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Dramatis Personae

I have opted for anglicized versions of names in most cases.
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Philip of Poitou
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	his admirals


	Savaric de Bohun, Bishop of Bath
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	his helpers in Germany


	Raymond V, Count of Toulouse
Raymond of Saint-Gilles, later Raymond VI of Toulouse
	his enemies


	Walter of Coutances, Archbishop of Rouen
William the Marshal, Earl of Pembroke
William Longchamp, Bishop of Ely, chancellor of England
Hugh de Puiset, Bishop of Durham
John of Alençon, Archdeacon of Lisieux
William Fitzhugh, Seneschal of Rouen
	his most reliable supporters


	Matthew of Clare, Castellan of Dover
Richard, Bishop of London
William, Earl of Arundel
Hamelin, Earl Warenne
	Longchamp’s party in England


	Hugh of Nonant, Bishop of Coventry
Robert Brito
Reginald, Bishop of Bath
	John’s party in England


	Musicians and Writers
	 


	Blondel de Nesle
Conon de Béthune
Gace Brulé
Chrétien de Troyes
Chastelain de Coucy
	trouvères


	Bernart de Ventadorn
Bertran de Bron
Raimon de Miraval
Giraut de Bornelh
Raimon Vidal
	troubadours


	Reinmar of Hagenau
Walther von Vogelweide
	minnesingers


	Andreas Capellanus
Marie de France
Wauchier de Denain
	romantic writers


	France
	 


	Philip Augustus, king of France (1180–1223)
	 


	Isabella of Hainault
Ingeborg of Denmark
Agnes of Méran
	his wives


	Margaret, briefly married to Henry the Young King
Alys, betrothed to Richard
	his sisters


	Palestine and the Mediterranean
	 


	Baldwin IV, king of Jerusalem (1161–85)
	 


	Baldwin V, king of Jerusalem (1185–6)
	his young nephew


	Sibylla and Isabella of Jerusalem
	their heirs


	Guy of Lusignan
Conrad of Montferrat
	rivals for the throne


	Tancred of Lecce, king of Sicily
Isaac Comnenus, king of Cyprus
	usurpers


	Baldwin, Archbishop of Canterbury
Leopold V of Babenberg, Duke of Austria
Philip, Count of Flanders
Hugh, Duke of Burgundy
Philip, Bishop of Beauvais
	other crusader leaders outside Acre


	Saladin
al-Adil, Saladin’s brother
	their opponents


	The Holy Roman Empire
	 


	Frederick I Barbarossa, Holy Roman
Emperor (1152–90)
	 


	Henry of Hohenstaufen, later Emperor Henry VI
Frederick of Swabia
Philip of Swabia
	his sons


	Meinhard II and Engelbert III, joint counts of Gorz
Roger of Argentan
Frederick III of Pettau
Hadmar II von Kuenring
	Richard’s pursuers and captors


	Conrad of Wittelsbach, Archbishop of Mainz
Adolf de Altena, archbishop-elect of Cologne
Henry, Duke of Limburg
Henry, Duke of Brabant
Dietrich, Count of Holland
	Richard’s supporters in Germany
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	Alexander III (1159–81)
Lucius III (1181–5)
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Gregory VIII (1187)
Clement III (1187–91)
Celestine III (1191–8)
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Prologue: The Legend of Blondel

‘And when the first verse was finished, a voice within the tower took up the second, and sang it quaintly. And it was the voice of Richard.’

Agnes Grozier Herbertson, ‘Richard and Blondel’, in
Heroic Legends, 1911

 

The story of Blondel’s song is one that everybody seems to know. In many different versions, and with a range of interpretations and subtle meanings, it tells how the faithful minstrel made his way through Germany and Austria in search of the missing King, Richard the Lionheart, singing hopefully under each castle wall. It culminates when, one quiet night under a tower, Blondel’s song is taken up and echoed by a familiar voice inside.

The legend has seeped into our collective consciousness, even though it has been dismissed as serious history for more than a century. Maybe it is the story’s whiff of romance, or its ideal version of faithful friendship, or its sheer mythic power, but somewhere deep inside, many of us can feel the cold, damp night air as Blondel fingers his lute and tentatively sings the verses he and the king had written together. There is a familiar echo, we sense, about the story, just as Blondel hears the unmistakable echo of his own verse wafting down and realizes that he has found the imprisoned king of England behind the great stone walls.

Some stories are like that. They have an element of universality about them that means they are repeated generation after generation, and a haunting quality that can’t be pinned down by separating the elements and analysing what remains. You can find the story of Blondel in its classic version in dusty Victorian histories of England and Edwardian adventure tales for boys, but a century on the legend has been allowed to fade a little. The strange story of the arrest of one of the most celebrated kings of medieval England has been relegated by historians to the nursery, while modern publishers feel that the homosexual undertones – which their forebears seem not to have noticed but now appear obvious – make it unsuitable for children. So Blondel seems destined to join Cinderella, Snow White and Little Red Riding Hood in the realm of fairy tale, but without their mainstream appeal.

This book takes another look at one of the most romantic stories in the English tradition and makes a plea for its rehabilitation as serious history – not as it stands perhaps, but as a distant memory of the truth behind a bizarre, half-forgotten event in the Middle Ages. Because, unlike Snow White, both Richard and Blondel really existed and the events that provide the backdrop to this story really happened. On his return from the Holy Land, and just before Christmas 1192, Richard I – the king of England and joint leader of the Third Crusade – was arrested and flung into prison. He was threatened with death by his captor and effectively disappeared. He did not get home for nearly sixteen months, and not before his subjects had been forced to pay an unprecedented ransom.

Richard I – known to history as Richard Coeur de Lion – remains one of the most recognizable figures in English history, famous partly for his military prowess and partly for his failure to spend more than nine months of his reign in his own kingdom. He is the only king to have his statue outside the Houses of Parliament in London. As well as England’s ruler, Richard was also Duke of Normandy, Duke of Aquitaine and Count of Anjou and Poitou, and he ruled over an empire that stretched from the Scottish border to the Pyrenees. His parents were Henry II, one of the most successful administrators ever to sit on the English throne, and Eleanor of Aquitaine, one of the most celebrated women of the age.

