Eleanor, there is much latitude for interpretation, given
the pervasive silence of contemporary chronicles. Meade further
argues that even these are “riddled with lies since monks and
historians—in the twelfth century one and the same—have always
abhorred emancipated women” (p. xi). Meade intends to redress the
balance. And she does so, in no part of her account more forcefully
than in the following passage.

In England, Eleanor was expecting her son home for Christmas. All
through November and early December companies of Crusaders had
begun arriving in the kingdom,; in the ports and marketplaces there

were firsthand reports of the king’s deeds in Palestine and plans for

celebrations once he arrived. But the days passed without news, and
newly arrived contingents of soldiers expressed astonishment that
they had beaten the king home although they had left Acre after
Richard. Along the coast, lookouts peered into the foggy Channel in
hope of sighting the royal vessel, and messengers waited to race over
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the frozen roads toward London with the news of the king’s landing.
Eleanor learned that Berengaria and Joanna? had safely reached
Rome, but of her son, weeks overdue, there was an alarming lack of
information. She held a cheerless Christmas court at Westminster, her
apprehension mounting with each day, her silent fears being ex-
pressed openly in the ale houses along the Thames: The king had
encountered some calamity, a storm along the Adriatic coast no
doubt, and now he would never return.

Three days after Christmas, the whereabouts of the tardy Richard
Plantagenet became known, not at Westminster but at the Cité Palace
in Paris. On December 28, Philip Augustus received an astounding
letter from his good friend Henry Hohenstaufen, the Holy Roman
emperor:3

We have thought it proper to inform your nobleness that while the
enemy of our empire and the disturber of your kingdom, Richard,
King of England, was crossing the sea to his dominions, it chanced that
the winds caused him to be shipwrecked in the region of Istria, at a
place which lies between Aquila and Venice. . . . The roads being duly
watched and the entire area well-guarded, our dearly beloved cousin
Leopold, Duke of Austria, captured the king in a humble house in a
village near Vienna. Inasmuch as he is now in our power, and has
always done his utmost for your annoyance and disturbance, we have
thought it proper to relay this information to your nobleness.

Shortly after the first of the new year, 1193, the archbishop of
Rouen was able to send Eleanor a copy of the letter, accompanied by a
covering note in which he cited whatever comforting quotations he
could recall from Scripture to cover an outrage of this magnitude.

Eleanor’s most imperative problem—finding the location where
Richard was being held prisoner—she tackled with her usual energy
and resourcefulness. From all points, emissaries were dispatched to
find the king: Eleanor herself sent the abbots of Boxley and Pontrobert
to roam the villages of Bavaria and Swabia, following every lead and
rumor; Hubert Walter, bishop of Salisbury, stopping in Italy on his way
home from the Crusade, changed course and hastened to Germany;
even William Longchamp, the exiled chancellor, set out at once from

2Berengaria was Richard’s wife—a Spanish princess he had married, at Eleanor’s
urging, on his way to the crusade. Joanna was Richard’s sister, the widowed Queen of
Sicily, whom he had taken under his protection to Palestine.—Eb.

3The Plantagenet kings were related by marriage to the great German feudal
family, the Welfs, who were the most dangerous rivals to the imperial house of Hohen-
staufen. The Angevins, including Richard, had frequently supported the Welfs, hence
the emperor’s hostility. —Eb.
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Paris to trace his master. It was not until March, however, that Richard’s
chapla{in, Anselm, who had shared many of the king’s misad\'/enture_s,
arrived in England, and Eleanor was able to obtain authentic details
[including the fact that Richard was being held in a remote castle of
Durrenstein in Austria]. . '

Treachery was rife not only in Germany but in Paris and Rouen; 1t
even percolated rapidly in the queen’s own family. Before Eleanor
could take steps to secure Coeur de Lion’s release, she was faced with
more immediate catastrophes in the form of Philip Augustus and his
newest ally, her son John. These two proceeded on the assumption
that Richard, king of England, was dead. Or as good as dead. But
before Eleanor could take her youngest son in hand, he fled to Nor-
mandy, where he declared himself the king’s heir, an announcement
the Norman barons greeted with disdain. John did not wait to con-
vince them, proceeding instead to Paris, where he did homage to
Philip for the Plantagenet Continental domains and furthermore
agreeing to confirm Philip’s right to the Vexin.# . .. In the meantime,
Eleanor, “who then ruled England,” had taken the precaution of
closing the Channel ports and ordering the defense of the eastern
coast against a possible invasion, her hastily mustered home gugrd
being instructed to wield any weapon that came to hand, including
their plowing tools.

