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      Crowned on Cyprus, buried in Le Mans, and absent from the kingdom whose title she held for forty years: the problem of writing a life almost without a subject.

      

      Berengaria's Historical Paradox

      

      Berengaria of Navarre was crowned queen of England in the chapel of St George at Limassol, on the island of Cyprus, in May 1191, and during the eight years she then held that title she never once set foot in the kingdom itself. For close to forty years she carried one of the grandest titles in Latin Christendom while living, for most of them, on a handful of estates in the Angevin lands of western France and then in a single city, Le Mans, whose lord she was permitted to be by an arrangement with the king of France. Her husband was Richard the Lionheart, the most celebrated soldier of the age, a king whose every siege and quarrel was written up in three languages within his lifetime. Berengaria's own doings fill, by contrast, a single surviving charter from the years of her marriage, a scatter of chronicle asides, an eighteenth-century description of a seal that no longer exists, and a stone tomb that was moved, mutilated, and moved again. The gap between the title and the trace is the subject of this book.

      It is a gap that Richard's biographer John Gillingham put bluntly: "about Berengaria herself we know almost nothing." She moves, he wrote, silently in the background of events. That silence is not simply a gap to be apologised for and then filled with invention. It is itself a historical fact, and a revealing one, about how medieval queenship actually worked for a woman who produced no heir, outlived her usefulness to her husband's dynasty, and had the additional misfortune to be married to a man the chroniclers could not stop watching.

      The oddity can even be measured in money. A queen of England was entitled to queen's gold, a customary surcharge levied on many payments made to the crown. Berengaria seems never to have drawn it during her marriage, because her mother-in-law Eleanor of Aquitaine was still collecting it, a point established from the financial record by Nicholas Vincent and Elizabeth Hallam. She was, in the most literal fiscal sense, a queen whose income another queen was receiving. She issued, so far as survives, a single charter in the whole of her marriage. She was crowned on Cyprus and was never crowned or resident in England at all. That she never once set foot there is how she has always been remembered, and for the years of her marriage it is exactly true. There is one likely exception, and it falls long afterward: her most recent biographer, Gabrielle Storey, takes as genuine a visit to Canterbury in 1220, more than twenty years after Richard's death, for the translation of Thomas Becket's relics, a single crossing made as a dowager and not as a reigning queen. During the years she was actually queen of England she was never in England.

      

      Wife of the Lionheart, Queen of an Unseen Realm

      

      The bare outline of her life can be given quickly, because the sources give it quickly. Berengaria was the eldest daughter of Sancho VI of Navarre, called the Wise, and of Sancha of Castile. She was born around 1165, though no source records the year. Towards the end of 1190 she left her father's kingdom in the western Pyrenees and was brought across the Alps and down through Italy, escorted by Eleanor of Aquitaine herself, to be married to a king who was at that moment on his way to the Third Crusade. Richard met the travelling party at Messina in Sicily in the spring of 1191. Because it was Lent, the wedding could not take place there. Berengaria therefore sailed on in the company of Richard's widowed sister Joan, was nearly shipwrecked off Cyprus, and was married and crowned at Limassol on 12 May 1191, once Richard had conquered the island around her.

      She travelled with the crusade as far as the Holy Land, then was sent home ahead of her husband, by way of Rome and then overland, plausibly through Pisa, Genoa and Toulouse, into Poitou. Richard was captured in Germany on his return and ransomed at enormous expense; when he was free again the two of them saw little of each other. They were together at Thorée, near Le Mans, in the spring of 1195, and there is no record that they ever met again. There were no children. The dower she had been promised was a tangle of contingencies, and in the event largely unpaid: Gascon revenues assigned to her only for as long as Eleanor lived, and the English and Norman estates traditionally held by a queen coming to her only once Eleanor was dead, which did not happen until 1204. When Richard died at Chalus in April 1199 it was Hugh, bishop of Lincoln, who carried the news to his widow. Berengaria did not remarry. She spent her remaining thirty years fighting, largely by letter and lawsuit, for the dower income she had been promised and rarely received, and then founding the Cistercian abbey of L'Épau outside Le Mans, where she was buried in 1230.