As for Blondel, though he remains shadowy and elusive, he was real too. The evidence for this can be found inside a beautiful classical building hidden away in the rue de Sully in Paris. The Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal is more like a gentleman’s club than a library, though it is officially part of the Bibliothèque Nationale. Even so, having filled in the numerous forms that provide you with a day reader’s pass, a short stay in its wood-panelled interior, with its long tables, numbered seats and leather-bound books from floor to ceiling, is enough to give you access to the microfilm which contains their manuscript No. 5198.

This is all that members of the public are allowed to see of an extraordinary thirteenth-century document, running to nearly 200 pages, with spidery nineteenth-century notes and index at the beginning. With its beautifully decorated initial letters and its immaculate black script and medieval music with square notes, this is one of the earliest song books in Western Europe. It contains more than a century of love songs by names who have passed into the history of poetry as the greatest troubadours of them all, and especially those who came from northern France and wrote in Old French – the so-called trouvères.

The Victorian editor has provided page numbers, and if you wind the microfilm reader on to page 88, you will find the following words written in red: ‘Here ends the songs of the Chastelain de Couci and here begins the songs of Blondel de Nesle.’ In other words, the mysterious minstrel who is supposed to have sung under Richard’s tower was not completely legendary. He really existed, and he was a trouvère famous enough to have his words and music recorded a century after the events described in the legend are supposed to have taken place.

There are sixteen other manuscripts in existence in European cities like the one in the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal. They can be found in the British Library in London, the Bodleian Library in Oxford and the Vatican Library in Rome; there are no fewer than nine elsewhere in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, as well as others in Siena, Berne, Leiden and Modena. In total these manuscripts attribute thirty-four songs to Blondel, twenty-seven of which are believed by most modern scholars to have been correctly attributed. They are almost exclusively about love – passionate, hopeless love too – and there is some evidence that they were well known. Two generations later, a poet from Reims called Eustaches li Peintres mentioned someone called Bloundiaus in a list of great lovers alongside the Chastelain de Coucy – one of the most famous of the trouvères – and Tristan himself. It seems likely that the songs which have been so beautifully recorded in manuscript No. 5198 were sung widely in the Middle Ages.

The manuscripts spell the name of the man history knows as Blondel in a number of different ways: sometimes he is Blondiaux, sometimes Blondiels; sometimes he is Blondeaus or even Blondelz; sometimes he is just Blond. The place he is said to be from is sometimes Nesle, but just as often Neele or Noyelle. It seems clear, though, that this is not just the same person but the same person the legend refers to. In other words, while it may now be impossible to be absolutely sure who he was, and while the evidence for his origins and work may be contradictory and fragmentary, Blondel was real.

His story, as far as we know it, together with the bizarre tale of Richard’s arrest, discovery, ransom and return, and the real meaning of the legend of the minstrel under the tower, is the subject of this book.


1. The Courts of Love

‘To leap up on errands, to go through heat or cold, at the bidding of one’s lady, or even of any lady, would seem but honourable and natural to a gentleman of the 13th or even of the 17th century, and most of us have gone shopping in the 20th with ladies who showed no sign of regarding the tradition as a dead letter.’

C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love, 1936

Were the whole world mine

From the Elbe to the Rhine,

I’d hardly value it at all

If only England’s queen

Would lie my arms between.

Carmina Burana,

twelfth-century German verse

A small plaque next to a slightly unkempt Georgian back garden opposite Worcester College, Oxford, marks the site of Beaumont Palace, birthplace of one of England’s most celebrated and paradoxical kings. There has been no trace of the massive wood and stone structure since it crumbled away as a workhouse in the 1830s, though in its heyday it was known for the beautiful murals of its great hall. But on 8 September 1157 the private quarters of the queen would have echoed with the cries of a new royal arrival – a son to King Henry II and his glamorous, strong-minded consort, Eleanor of Aquitaine. The new prince would be known in his own lifetime as Richard the Lionhearted. He was second in line to inherit his parents’ joint empire, including not just England and Normandy but duchies and other ancient fiefdoms stretching right down to the Spanish peninsula.

Richard was born almost a century after the Norman Conquest of England swept aside the Anglo-Saxon nobility. This had imposed a new layer of French-speaking aristocrats and institutions, enforced by a network of stone castles and intricate feudal relationships. This feudal combination of homage and tradition linked the new lords and ecclesiastical princes with the whole, overwhelmingly rural, social system. Richard was destined to spend little of his life in England, but a similar – though more informal and ambiguous – network of lords and vassals covered much of continental Europe too, so that everywhere he went the yeomen, serfs or villeins in every village, the shadowy inhabitants of the forests that covered so much of the countryside, and the monks and nuns in the religious orders were connected in chains of mutual responsibility all the way to the king.

The Norman invasion itself, ninety-one years before Richard’s birth, was over the horizon of living memory, but not so long ago as to be irrelevant. The new prince was born in that period of English history when the divisions between Norman and Saxon were becoming more complicated than simply those between invader and vanquished. It was too early for each side to speak the other’s language, but not too early for the first signs of a combined English language to begin to emerge. It had been a difficult few generations for the English. There may have been some in Beaumont Palace who remembered the death of the Conqueror’s son William Rufus in a hunting accident in 1100. But many must have remembered all too well the hardships, chaos and descent into anarchy in the civil war that followed the death of Rufus’s younger brother, Henry I, when ‘it was openly said that Christ and his saints slept’. It was during those years that Richard’s grandmother Matilda had stayed less comfortably in Oxford, escaping in 1141 from the castle there in the snow – the famous flight in which she was said to have worn her shoes backwards to disguise the direction in which she was heading.

