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Introduction: Eleanorian Exceptionalism

‘An incomparable woman’?

Eleanor of Aquitaine is one of the most famous women in medieval history, yet also one of the most inaccessible, ‘[f]amiliar and elusive, well-known and yet ultimately unknowable’, in the words of Theresa Earenfight.1 RáGena DeAragon has posed the question, ‘do we know what we think we know about Eleanor?’2 We possess comparatively little evidence of her life from twelfth-century historians. Georges Duby reckoned that we have only nine sources for her life history,3 while John Parsons and Bonnie Wheeler remark that ‘[r]arely in the course of historical endeavor has so much been written, over so many centuries, about one woman of whom we know so little’.4 The frequent appearance of lengthy biographies of Eleanor would suggest an abundance of evidence for an account of her life, yet many of these works have at their core the same sparse chronicle and literary references, a flimsy foundation on which a large edifice of speculation has often been erected. Richard Barber argues that ‘to print all the records and chronicle entries about Eleanor would take less than a hundred pages’.5 In the absence of hard evidence, these biographies have often been fleshed out by speculation and the creation or perpetuation of myths.

The attraction of Eleanor of Aquitaine to post-medieval historians, novelists and artists is obvious. Heiress in her own right to Aquitaine, one of the wealthiest fiefs in Europe, she became in turn queen of France by marriage to Louis VII (1137–52) and of England by marriage to Henry II (1154–89). She was the mother of two of England’s most celebrated (or notorious) kings, Richard I and John, and played an important role in the politics of both their reigns. She was a powerful woman in an age assumed (not entirely correctly) to be dominated by men. She was associated with some of the great events and movements of her age: the crusades (she participated in the Second Crusade, and organized the ransom payments to free Richard I from the imprisonment that he suffered returning from the Third); the development of vernacular literature and the idea of courtly love (as granddaughter of the ‘first troubadour’ William IX of Aquitaine, she was also a patron of some of the earliest Arthurian literature in French, and featured in one of the foundational works on courtly love); and the Plantagenet–Capetian conflict that foreshadowed centuries of struggle between England and France (her divorce from Louis VII and marriage to Henry II took Aquitaine out of the Capetian orbit, and created the ‘Angevin Empire’). She enjoyed a long life (she was about eighty years old at the time of her death in 1204) and produced nine children who lived to adulthood. The marriages of her offspring linked her (and the Plantagenet and Capetian dynasties) to the royal houses of Castile, Sicily and Navarre, and to the great noble lines of Brittany and Blois-Champagne in France and the Welfs in Germany. A sense of both the geographical and temporal extent of Eleanor’s world can be appreciated when we consider an example from the crusades. Eleanor accompanied her husband Louis VII on the Second Crusade in 1147–9; when Louis IX went on crusade over a hundred years later, he left France in the care of Blanche of Castile, a Spanish princess and Eleanor’s granddaughter, whose marriage to Louis’s father had been arranged by Eleanor. Just this single example shows her direct influence spanning a century, two crusades and three kingdoms.

Eleanor’s life story also comes down to us accompanied by a whiff of scandal. A ‘Black Legend’6 was formed within her own lifetime and in the decades immediately after her death by clerical chroniclers who viewed her with suspicion as a powerful and independent woman. Incidents from her life such as her rumoured incest with her uncle, Raymond, Prince of Antioch, or her dressing as a man to flee from her husband Henry II following a failed rebellion that she supposedly instigated, were framed by these chroniclers to paint her as a licentious and rebellious woman. The Black Legend was inflated by posthumous exaggeration or invention, so that as early as the mid-thirteenth century her rumoured affair with Prince Raymond was transformed into a dalliance with Saladin. The later Middle Ages and early-modern period added further calumnies, notably the legend that she murdered Rosamond de Clifford, her rival for the affections of Henry II.