      That is the whole shape of it. What is missing from the shape is almost everything a modern reader would want: her own words, her feelings, her appearance beyond two contradictory chronicle phrases, the reason she and Richard had no child, whether the marriage was cold or merely broken up by a war and a captivity. The temptation of a book like this is to supply those missing things. Its discipline is to refuse.

      

      Sources and Their Severe Limitations

      

      Consider what the record actually consists of. For the marriage negotiations there survives not one document written by anyone who was in the room. Historians long assumed that Eleanor of Aquitaine conducted them in person, because she escorted the bride; Gillingham pointed out that there is "not a shred of evidence" that she did any such thing, and that the assumption survives mainly because it makes a good story about a formidable woman. For Berengaria's physical person there are two phrases, and they disagree. William of Newburgh called her a maiden of famous beauty and good sense, famose pulchritudinis et prudentiae virginem. Richard of Devizes, drier, called her a girl more sensible than pretty, puella prudentior quam pulchra. One cannot settle from the sources even whether she was thought good-looking.

      The chroniclers who noticed her at all noticed her as an appendage to Richard's itinerary. Roger of Howden, the best-informed narrative source for the reign, records her arrival, her marriage, and one striking scene in 1195 in which a hermit warned the king to remember the destruction of Sodom and to abstain from illicit acts, after which Richard, falling ill, did penance and went back to sleeping with his wife, the marital duty he had evidently been neglecting. The scene tells us a good deal about Howden's moral preoccupations and about Richard, and next to nothing about Berengaria, who appears in it only as a duty resumed. Ambroise, who wrote a verse history of the crusade and had actually seen the queen in the East, has surprisingly little to say of her.

      The record thins after 1199 rather than thickening. For the long widowhood there survive charters, a run of financial and papal documents thrown up by the dower dispute, and the physical evidence of her abbey, her tomb, and the lost seal. These are real and valuable, and the later chapters of this book lean on them heavily. But they are the records of a legal and religious personage, not of an inner life. The corpus of her surviving acts, gathered by Nicholas Vincent for the Angevin Acta project, would fit in a slim folder. Berengaria belongs to that class of medieval figures for whom the evidence is just sufficient to prove that they existed and did specific things, and far too sparse to say who they were.

      Chance governs what survives. In the same storm off Cyprus that nearly drowned Berengaria in 1191, Richard's seal-bearer, Roger Malcael, was drowned in earnest, and the king's great seal went down with him; it was recovered from the dead man's body and returned to Richard, as Kathleen Nolan relates, but it might as easily have been lost for good. The instruments by which a reign recorded itself were physical things that sank, burned, and rotted, and a large part of what we cannot say about Berengaria we cannot say because the relevant parchment simply failed to reach us. The silence is partly the medieval world's indifference to her, and partly the ordinary attrition of eight hundred years.

      

      Historiographical Challenges: Recovering a "Forgotten" Queen

      

      Given all this, it is not surprising that she has been more often mentioned than studied. For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Berengaria appeared in the scholarship chiefly as a minor character in the vast literature on Richard I and on Eleanor of Aquitaine, and the character she was handed was a passive one: the neglected wife, the queen who did nothing, the sad footnote to a glamorous reign. James Brundage's verdict that Richard was "a total loss in the counsel-chamber" has clung to the king; a feminised version of the same judgement has clung to Berengaria, casting her not as a poor counsellor but as a simple absence.