But a new world was emerging too. When Richard was born, his future opponent Saladin was a nineteen-year-old in service to the Syrian ruler Nur ed-Din. The Pope, Adrian IV, was from St Albans – the only Englishman ever to have achieved that position. The future archbishop and martyr Thomas Becket was the first chancellor of Saxon descent since the Conquest, and was filling the role with sumptuous hospitality and sartorial extravagance. On a visit he made to Paris when Richard was a few months old to negotiate marriages between the English and French royal houses, he took no fewer than twenty-four changes of magnificent clothes, plus a travelling chapel, twelve horses carrying table plate, plus hounds, falcons and a long-tailed monkey perched on the back of each horse. A new age of light and luxury was recognizably dawning. But the most obvious change was in architecture: the gloomy churches with their heavy stone arches and round Romanesque windows were giving way to soaring, pointed Gothic arches and magnificent windows that let in a flood of light to the new cathedrals and abbeys of the Continent.

Richard was born between these two worlds, perched at the beginning of a new era of learning, extravagance and light, as it must have seemed at the time. His wet nurse had a son born on the same day who became the great scholar Alexander Neckham. This ambiguity, in neither the old world nor the new, applies to almost every aspect of Richard’s life and reputation – caught not just between darkness and light but between his mother’s world and his father’s.

His mother, Eleanor, was Duchess of Aquitaine in her own right and one of the most extraordinary women of the age. She had previously been married to Louis VII of France, a man given to disturbingly pious gestures: he had a habit of kissing lepers at moments of religious fervour.* She contrived to have the marriage dissolved and – to the horror of the French – married the younger but highly eligible Henry of Anjou, heir to the Angevin empire, which controlled Normandy and most of western and southern France, and also a claimant to the throne of England.

Richard was their third son, and though the first, William, died as a baby, there was a prophecy of Merlin’s – popularly supposed to apply to the Angevin dynasty – which said that ‘the eagle shall rejoice in her third nesting’. Richard was certainly Eleanor’s favourite. Her documents always described him as her ‘very dear son’, while her youngest son, John – his father’s favourite – only managed a ‘dear son’ at best. Richard’s parents had a stormy, bitter relationship, which ended in separation. This meant that he was to be brought up as a teenager in the colourful and cultured court of Poitiers, the very heart of the overlapping world of troubadour culture and courtly love.

We can only imagine the peculiar divisions that pulled him between the chivalric world of his mother and the brisk, administrative world of his father. Richard inherited both his temper and his generosity from his father. He was Henry’s son in his military prowess, not just in feats of arms but in his strategic thinking too. He understood his father’s world of devastated castles, of sore legs from being constantly in the saddle and of clerks working through the night as they agonized over the wording of the latest laws. Unlike his older brothers but again like his father, Richard was never interested in tournaments; he was fascinated by the noise, screams and excitement of real warfare. He proved his generalship while still a teenager in the bitter struggles to bring the uncontrollable vassals of Aquitaine to heel. But he was his mother’s son in his love of show and his sophistication – she insisted that no men appear before her with uncombed hair – as well as his sense of humour, his poetry and his songs. Eleanor’s palace had belonged to Duke William IX, her grandfather and the first troubadour, and it was decked out with tiled floors, silk hangings, glazed windows, linen tablecloths, sweet-scented rushes and carpets from the Orient, and Richard never lost that fascination for finery. He failed to master English, but he told Latin jokes, and wrote in both French and the language of southern France, Provençal or – as it is now known – Occitan. He also had a lifelong habit of impulsive chivalric gestures. Above all, he was Eleanor’s boy in his love of music: as king, Richard would stand alongside the choir at the royal chapel, urging them with his hands to sing louder.

Perhaps he also inherited his sense of humour from his father, who was known to chuckle a great deal. Turning anything into a joke, in fact any humour among kings and prelates, was not really looked upon with approval by the monkish historians who chronicled their lives. Richard’s most famous joke was at the expense of the preacher Fulk of Neuilly, who accused him of having three evil daughters: pride, avarice and sensuality. Very well, said Richard, pointing neatly to the known weaknesses of the different arms of the Church, ‘I give my pride to the Templars, my avarice to the Cistercians, and my sensuality to the Benedictines.’ Neither the joke nor the sense of humour endeared him to the ecclesiastics who made up the majority of chroniclers at the time. Most were divided about him, as historians have been ever since. ‘He was bad to all, worse to his friends, and worst of all to himself,’ wrote one. ‘Why do we need to expend labour extolling such a man?’ wrote another. ‘He needs no superfluous commendation. He was superior to all others.’ Even a French chronicle the following century described him as ‘the greatest of all Christian kings’.

It is hard now to pick a way through such a mass of contradictions. Richard could be cruel and arrogant, yet he twice suffered some kind of mental breakdown characterized by extreme self-loathing. He could and did cut a swathe through any battlefield, using his favourite mace with his long reach, scything down the opposition,* yet he was actually slightly overweight, frequently sick and suffered from a continual shaking in his hands from some kind of malarial fever that nothing seemed to control. ‘While thus almost continually trembling,’ wrote the chronicler Giraldus Cambrensis (Gerald of Wales), ‘he remained intrepid in his determination to make the whole world tremble before him.’

His great rival Philip Augustus of France – the longed-for ‘Dieu-Donné’ (given by God) of Louis VII – was born almost eight years later, to Louis’ third wife, Adela of Blois. Giraldus Cambrensis, who was studying in Paris at the time, was awoken in the summer night when all the bells began to ring and he could see the flickering light of flames from bonfires. Poking his head out of his bedroom window, he was told, ‘By the grace of God, there is born to us this night a king who shall be a hammer to the king of the English.’ And he was. The uneasy relationship between the kings of England and France, dividing between them most of the provinces we now know as France, dominated Richard’s life from his earliest years. It was complicated by the fact that the fathers of both Richard and Philip had, at one time or another, been married to Richard’s mother. And as if that wasn’t enough, there were the enormous problems faced by Henry when it came to providing for and occupying the time of his four surviving sons, Henry, Richard, Geoffrey and John.