At this point, Eleanor’s dilemma in regard to her sons would have
taxed the most patient of mothers. John, returning to England, swag-
gered about the countryside proclaiming hirr}self the next king of
England—perhaps he sincerely believed that Richard would never be
released alive—and, never known for his sensitivity, constantly re-
galed Eleanor with the latest rumors concerning the fate of her favor-
ite son. Her actions during this period indicate clearly that she failed
to take John seriously. Although he was twenty-seven, she thought of
him as the baby of the family, always a child showing off and trying to
attract attention. Her attitude was probably close to that of Richard’s
when, a few months later, he was informed of John’s machinatiqns:
“My brother John is not the man to subjugate a country i£ there is a
person able to make the slightest resistance to his attempts.” With one
hand, Eleanor deftly managed to anticipate John’s plots and render
him harmless; with the other, she worked for Richard’s release. After
Easter, the king had been removed from Durrenstein Castle and the
hands of Duke Leopold and, after some haggling, had been taken
into custody by Leopold’s suzerain, the Holy Roman emperor. As the

4The Vexin was an area at the juncture of Normandy, Anjou, and the {le de France,
long disputed by the English and French kings.—Eb.
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emperor’s prisoner, Richard found himself the object of high-level
decisions. His death, it was decided, would achieve no useful pur-
pose; rather the arrogant Plantagenets, or what remained of them,
should be made to redeem their kin, but at a price that would bring
their provinces to their knees: 100,000 silver marks with two hundred
hostages as surety for payment. The hostages, it was specified, were
to be chosen from among the leading barons of England and Nor-
mandy or from their children.

Relieved as Eleanor must have felt to learn that her son could be
purchased, she could only have been appalled at the size of the
ransom. The prospect of collecting such an enormous sum, thirty-
five tons of pure silver, seemed impossible after Henry’s Saladin
tithe> and Richard’s great sale before the Crusade.5 Where was the
money to be found? Where were two hundred noble hostages to be
located? At a council convened at Saint Albans on June 1, 1193, she
appointed five officers to assist with the dreaded task. During the
summer and fall, England became a marketplace to raise the great-
est tax in its history. The kingdom was stripped of its wealth: “No
subject, lay or clerk, rich or poor, was overlooked. No one could
say, ‘Behold I am only So-and-So or Such-and-Such, pray let me
be excused.’” Barons were taxed one-quarter of a year’s income.
Churches and abbeys were relieved of their movable wealth, includ-
ing the crosses on their altars. The Cistercians, who possessed no
riches, sheared their flocks and donated a year’s crop of wool. Be-
fore long, the bars of silver and gold began slowly to pile up in the
crypt of Saint Paul’s Cathedral under Eleanor’s watchful eyes. But
not quickly enough to comfort her. Even more painful was the job
of recruiting hostages from the great families, their lamentations
and pleadings rising like a sulphurous mist all over the kingdom
and providing constant agony for the queen.

From Haguenau, where Richard was incarcerated, came a flood
of letters to his subjects and most especially to his “much loved
mother.” He had been received with honor by the emperor and his
court, he is well, he hopes to be home soon. He realizes that the
ransom will be difficult to raise but he feels sure that his subjects
will not shirk their duty; all sums collected should be entrusted to
the queen. . . .

It is said that in her anguish she addressed three letters to Pope

>A tax that Henry had levied for a crusade, hence called after the great Muslim
leader Saladin.—Eb.

"A sale not only of movable property of the crown but that of such protected folk as
foreign and Jewish merchants, and what could be extracted from the nobility.—Ep.
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Celestine III imploring his assistance in securing Richard’s re-
lease and in her salutation addressed the pontiff as “Eleanor, by the
wrath of God, Queen of England.” . . . Why, she demands, does the
sword of Saint Peter slumber in its scabbard when her son a “most
delicate youth,” the anointed of the Lord, lies in chains? Why does
the pope, a “negligent,” “cruel” prevaricator and sluggard, do
nothing?