      Two full biographies have tried to correct this. The first, by the local historian Henri Chardon, appeared in 1866 and drew on documents then held in the archives and libraries of Le Mans, some of which have since been lost, so that Chardon remains valuable precisely because he saw material we cannot. The second, Ann Trindade's Berengaria: In Search of Richard the Lionheart's Queen, published in 1999, is the standard modern life and the necessary starting point for anyone writing about her, and it is candid throughout about how much of any such life must be built from context rather than from direct evidence. Alongside these stand the sharper specialist studies on which the present book most depends: Gillingham on the diplomacy of the marriage, Elizabeth Hallam on Berengaria's agency and her dower, H.G. Richardson and Vincent on the charters, and Kathleen Nolan on the tomb and the seal. The word "forgotten," which attaches itself to Berengaria as reliably as it attaches to every neglected medieval woman, is not quite the right word. She was not forgotten. She was filed under her husband.

      

      Methodological Approaches to Sparse Evidence

      

      Writing her life therefore means being honest, at every turn, about the difference between what a source states, what may be reasonably inferred from it, and what is simply guessed. This book keeps those three apart on the page. Where a chronicle or a charter says something, it is cited and named. Where the evidence for a place or a period fails, and it fails often, the responsible method is not to invent Berengaria's thoughts but to reconstruct her circumstances: to describe the Navarrese court that raised her, the crusading world she travelled through, the seneschalcy she came to govern, while saying plainly that we are describing the setting because the figure at its centre is dark to us.

      This is less of a compromise than it sounds. A good deal can be recovered about a medieval queen from things that are not her diary. Her seal, described by the antiquarian Louis Maulny in the late eighteenth century before it disappeared, states in its legend exactly which territories she claimed as queen, duchess and countess, and pointedly omits Aquitaine, because her mother-in-law still held it. Her tomb at L'Épau, with its effigy clasping a book carved as a miniature funeral scene, was a considered piece of self-presentation, and it tells us how she wished to be remembered and in whose company she wished to be placed. Her dower charters record a woman conducting a thirty-year campaign against two kings. None of this is intimate. All of it is evidence of agency, and agency, rather than personality, is what can honestly be recovered here. Where a section of this book cannot be filled without padding or invention, that will be said rather than disguised.

      

      The Scope and Structure of This Short Book

      

      The chapters follow the course of her life and then step back from it. The first three set her in Navarre, in the sudden diplomacy that made her Richard's bride in place of the long-betrothed Alice of France, and in the ties to her homeland that she kept up after marriage. The middle chapters follow her east on crusade, the one stretch of her life that was genuinely eventful, and then into the strange decades of a queen without a kingdom: Richard's captivity, the childless marriage, the widowhood, the long dower dispute with King John. The later chapters turn to Le Mans and the abbey of L'Épau, to her death and the afterlife of her tomb, and then to two subjects that the thinness of the direct record actually suits rather well, her material world and her shifting reputation. A final pair of chapters sets her beside other queens, and in particular beside the small class of medieval women who, like her, carried the title of a realm they never ruled or saw. A set of appendices gathers the practical apparatus: a timeline, genealogical charts, maps, and a catalogue of her documented acts, so that the evidence itself is laid out for inspection.

      Because the evidence is uneven, the chapters are uneven too, and deliberately so. The crusade and the widowhood, which the sources document, are treated at length. The childhood and the daily domestic life, which they do not, are handled as reconstructions of context and kept honest about their own thinness. Throughout, the aim is a life assembled from evidence and clearly marked where it is not, in place of the smooth and largely fictional Berengaria of romantic tradition.

      

      Berengaria's Place in the History of Medieval Queenship

      

      Why she is worth the trouble is a question the book means to answer rather than assume, but the outline of the answer can be set down here. Berengaria matters, first, as a test case for what medieval queenship was once it was stripped of its two great supports, a resident kingdom and a royal heir. She had neither, and what remains when both are removed is instructive: a title, a seal, a dower income to be fought for, the capacity to found an abbey and to be buried as a queen. Queenship, her life suggests, was a legal and symbolic office at least as much as a domestic or dynastic one, and it did not simply evaporate when the marriage failed to produce the child that was supposed to justify it.