What could occupy the young aristocratic men of Europe was one of the critical questions of the age. It worried the great thinkers like St Bernard of Clairvaux, gaunt and domineering – a leading figure in the Cistercian monastic order – and it clearly worried Richard’s father. Henry tried alternating and equally disastrous strategies, but since he and Eleanor seemed to have bred the archetypal dysfunctional family – the so-called ‘Devil’s Brood’ – it made it easier for Louis and then Philip Augustus to exploit the divisions between them.

At first Henry’s solution was to provide his elder three surviving sons with land. That meant crowning Henry the ‘Young King’ as his heir, and watching with frustration as he seemed to fritter his life away with William the Marshal (later regent of England), storming the tournaments of Europe and demanding more responsibility from his father. Geoffrey was given Brittany to rule and Richard his mother’s inheritance of Aquitaine. The problem of land for the youngest brother, the red-haired John, was never satisfactorily solved – hence his lifelong nickname, Lackland – and would prove just as disastrous as giving land to the others. Henry also planned to cement the uneasy relationship with France by marrying Louis’ daughter Margaret to Henry the Young King – the arrangement negotiated by Becket in Paris in 1158 – and later betrothing her sister Alys to Richard. Alys, who was then just a child, was sent to live in the English royal household, where she was duly seduced by Richard’s father, and grew up to become a nagging source of irritation between the two kingdoms.

Aquitaine was considered ungovernable, but Richard learned to govern it at an early age, sometimes with the utmost brutality. When, in 1179, the rebellious Geoffrey de Rançon took refuge in fortified Taillebourg – believed to be impregnable – the 21-year-old Richard captured the castle in nine days. Nobody had even dared attack it before.

The old feudal tradition of owing your lord forty days a year in military service was no good to Richard. He needed a standing army to control a place like Aquitaine and so used the money his vassals paid in lieu of military service to employ a band of mercenaries. Through them, he learned the art of war. There was little actual fighting – pitched battles were so unpredictable they were avoided if at all possible – but Richard’s life outside the court was an almost constant round of laying siege, plundering towns and destroying crops in the villages of his disobedient vassal lords. His life was then day after day of flashing steel and waving pennants, with smoke and flames billowing from some poor innocent farm, while cattle and horses were seized by the mercenaries. Although the system of peasant farming from one side of Europe to the other was stable and secure, it is hard to exaggerate the misery of getting in the way of princes and their warlords. ‘When two nobles quarrel, the poor man’s thatch goes up in flames,’ went a contemporary saying.

It would have been a familiar experience for Richard: the mercenary camps with their whores and looted chalices, the villages left as smoking ruins, the burning crops and the raped women, their children left dead by the road, mouths stuffed with grass in a desperate attempt to find something to eat after the destruction of the crops. Richard’s reputation as a hero has constantly to be balanced against this aggression, as well as his egotism, his delight in his own appearance and his friendship with wholly unredeemable warlords, like his loyal mercenary commander Mercadier. His dark and cruel side emerged with ferocity as Aquitaine rose in rebellion in the 1170s. In his own desperate and divided state of mind – his mother had just been imprisoned by his father – he ravaged the countryside of the rebels, putting out eyes and cutting off hands.

That was one side of Richard’s life in adolescence, but it was only one. Because the Aquitaine court at Poitiers under Eleanor was not just where troubadours congregated, nor simply where chivalry became more than just a romantic dream. It was the centre of a multi-faceted movement that dominated the century and put women and the feminine spirit back at the heart of politics, culture and religion.

Europe at this time was still a continent of forests, monasteries and villages, where the social structure was rigidly tied to the seasons and to the duties owed by serfs on the lord’s land or in military service. It was a period when coinage was still scarce and most payments were tied to these complex feudal traditions, and made in time or crops or service – with strange pre-modern measurements of acceptability. Peasants had the right to take home as much hay from the lord’s land at the end of a day as they could carry on a scythe handle; a hen must be accepted as payment in tithes if it was healthy enough to be scared into jumping a garden fence.*

This was a Europe without meaningful unemployment, where serfs farmed about thirty acres each, but where all land and property was lent to them by their lord, who – theoretically at least – could marry them off to whomever he liked. It was a Europe teeming with wildlife and fish, where the forests belonged to royalty and were the subject of fearsome laws to protect the hunting in them. It also had a common culture of Christianity mixed with pagan superstition. There were about 13,000 monks in England alone, increasingly unpopular among the laity for their failure to keep to their own principles. It was a continent where travel was dangerous and unusual for anyone who was not wealthy, relying on the endlessly patched road infrastructure laid down a millennium before by the Romans, but also where the ruling classes could still travel freely and communicate in universal Latin.

This broad culture, with the beginnings of an explosion of trade, had ushered in a new kind of civilization, because Richard had also been born at a rare moment of some tolerance and humanism that seemed to challenge those rigid medieval certainties in favour of travel, pilgrimage and debate. This extraordinary combination of awakenings and innovations seven centuries after the fall of Rome – in sculpture, history, philosophy, scholarship and literature – is known as the Twelfth-century Renaissance, but it defies definition or explanation. ‘Greece had the first renown in chivalry and learning,’ wrote one of Blondel’s fellow trouvères, Chrétien de Troyes. ‘Then came chivalry to Rome, and the heyday of learning, which is now come to France.’

Why did some of the giants of European civilization – philosophers like John of Salisbury, churchmen like Abbot Suger (the originator of Gothic architecture) and Bernard of Clairvaux, writers like Geoffrey of Monmouth, historians like William of Malmesbury, architects like William of Sens, writers like Chrétien de Troyes – all emerge within a generation or so? Why did the trickle of wandering scholars at the beginning of the century, and the few pioneering traders, turn into a flood to the trading centres and universities by the end? Was the emergence of pilgrimages and widespread coinage the cause or the result of the slow decline of feudal power? It is impossible to know for certain, but it is clear that one of the key figures at the start of this revolution was the extraordinary theologian and teacher Peter Abelard.