If the medieval and early-modern image of Eleanor was a largely negative one, the twentieth century saw a backlash – inspired to a great extent by Second-Wave Feminism – which sought to restore the image of Eleanor, with a few added embellishments. A ‘more flattering kind of character distortion’ developed that created ‘an idealized picture of her as a romantic figure’.7 For authors such as Amy Kelly, Régine Pernoud and Marion Meade, Eleanor became a feminist heroine, political thinker and activist, patron of the troubadours, judge of the ‘Courts of Love’ and bearer of the enlightened culture of the Midi to a gloomy and priest-ridden north. While providing a useful corrective to the Black Legend, the twentieth-century backlash threatened to create a counter-mythology as powerful as the one it sought to overturn. In the words of Jacques Le Goff, she is as much a figure of romance as of history, and ‘has been both the victim of a black legend and the beneficiary of an embellished [or golden] myth’.8

A central element of the myth of Eleanor is that of her exceptionalism. Historians and Eleanor biographers have tended to take literally Richard of Devizes’s conventional panegyric of her as ‘an incomparable woman’.9 She is assumed to be a woman out of her time – unique among women in an age which is assumed to be benighted and misogynistic. Among popular writers on Eleanor, a fascination with her seems to reflect an amazement at discovering that the Middle Ages could be anything more than (in the words of children’s fiction author E. L. Konigsburg) a ‘thousand years without a bath’, and furthermore that a woman – ‘[w]hat a woman!’ – could play a powerful and independent role in such an age.10 Even the more sceptical academic historians such as Jean Flori declare her to have possessed an ‘exceptional character’.11 Amazement at Eleanor’s power and independence is born from a presentism that assumes generally that the Middle Ages were a backward age, and specifically that medieval women were all downtrodden and marginalized. Eleanor’s career can, from such a perspective, only be explained by assuming that she was an exception who rose by sheer force of personality above the restrictions placed upon twelfth-century women. Viewed through this perspective, a pseudo-Eleanor of historiography has been created, owing little to the historical record, as writers have felt free to ‘pile conjecture upon conjecture’12:

Eleanor … has inspired some of the very worst historical writing devoted to the European Middle Ages … The Eleanor of history has been overshadowed by an Eleanor of wishful thinking and make-believe.13

This has often led to a focus on Eleanor’s personality and psychology. Martin Aurell criticizes such ‘Freudian’ approaches,14 which are impossible to prove one way or the other, based as they are on medieval chronicles that aimed to illustrate not the interior motives of individuals but the unfolding of divine providence ‘so that the invisible things of God may be clearly seen by the things that are done, and men may by examples of reward or punishment be made more zealous …’15

The idea of Eleanor’s exceptionalism runs through the popular image of her like letters through a stick of rock. Douglas Boyd, in his popular biography of 2004, calls Eleanor ‘[c]harismatic, beautiful, highly intelligent and literate, but also impulsive and proud’. She ‘did not conform to preconceptions of medieval European womanhood’,16 and was an ‘extraordinary woman’ who ‘lived a remarkable life’.17 For Alison Weir (writing in 1999), Eleanor was ‘remarkable in a period when females were invariably relegated to a servile role … an incomparable woman’.18 The 1993 work Queen Consorts of England by Petronelle Cook states that ‘[i]f a prize were given for England’s liveliest queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine would undoubtedly win’.19 Marion Meade, writing in 1977, asserts that ‘although Eleanor of Aquitaine … lived at a time when women as individuals had few significant rights, she was nevertheless the [my emphasis] key political figure of the twelfth century’.20 Amy Kelly’s 1950 biography was ‘offered as a study of individuals who set their stamp on events of their time, rather than as a study of developing systems of politics, economics, or jurisprudence’.21