These letters, supposedly written for her by Peter of Blois, are so
improbable that it is surprising that many modern historians have
accepted them as authentic. While preserved among the letters of
Peter of Blois, who is undoubtedly their author—they are characteris-
tic of his style and use his favorite expressions—there is no evidence
that they were written for Eleanor or that they were ever sent. Most
likely they were rhetorical exercises. No contemporary of Eleanor’s
mentioned that she wrote to the pope, and not until the seventeenth
century were the letters attributed to her. From a diplomatic point of
view, they are too fanciful to be genuine; Eleanor, clearheaded and
statesmanlike, was never a querulous old woman complaining of age,
infirmities, and weariness of life. On the contrary, her contemporar-
ies unanimously credit her with the utmost courage, industry, and
political skill. A second point to notice is that the details of the letters
misrepresent the facts of Richard’s imprisonment. He was never “de-
tained in bonds,” and as both she and the pope knew, Celestine had
instantly, upon receiving news of Richard’s capture, excommunicated
Duke Leopold for laying violent hands on a brother Crusader; he had
threatened Philip Augustus with an interdict if he trespassed upon
Plantagenet territories; and he had menaced the English with inter-
dict should they fail to collect the ransom. Under the circumstances,
Celestine had done all he could. In the last analysis, the letters must
be viewed as Peter of Blois’s perception of Eleanor’s feelings, a view
that may or may not be accurate.

In December 1193, Eleanor set sail with an imposing retinue of
clerks, chaplains, earls, bishops, hostages, and chests containing the
ransom. By January 17, 1194, the day scheduled for Richard’s release,
she had presented herself and the money at Speyer, but no sooner had
they arrived than, to her amazement, Henry Hohenstaufen an-
nounced a further delay. He had received letters that placed an entirely
new light on the matter of the king’s liberation. As the gist of the
problem emerged, it seemed Philip Augustus and john Plantagenet
had offered the emperor an equivalent amount of silver if he could
hold Coeur de Lion in custody another nine months, or deliver him up
to them. These disclosures, and Henry’s serious consideration of the
counteroffer, provoked horror from the emperor’s own vassals, and
after two days of argument, Henry relented. He would liberate
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Richard as promised if the king of England would do homage to him
for all his possessions, including the kingdom of England. This re-

quest, a calculated humiliation, would have made Richard a vassal of «

the Holy Roman emperor, a degradatior: that the Plantagenets were
hard put to accept. Quick to realize the meaninglessness, as well as the
illegality, of the required act, Eleanor made an on-the-spot decision.
According to Roger of Hovedon, Richard, “by advice of his mother
Eleanor, abdicated the throne of the kingdom of England and deliv-
ered it to the emperor as the lord of all.” On February 4, the king was
released “into the hands of his mother” after a captivity of one year six
weeks and three days. :

Seven weeks later, on March 12, the king’s party landed at Sand-
wich and proceeded directly to Canterbury, where they gave thanks at
the tomb of Saint Thomas. By the time they reached London, the city
had been decorated, the bells were clanging furiously, and the Lon-
doners ready to give a rapturous welcome to their hero and cham-
pion. Her eldest son “hailed with joy upon the Strand,” Eleanor
looked in vain for the remaining male member of her family, but the
youngest Plantagenet was nowhere to be found. Once Richard’s re-
lease had been confirmed, he had fled to Paris upon Philip Augus-
tus’s warning that “beware, the devil is loose.” . . .

According to the chronicles, “the king and John became recon-
ciled through the mediation of Queen Eleanor, their mother.” In the
circumstances, it seemed the safest course as well as the wisest.
There was no doubt in Eleanor’s mind that the boy, now twenty-
eight, could not be held responsible for his actions, that he was, as
Richard of Devizes termed him, “light-minded.” But at that mo-
ment, he was the last of the Plantagenets. With luck, Richard might
reign another twenty-five years or more. Who was to say that he
would not produce an heir of his own? Thus the queen must have
reasoned in the spring of 1194 when her son, after so many adversi-
ties, had come home to her.

Review and Study Questions
1. What were Eleanor’s motives in her indiscreet flirtation with
Raymond of Antioch?