Abelard was years – maybe centuries – ahead of his time. He was the inspiration for philosophies as diverse as Protestantism and existentialism. He was also enormously influential, especially to the generation who flocked to the new universities of Europe. Small, dark-haired and sensitive, he came from Brittany, the eldest son of a knight who gave up the chance of following in his father’s footsteps to be a scholar (as we will see, Blondel may have followed the same route). But there was something about him that courted controversy; he seemed quite unable to stop himself.

Abelard was a success from the moment he started teaching, in 1113, at the age of thirty-four at the monastery of Sainte-Geneviève in Paris, one of the institutions that were merging together in Richard’s day as the University of Paris. Something about his trenchant contempt for authority and his revolutionary approach to theology – putting love, reason and conscience at the heart of it, rather than the old authority and discipline – drew students from all over Europe. They christened him the ‘Indomitable Rhinoceros’.

His classes attracted many hundreds, who squeezed into crowded rooms to listen to him. But as a consequence other teachers in the city, who were paid by their students in those days, suffered and they conspired to drive him away. This was hardly Abelard’s fault, but he was still his own worst enemy. When he went from Paris to Laon to study under the revered Anselm of Canterbury, Abelard was damning about his teacher. ‘If anybody came knocking at his door in perplexity about some problem, he would go away still more perplexed,’ he said. On moving instead to the monastery of Saint-Denis near Paris, home of the fearsome Abbot Suger, he took the opportunity to question the truth of their story of St Denis. When he returned to Paris a few years later – once more attracting thousands of eager students into the city – his crowd had to be accommodated on the Left Bank of the Seine, thanks to the Abbot of Sainte-Geneviéve, and that is where the university remains to this day.* There he fell in love, married and had a child with the niece of a powerful member of the cathedral chapter, the famous Héloïse, and there, as a result, some paid thugs cornered him one evening, beat and castrated him.

Abelard was not just a controversialist. There was something about his lightness of touch, his laughing contempt for pomposity, his wit and his prodigious memory – as well as that warm interest in human beings – that thrilled the generations of students who came after him. ‘For by doubting we come to inquiry, and by inquiring we perceive the truth,’ he said. This was a dramatically modern statement, and light of another kind. What made Abelard’s thinking so revolutionary, and so contemporary for modern audiences, was his emphasis on what we intend to do: our intention is more important than whether we have broken God’s law unwittingly. He refuted the idea that we have a bloodless, legal relationship with God. For Abelard, what counted was inner conviction and conscience, not feudal duties to heaven. So just as the children of serfs all over Western Europe were scraping together enough brand-new silver coins to buy their way out of feudal obligations and escaping to the newly enfranchised towns, Abelard was rejecting the old feudal relationship with God and starting again as an individual. This was not the medieval God of dread and fear, but the God of love and reason.

He even called his book about ethics Sic et Non (Yes and No), as if Christians or vassals had any such choice. The key lay in the subtitle, Know Yourself, which became the motto for the age. Abelard’s teaching was like a breath of fresh air, but it was also dangerous. If conscience was important, after all, how could you tell heresy from truth? So it was hardly surprising that there was a reaction against him and his teaching. Abelard’s great contemporary Bernard of Clairvaux – the main influence behind the Second Crusade – persuaded the canons to give him permission to preach at Notre-Dame in Paris. Tall, skeletally thin, with translucent skin and a shock of white hair, Bernard was a great subduer of his own and other people’s flesh, and he preached a devastating sermon. There was no mention of Abelard by name, but everyone knew to whom he was referring, just as they later knew who his phrase ‘hydra of wickedness’ described.

The son of a Burgundian noble, Bernard was made Abbot of Clairvaux at the early age of twenty-four. His reputation was such that he could speak directly to the most powerful princes on earth, looking them straight in the eye. His only romantic encounter with women ended when he jumped into a pool of freezing water and waited for the excitement to die down. He really had no sympathy for a man like Abelard who allowed his name to become a byword for erotic love.* ‘I would that his poisonous pages were still lying hid in bookcases, and not read at the crossroads,’ he said. ‘His books fly abroad… over cities and castles, darkness is cast instead of light… his books have passed from nation to nation, and from one kingdom to another people.’ Bernard was horrified that the young intellectuals of Europe were flocking to Paris to breathe the free air where Abelard taught, criticizing and questioning everything. And he was appalled that, thanks to Abelard, the city was filling with students who were snobbish and superior, lording it over peasants and monks alike, breaking every taboo they could, even going so far as to dissect pigs to find out how the body worked.

Abelard came face to face with his nemesis for the last time at Whitsun 1140 in Sens Cathedral. As he walked in, prepared for the challenge of an intellectual joust with Bernard, he could see the usual crowds of students waiting, but also the professors – many of whom were still furious with him for the loss of their fee-paying pupils. Alongside them were the senior dignitaries of the Church and – in pride of place – King Louis himself. It looked disturbingly like a court of inquisition. He may also have been told, as he prepared for his dramatic entry, that Bernard had taken the precaution of getting a condemnation of Abelard in advance from Pope Innocent II.

So Abelard lost his nerve, turned on his heel and fled. His appeal to the Pope fell on deaf ears: Innocent was just then lighting the fires in Rome that would burn Abelard’s books. Abelard took refuge in the monastery of Cluny and died not long afterwards. ‘By his coming, he enriched us with wealth beyond all gold,’ said Cluny’s abbot, Peter the Venerable. Peter was steeped in the true Renaissance spirit of the age: he had, for example, just commissioned scholars in Toledo to translate the Koran into Latin.

When Bernard turned next on Abelard’s ally Gilbert de la Porrée, Gilbert was better prepared, arriving at the hearing with armed scholars and monks lined up behind him. This time, Rome reprimanded Bernard, who sent Gilbert a mollifying note suggesting that they might get together to discuss some points arising from the writings of St Hilary – and in the process laid himself open to an academic gibe. If you want a full understanding of the subject, said Gilbert, I suggest you give yourself a few years’ exposure to a good liberal education. For the time being, the new academics had won.