The context of medieval queenship

From Boyd to the more sober reflections of Kelly, there is a consensus that Eleanor was a remarkable individual, who shone despite the limits placed on women of her time. As such, she has become for many ‘the first heroine of the feminist movement or even of Occitanian independence’ in the words of Georges Duby.22 Yet the idea of Eleanor’s exceptionalism rests on an assumption that women of her age were powerless. On the contrary, in Western Europe before the twelfth century there were ‘no really effective barriers to the capacity of women to exercise power; they appear as military leaders, judges, castellans, controllers of property’.23 There is a danger that focusing on (supposedly) exceptional women, especially those from the elites, can distort our view of medieval women as a whole. In the words of Janna Bianchini, writing about Eleanor’s granddaughter Berenguela of Castile:

Her exceptionalism threatens to relegate her to the dustbin of ‘women worthies’, those exemplars whose enormous distance from the experience of most women makes them seem, at best, irrelevant to history. At worst, they can be seen as falsifications of women’s lived experience – their success seems to elide the misogyny or oppression suffered by their contemporaries.24

This is certainly true of Eleanor, as she overshadows even her fellow queens, to the extent that Berenguela ‘[c]ompared to her grandmother Eleanor of Aquitaine or her sister Blanche of Castile … is at best an obscure figure in the already shadowy ranks of medieval queens’.25

Until relatively recently, the academic study of queens was neglected, for reasons which will be outlined in Chapter 2. Between 1900 and 1990, only three scholars in the academy devoted full-length biographies to Eleanor – Amy Kelly and Curtis Walker in 1950, and Régine Pernoud in 1965.26 These biographies did little to challenge the myth-making process; indeed, Kelly was the chief popularizer of the modern concept of Eleanor as patron of the Courts of Love, which has subsequently come under sustained assault by literary scholars and historians alike.27 Since 1990, however, there has been something of a turn towards Eleanor among scholars, marked by the appearance of D. D. R. Owen’s work in 1993, which was in any case not a true biography.28 Owen, a literary scholar, focused on the literary and legendary accounts of Eleanor, tracing the development of her image through these texts.

The last two decades have seen the rise, particularly among US historians, of the serious study of queenship; of the role not merely of individual, exceptional queens, but of the function of queenship as an office, of queens both as rulers (in their own right and as regents) and as co-rulers with their husbands or sons.29 The old view of the queen as a passive victim of diplomatic marriages and brood-mare of future kings has been replaced by a view of her as an active partner in royal authority. Recent historians have come to argue that ‘monarchy (despite its name) was a collaborative and potentially multigendered phenomenon, not an institution that depended on the single, male, person of the king. In doing so, they have called into question the idea that powerful queens were exceptions to a strictly masculine norm’.30

As well as providing a more rounded view of medieval queenship, recent scholarship has also challenged the idea that female power was in decline during Eleanor’s twelfth century. Georges Duby regarded the rise of a new territorially based aristocracy and patrilineal inheritance in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, alongside church reform that tended to reinforce patriarchal marriage practices, as marking an eclipse of female aristocratic power. The rise of bureaucratic administrations staffed by educated male clerks also tended to exclude women from the public world of politics and restrict them to the domestic sphere.31 Marion Facinger, in an important 1968 study of Capetian queens, including Eleanor, detected a rise and subsequent decline in the power of French queens, peaking with Adelaide of Maurienne, Eleanor’s mother-in-law.32

The charter evidence supports the picture of female marginalization to some extent; for example, the term domina – which could be translated as ‘lady’ but has a more specific meaning of a woman with authority, a female ‘lord’ – occurs less frequently in charters from the period 1120–1220 than previously. In Poitiers in the thirteenth century, the percentage of women named in charters as donors to the Abbey of St-Hilaire was half of what it had been in the tenth.33 However, it is difficult to make any generalizations, and the careers of Eleanor and her contemporaries should warn us against assuming that female authority was in decline. Recent research has pushed the life-span of the age of female administrators and war-leaders well into the twelfth century and beyond, and challenged Facinger’s pessimistic verdict on twelfth-century queenship,34 emphasizing that, even though the formal, public role of queens may have declined, their private, familial role as wife and consort of the King made them ‘often their husbands’ equals in a wide range of issues that span the public-private continuum that encompasses governance, religion, art, culture and family’.35 Seen through this perspective, Eleanor, far from being Amy Kelly’s proto-modern, proto-feminist figure, represents a medieval world of powerful royal and aristocratic women.