2. What role did Eleanor play in the evolution of medieval chivalric
culture?

3. What role did Eleanor play in European political affairs?
4. To what extent should Eleanor be considered a feminist heroine?
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Suggestions for Further Reading

As we have seen, despite her importance and inherent interest,
there are virtually no contemporary source materials for Eleanor.
Thus, whether hostile or sympathetic, the treatments of Eleanor
have had to be not so much biographies as life-and-times books.
This is true even of the best modern works. Two of them, Amy
Kelly, Eleanor of Aquitaine and the Four Kings (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1950), and Marion Meade, Eleanor of Aqui-
taine: A Biography (New York: Hawthorn, 1977), are excerpted in this
chapter, and students are encouraged to read further in them. Two
additional works are also recommended: Curtis H. Walker, Eleanor of
Aquitaine (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1950),
and Regine Pernoud, Eleanor of Aquitaine, tr. P. Wiles (New York:
Coward-McCann, 1967), both well written, lively, and fast moving.
Eleanor of Aquitaine: Patron and Politician, ed. Wm. W. Kibler (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1976), is a series of specialized papers on
aspects of Eleanor’s life and reign.

Of Eleanor’s contemporaries, the best, most comprehensive, and
up-to-date work on Henry II is W. L. Warren, Henry II (London: Eyre
Methuen, 1973). Somewhat less intimidating are the smaller but en-
tirely competent Richard Barber, Henry Plantagenet (Totowa, N.J.:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1964), and John Schlight, Henry II Plantage-
net, “Rulers and Statesmen of the World” (New York: Twayne, 1973).
Probably the best biography of Richard I is Philip Henderson, Richard
Coeur de Lion: A Biography (New York: Norton, 1959), but students are
also encouraged to read James A. Brundage, Richard Lion Heart (New
York: Scribners, 1974}, largely a study of Richard as soldier and cru-
sader, and a tough, realistic work. The standard work on John is
Sidney Painter, The Reign of King John (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1949). W. L. Warren, King John (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1978), is a somewhat revisionist treatment of John
showing him as a hard-working monarch and more the victim than
the causer of his troubles—but he still is a far from attractive figure.
For Eleanor’s French royal contemporaries, see R. Fawtier, The Cape-
tian Kings of France, tr. Lionel Butler and R. J. Adam (London: Mac-
millan, 1960). There are a handful of studies of important nonroyal
figures whose lives intertwined with Eleanor’s: Sidney Painter, Wil-
liam Marshall: Knight Errant, Baron, and Regent of England (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1933); Charles R. Young, Hubert
Walter: Lord of Canterbury and Lord of England (Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1968); and a number of books on the durable sub-
ject of Henry and Becket—the best are Richard Winston, Thomas
Becket (New York: Knopf, 1967), a tough, skeptical, but solidly source-
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based work; Dom David Knowles, Thomas Becket (London: A. and
C. Black, 1970), a scrupulously objective account by a great ecclesiasti-
cal historian, but, naturally, most occupied with the arguments of
Thomas and the church; and finally, Alfred L. Duggan, My Life for My
Sheep (New York: Coward-McCann, 1955), a lively novelized account
by an experienced historical novelist.

Two special topics relate to Eleanor throughout her life—chivalry
and courtly love and the crusades. Both have been much studied and
written about. On chivalry and courtly love, see two excellent and well-
written background works—John C. Moore, Love in Twelfth-Century
France (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1972), and Jack
Lindsay, The Troubadours and Their World of the Twelfth and Thirteenth
Centuries (London: Frederick Muller, 1976), and two equally interest-
ing ones dealing with the actual operation of knightly chivalry as well as
its romanticized literary aspects—Sidney Painter, French Chivalry: Chi-
valric Ideas and Practices in Medieval France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1940), and the more comprehensive Richard Barber,
The Knight and Chivalry (New York: Scribners, 1970). But the definitive
work on chivalry in all its aspects is Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1984). The standard work on the cru- §
sades is now The History of the Crusades (Philadelphia: University of 3§
Pennsylvania, 1955-1962), a great multiauthored work under the gen- -
eral editorship of Kenneth M. Setton: vol. 1, The First Hundred Years,
ed. M. W. Baldwin, and vol. 2, The Later Crusades, 1189-1311, ed. R. L.
Wolff. Steven Runciman, A History of the Crusades, 3 vols. (Cambridge,
England: Cambridge University Press, 1951-1954), may, however, still
be the best account. Students may prefer Zoé Oldenbourg, The Cru-
sades, tr. Anne Carter (New York: Pantheon, 1966), somewhat less suc-
cessful than her famous historical novels but still excellent and excit-
ing. For the warfare of the period, students should look at the recent
and comprehensive Philippe Contamine, War in the Middle Ages, tr.
Michael Jones (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984), especially the sections on the
Feudal Age and Medieval Society at its prime.