What had divided the two great intellectual giants of the generation before Richard was partly Abelard’s emphasis on the importance of God-given natural urges, such as to eat or to have sex. It might not always be right to follow those urges, he said, but it would be wrong to extinguish them altogether. Bernard, on the other hand, devoted his life to extinguishing his own urges completely, and as many of those he perceived in other people as possible. They were also divided by the key social issue of the age: what should young men aspire to? This is an issue for almost every generation, but it was especially pressing now that the practice of primogeniture – leaving the father’s whole estate to the eldest son – left younger sons without a role or inheritance.

In fact, many of them spent their time carousing. Henry the Young King, for example, enraged his father in 1172 by refusing to join him for Christmas and instead inviting all the knights in Normandy called William for a feast.* They could devote their lives to tournaments, like William the Marshal and his friends – a brutal but potentially lucrative business, and forbidden by the Church. They could join the new intellectuals, the youths then flocking to universities, or they could take to the road as troubadours. None of these were part of Bernard’s plans. He criticized the scholars for what he called their ‘shameless curiosity’, and urged them to flee from Paris to save their souls. Instead, he devoted his life to providing solutions that could occupy the young men of Europe in his burgeoning network of monasteries or on crusade. It was good for their souls, as he saw it, and it kept them out of trouble. Abelard seemed to be undermining his great work.

Yet, despite their differences, Abelard and Bernard were people of their own unique time, symptoms and causes of the spirit of the age. Both agreed on the importance of tolerance to Jews, though this was a controversial issue in the Church throughout the medieval period. Christ had Jewish blood, said Bernard. Both were committed to the new cult of the Virgin Mary, another idea that was reinforced by crusaders drifting home via Byzantium. Both were convinced that the core of the individual was love – the first medieval generation to think in those terms, just as the society around them was filtering ideas of romance down from translations of the Roman poet Ovid. Abelard’s theology was based on the effect of the crucifixion on the conscience of individuals – ‘that we may fulfil all things more by love of him than by fear’.

Both were also convinced of the importance of nature. ‘You will find more things in forests than in books; the trees, the stones will teach you what the masters cannot,’ said Bernard. ‘Do you think that you cannot suck honey from a stone, oil from the hardest rock? Do the mountains not distil sweetness? Are the hills not flowing with milk and honey? There is so much I could tell you I can hardly stop myself.’

Bernard’s vision of the crusades was to win Jerusalem for Christianity, but he also saw them as a way of occupying the energies of rich, bored young men. Yet if they survived, these young men stumbled back from the Holy Land with dangerous ideas. Maybe they had experienced the luxuries of Byzantium at first hand, or heard the ideas of the pagan Greek philosophers or Roman poets, locked away in Arab translations for a millennium and suddenly bursting into Western Europe again. Maybe they had been exposed to Arab numerals – even the revolutionary symbol zero – which were slowly filtering into Western Europe and would eventually allow merchants to throw away their abacuses, undertake complex business exchanges and carry out calculations on paper for all to see. Maybe they returned with their eyes opened to new ideas about love and women.

We should not try to interpret these ideas in a modern light. Women were not demanding rights or anything like them, and yet somehow the intractably male, brutal, heroic façade of European civilization was beginning to crack. This was a culture that had been based entirely on tales of warriors off to war, from Beowulf to Roland, and a religion based entirely on judgement, fatherhood and masculinity. But thanks partly to ideas from the East, and from Abelard, there was a softer spirit abroad. St Bernard had championed the cult of the Virgin; most of the delicate new Gothic cathedrals were dedicated to her in an age when – just a generation before – the only woman in the religious firmament had been Eve, complete with apple and serpent.

There were also the published love letters from Héloïse to Abelard, revealing a whole new female sexual and romantic power:

God knows that I never wanted anything from you, but you yourself; desiring, not what was yours, but you alone. I did not look for the bonds of marriage nor any dowry, nor did I even consider my wishes or desires, but I endeavoured to satisfy yours, as you well know… I call God to witness that if Augustus, the governor of the whole world, offered me the honour of marriage and granted me the entire earth to be mine for ever, I would esteem it dearer and more noble to be called your prostitute than his empress.

There were other new ideas emerging, such as the heresy based on purity known as Catharism, which was now taking hold across the south of France and regarded men and women as equal. There was even the heretical idea, borrowed from the Gnostics almost a thousand years before, that Jesus’ women disciples were closer to him than the men; that it had been the women who found him first after the resurrection, only to be relegated later by the Church. This was the root of secretive cults, not just of the Virgin Mary, but of the reformed prostitute Mary Magdalene. It was also the generation when the mysterious black madonnas began appearing in churches all over Western Europe, venerated as having special power, and it has been suggested that they were somehow linked to the Magdalene cult.

There are connections here between the feminine roots of Catharism, courtly love and the culture of the troubadours and trouvères, though these are now impossible to unravel (the black madonnas were known, and probably not by coincidence, as ‘dames la trouver’). But we do know that, at the heart of all these shifting ideas and moods about the female spirit, was Eleanor of Aquitaine and Poitiers, where Richard was growing up.

Something happened between Eleanor and her second husband in 1167, when Richard was ten, that was to make itself felt across Europe. It is more than eight centuries ago now, so we will never know exactly what lay behind it, but it may well have had something to do with Henry’s mistress Rosamund Clifford. Rosamund was almost certainly the daughter of Walter de Clifford, who lived in Bredelais on the border between England and Wales and who joined Henry on his campaign there in 1165. Henry used to infuriate his entourage by his failure to keep to his plans and his habit of making unscheduled stops, and one of these was probably at the Clifford castle.