Eleanor in the roles of queenship

‘A queen was more than just a ruler or a mother, so much so that she needed an adjective to clarify precisely who she was and what she did.’ A regnant queen might govern in her own right, but ‘[s]he was a queen-consort when she married a king, a queen-mother when she bore his children, a queen-regent when she governed for or with her husband and possessed female sovereignty. When her husband died she was queen-dowager’.36 Eleanor fulfilled most of these roles in her lifetime. She was never a queen regnant, but she did hold Aquitaine in her own right, and governed it even during her marriage to Henry II between 1168 and 1173, and Henry’s later attempts to endow his sons with her duchy required Eleanor’s nominal approval.37 She was queen-consort twice, alongside Louis VII of France from 1137 to 1152, and Henry II of England from 1154 to 1189. Eleanor was effectively regent during some of Henry’s absences in the 1150s and ‘60s, and again during the absence of her son Richard I, and while he was held captive in Germany.38 As queen mother, she played a crucial role in political life during the reigns of her sons Richard I and John, including securing the succession for the latter in 1199. A brief overview of Eleanor in the various roles of a twelfth-century queen can give a sense of whether she was remarkable or typical in relation to the office of queenship.

Eleanor as queen of France

Marion Facinger, in an article on Capetian queenship originally published in 1968, did much to shape the idea that the power of queens was in decline in the twelfth century. When it came to Eleanor:

A dispassionate examination of the documentation for the first ten years of Eleanor’s career as queen of France … reveals almost no information about either her activities or her influence. Her presence in the royal curia is unnoted, her name rarely appears on Louis’s charters, and no sources support the historical view of Eleanor as bold, precocious, and responsible for Louis VII’s behavior.39

As discussed elsewhere, more recent scholarship has tended to challenge the idea of the decline of queenship,40 but even some more recent scholars agree in seeing Eleanor as a minor player in the politics of Louis VII’s France. Theresa Earenfight argues that ‘[i]n terms of queenship, Eleanor was a very conventional queen during the fifteen years she was married to Louis, doing everything that was expected of a queen’.41 Marie Hivergneaux’s study of Eleanor’s charters shows that only three of Eleanor’s twenty charters from the time of her marriage to Louis were issued in her capacity as queen of France, with the remaining seventeen relating to her role as Duchess of Aquitaine. Even here, she played a secondary role to Louis, who took the title ‘Dux Aquitanorum’ (Duke of Aquitainians) and appointed his own officials to the government of the duchy. Of Eleanor’s seventeen ‘Aquitanian’ charters, only four appear to have been initiated by the duchess herself. In Hivergneaux’s words ‘she is therefore far from acting alone even in this duchy to which she is the heiress’.42 After her divorce from Louis, she on occasion reissued deeds from her time as queen of France, as if her authority in the duchy had been compromised by having been subsumed into that of her royal husband.43 This has not prevented historians from speculating on Eleanor’s role. Ralph Turner claims – referring to the work of Marcel Pacaut, but without citing a primary source – that Louis ‘readily allowed her to take a part in political decision-making’, despite the fact that the charters suggest otherwise, and discusses Eleanor’s role in the sidelining of her mother-in-law, Adelaide of Maurienne, without citing any sources at all.44 Jean Flori is among historians who suggest a rivalry between Eleanor and Suger, abbot of Saint Denis, who had been Louis VI’s chief minister and advisor, but admits that ‘[t]here is nothing to prove it, but it is not impossible …’.45 This period in her life, about which we know comparatively little, offers perhaps the most fertile ground for conjecture and myth-making. There is a
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