Rosamund was little more than a girl then, but beautiful and compliant enough to inspire an affair with the king that would last until her death a decade later in Godstow Priory, outside Oxford. ‘Fair Rosamund’, as she came to be called, provided potent material for poets and chroniclers in later centuries, including tales of a secret maze in Henry’s park in Woodstock and the murderous machinations of a jealous wife.* Eleanor was then forty-five, and it may have been that her formidable self-belief and awareness of her own charms had begun to unravel a little in the face of such a youthful rival. It is hard to believe that Eleanor reacted only to the infidelity. There had been other mistresses, and she had known all about infidelity in her own extraordinary past. Maybe there was just something about Rosamund.

At Christmas 1167, at the royal palace in Argentan in Normandy, Eleanor told her husband that she wanted to go home to Aquitaine, which was then on the brink of revolt over Henry’s harsh rule. To avoid open scandal, Henry escorted her to Poitiers himself, together with her entourage of sixty aristocratic women. By the following Christmas, which she spent in what had been her troubadour grandfather’s palace – together with Richard and her younger children – it was clear that she was not intending to return. The next six and a half years with his mother in Poitiers were enormously influential for Richard. Aquitaine was where his heart remained, and it was to secure the southern borders of Aquitaine that he eventually – nearly a quarter of a century later – married Berengaria of Navarre. At the age of fourteen, he was installed as Duke of Aquitaine in ceremonies in Poitiers and Limoges, wearing a silk tunic and gold coronet, and invested with the ring of Limoges’ patron saint, St Valerie.

As soon as her escort had disappeared back to Normandy, at New Year 1168, Eleanor set about touring her all but ungovernable provinces, banishing Henry’s mercenaries, who had kept down the revolt, and trying to disentangle some of the laws that had been passed there by her two husbands. And among the yellow-stone aqueducts and Roman amphitheatres she created something extraordinary that has had historians and critics arguing ever since. Eleanor was about to capture a movement and style that would give the troubadours, including Blondel and his northern colleagues, a narrative and a spirit for their songs in the generations to come.

Aquitaine and the small fiefdoms that made up what is now the south of France were always a source of disapproval for puritanical northerners, even without Eleanor. A contemporary guidebook for English pilgrims on the road to Santiago de Compostela despairs of the locals increasingly as it moves south. The author considers Aquitaine elegant and generous, but warns that Gascons never use tables and share the same rotting straw as their servants. By the time he has reached the Basque country, he is describing locals who make noises like dogs, lift their kilts in front of the fire and are so keen on sex with animals that mares and mules have to be given chastity belts. Everyone knew that the women of Aquitaine painted their cheeks, lined their eyes with charcoal and wore exotic perfumes from the East. Worse, Aquitaine refused to punish women for adultery. It was a very shocking place. Eleanor was also a dramatically romantic personality, perhaps even the model for Queen Guinevere in the contemporary Arthurian romances that were pouring from the pens of her daughter’s protégé Chrétien de Troyes and her sister-in-law Marie de France. In a period when women of all classes were sold by their overlords in marriage to the highest bidder, sometimes over and over again, Eleanor was the blueprint for a powerful, independent kind of woman.

She could not conjure Camelot out of the air, but she had turned her back on a second husband she considered boorish and brutal, and she seems to have been determined to create a different vision of the relationship between men and women. It was to be a creation of splendour, pomp, music and poetry that would captivate Europe and create a tradition that retains a mythic awe about it even today. The music and poetry came from the troubadours, and they in their turn were often expressing the emotions of what was then known in Occitan as fin’ amor.

Nobody really knows where the ideas behind fin’ amor came from – the term ‘courtly love’ was coined only in 1883 – but it turned traditional medieval values on their head. One source was the Roman poet Ovid, rediscovered as part of the revival of the classics that emerged as part of the Twelfth-century Renaissance. Another source may have been Arabic poetry brought home by returning crusaders or filtering up from Arab Spain. But wherever it came from, fin’ amor was profoundly influential on the ruling classes. Women became the powerful object of love and longing, love not battle became the heart of romance, and the resulting ritual of seduction between the sexes was suddenly valued for its ability to refine and purify the seducer – so that ‘for joy of her a sick man can be cured, and from her anger a healthy one may die’. The result was a complex game whereby young knights could woo aristocratic married women, whose role was to educate and refine their lovers by their distance and superiority. It was a whole new kind of literature, not exactly feminist but certainly a tribute to feminine power. It was also anti-monastic, anti-feudal, anti-Roman and anti all those ancient myths about Charlemagne and the Holy Roman Empire on which the kings of France based their authority. But songs of love were clearly not enough for Eleanor once she was mistress of her own duchy again. She wanted a cultural revolution.

The south of France was already a more equal place. Many small towns had local laws that forced men to get permission from their wives before they sold goods or property. Women and girls would also fight against the invaders alongside the men in the coming horrors of the Albigensian Crusade a generation ahead. But courtly love institutionalized this feminization as part of the European culture of chivalry. The new way of romance was rooted in two institutions, neither of which is absolutely secure as historical fact. One was a book called The Art of Courtly Love, written by Andreas Capellanus (Andrew the Chaplain), who was probably chaplain to Eleanor’s daughter Marie of Champagne, who may even have commissioned him to write it. The other was the so-called Courts of Love, which Eleanor and her powerful women allies organized in Poitiers and other centres of the new movement, and which Andreas described in his book.

Courtly love as set out by Andreas was definitely naughty:

For when a man sees some woman fit for love and shaped according to his taste, he begins at once to lust after her in his heart. The more he thinks about her, the more he burns with love, until he comes to a fuller meditation. Presently he begins to think about the fashioning of the woman and to differentiate her limbs, to think about what she does, and to pry into the secrets of her body, and he desires to put each part of it to the fullest use.

It was also outrageously snobbish. Not only were men incapable of love after the age of sixty, wrote Andreas, but so were peasants – who were quite content to have sex ‘naturally, like a horse or mule’, and must not be taught about love in case they left their farms. If you happened to fall in love with a peasant women, you were allowed to use force, he wrote. It was an outrageous piece of advice, and taken very literally by Richard and his colleagues. Courtly love like this was also a challenge to the Church – a kind of parody of religion. ‘The heart leaps when the beloved unexpectedly appears,’ wrote Andreas, when once it had been supposed to be the soul leaping at the sight of the body and blood of Christ.

The famous Courts of Love were held in Poitiers, with aristocratic ladies sitting as judges on a dais deciding the questions of love brought to them by suitors, and presided over by Eleanor with Marie of Champagne, her niece Isabella, Countess of Flanders, and her sister-in-law Emma of Anjou, as well as Ermengarde, Countess of Narbonne.* Their rulings were set out in Capellanus’s book as ‘The Thirty-one Rules of Love’, and woven through them all was the idea – which contradicted everything feudal society held dear – that love had to be mutual and freely given. It recognized that women might be sold into loveless marriages, but implied strongly that this need not be the end of passion for them. One of Ermengarde’s rulings was about whether a woman had to forsake her love just because she got married. ‘The fact that a new marital union has been entered into does not rightly exclude her former lover unless perchance the woman should altogether cease being devoted to her lover,’ she decided. Infidelity wasn’t necessarily infidelity, in other words. The key ruling was from Marie of Champagne, delivered by letter in 1174 – the only one with a date: that love cannot exist between husband and wife. Andreas did not accept this: he added also – as you would expect from a chaplain – that ‘marriage is no barrier to love’.

Taken together, courtly love was as much a set of ideals about how to behave for women as it was for men. Andreas included a little story about a knight searching for his horse as three groups of ladies passed by. The first was beautifully dressed, each attended by a lover on foot. The second had such a clamour of competing suitors that you just wanted to escape from the cacophony. The third rode bareback, clothed in rags, unattended, covered with dust from those that went before. The first ladies loved wisely, explained Andreas. The second gave kindness to everyone that asked – always a mistake. The third group of ladies may have been beautiful, but they had also been deaf to the pleadings of every potential lover.

For Eleanor, love was not uncontrollable or indefinable. She was no romantic in the modern sense: she understood the realities of the world all too well. But like the trouvères around Blondel – whose lyrics were almost obsessively respectful to women, despite living in an age when rape and ransom were commonplace – she could imagine something different, beyond the whims of powerful men. It was as if she turned her back on her husband, took herself home to the place where she ruled in her own right – her favourite son at her side – and set about building a culture that would stand as a bulwark against everything she had come to despise.

Modern literary critics are hard on courtly love. The Marxists say that love was just a metaphor for money. The structuralists say that it was just a ritual, a game that rich young men played with each other to rise up the social hierarchy by making love to the wives of lords. Many modern critics say that The Art of Courtly Love was simply a parody, and that the Courts of Love were no more than a twelfth-century equivalent of satire. It is true there is little evidence outside the book that the courts were real, and even if they were, these peculiar events were in themselves a kind of satire – a playful comment on what was most important in the world. It is difficult to guess what really lay behind the phenomenon now, especially when we see everything as ironic in this postmodern era. But something was going on, and even if he was writing a parody, Andreas Capellanus must have had something out there to lampoon. If the troubadours and trouvères – in their various different incarnations – had just been clever, ironic social climbers, we can be pretty sure that at some point life would have begun to imitate art: we know that the troubadour Raimon de Miraval’s wife took the whole game so literally that he threw her out.

Even Eleanor may well have been playing a sophisticated game, knowing all too well the limits of her new reality. The evidence is that Occitan culture rejoiced in aristocratic parlour games in which women submitted their love songs, or had them sung for them, to the judgement of an aristocratic woman, and Eleanor’s Courts of Love may be an extension of these. These are controversial ideas now, as they were then. But I am inclined to believe that Eleanor of Aquitaine really held events of some kind – games as much as anything judicial – that could be caricatured as Courts of Love, not because she thought she could really turn the world upside down, but because she enjoyed it. But in doing so, she helped to mould the spirit of Blondel’s generation that was just growing up.

‘Fair Aiglentine, undo your dress, for I wish to look on your fair body underneath,’ says a character in Jean Renart’s Roman de la Rose early in the next century, suspicious that her daughter might be pregnant.

‘I shall not do it, mother, for the cold can be fatal.’

That is the voice of the era – sensual, naughty and a little shocking. What came out of the south of France, and spread rapidly to the north, had that same sensual and disturbing spirit. It was a worry for the Church, a source of disapproval for puritans like Philip Augustus, but the troubadour spirit was also a creative powerhouse for Europe. This is the tribairitz (woman troubadour) the Comtessa de Dia: ‘I would very much like to hold my knight some evening, naked between my arms… my lover, generous and kind, may I hold you in my power and sleep with you one night, and give you a loving kiss. Know also that I have a great desire to embrace you rather than my husband.’

That has the ring of authenticity about it, a fleeting glimpse of Richard’s generation, though Blondel’s songs would later emphasize the tragedy of love rather than the polite adultery enjoyed by the generation before. Both must have read Andreas Capellanus, and would have understood the idea of arguing about love in a court – one side versus the other – because that was the prevailing style of the Twelfth-century Renaissance. It was also the method of teaching used at the new universities. Disputes in class, public debates between Christians, Muslims and Jews, or even between orthodox Catholics and Cathar heretics, were the stuff of late-twelfth-century Europe. In the same way, the troubadour songs known as jeux parties were set out as arguments, and the troubadors who wrote them enthusiastically launched themselves into song contests with each other. Richard’s generation loved debate, just as they loved paradoxes: it was in their songs and in their universities too. It implied equality in an age of hierarchy and tolerance in an age of authority. Above all, it implied conversation: it was the tolerant legacy of Abelard.

It is impossible now to know for sure exactly how much Eleanor created the culture of chivalry and how much she was influenced by it. She may have taken courtly love to new extremes and had an enormous influence on her son’s generation, but it was also in the air all over Europe. The new culture emphasized spectacle and courtesy rather than brute force. It gloried in tales
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