      She matters, second, as a study in agency exercised from a position of near-total structural weakness. Denied her dower by John, marginal to the Angevin family, without children to lend her standing, Berengaria nonetheless spent three decades extracting recognition and revenue from the English and French crowns, and ended by creating something that outlasted every king who had ignored her. The abbey of L'Épau still stands. Her tomb is still there. Kathleen Nolan's verdict is the fair one: rarely has a former queen "realized so little of her promised territory yet managed to make so much of it." The queen who never saw England made, out of the little she was allowed, a memory of herself sturdy enough to reach us. Recovering it is the work of the chapters that follow.
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      A small, mountainous kingdom wedged between larger neighbours, a dynasty barely two generations into its recovered crown, and an eldest daughter who would be worth more abroad than at home.

      
      The Kingdom of Navarre

      
      Navarre in the twelfth century was a kingdom that had to argue for its own existence. It occupied the western end of the Pyrenees and the valleys that ran down from them, a compact territory of mountain and river with Pamplona at its head and the old Muslim town of Tudela on the Ebro at its southern edge. At this date it still reached the sea, holding a short stretch of the Bay of Biscay coast in the Basque province of Guipúzcoa, where Sancho VI chartered the port of San Sebastián; but it was hemmed in on every side and had little room to grow, because in almost every direction the land beyond its borders was held by someone stronger. Within a generation it would lose that coast, as we shall see, and it has been landlocked ever since. To the west and south lay Castile, the largest of the Christian Iberian kingdoms; to the east, Aragon; to the north, across the mountains, the Gascon lands that belonged to the dukes of Aquitaine, which is to say, by the 1150s, to the Plantagenets. A kingdom in that position survives by diplomacy or not at all, and Navarre's rulers knew it.

      Its independence was also recent, and that mattered. For nearly sixty years, from 1076, the crown of Pamplona had been swallowed by Aragon, and it was only on the death of the childless Alfonso I of Aragon in 1134 that the Navarrese nobility pulled their kingdom back out of the union and raised a king of their own, García Ramírez, Berengaria's grandfather. So the kingdom into which Berengaria was born around 1165 was not an ancient certainty but a restored one, held together by three able rulers in succession against the steady pressure of Castile and Aragon to reabsorb it. This is the first thing to grasp about her homeland. It was small, it was surrounded, and it was young in the only sense that counts in dynastic politics, which is that living men could remember when it had not existed.

      How far Navarre's fate already ran through the north can be seen in a striking episode from Berengaria's own childhood. In 1176 the kings of Castile and Navarre, unable to settle a border dispute between themselves, agreed to submit the quarrel to the judgment of a foreign monarch, and the monarch they chose was Henry II of England. Both sent embassies the length of Europe to plead their case, and early in 1177 Henry delivered his award at London, an episode recorded at length by Roger of Howden. Henry was no neutral party: his daughter Leonor had married Alfonso VIII of Castile seven years before, so the arbiter was already the Castilian king's father-in-law. The point for Berengaria's story is that, more than a decade before her own marriage was so much as discussed, the Plantagenet court was already the tribunal to which the kings of Spain carried their disputes, and Navarre was already looking north across the mountains for a power large enough to hold the ring. Her marriage did not open that road. It followed one already worn.

      Under Berengaria's father, Sancho VI, the kingdom worked hard at looking permanent. It was Sancho who, from around 1162, began to style himself king "of Navarre" rather than, as his predecessors had, king "of the Pamplonese," trading the name of a people for the name of a territory. Historians of the kingdom, above all Eloísa Ramírez Vaquero, read the change as a deliberate act of statecraft, a claim that Navarre was a country with borders and not merely a city with a crown. Sancho backed the claim with the ordinary instruments of twelfth-century government. He granted charters of liberties, or fueros, to towns such as Vitoria, which he chartered as a new town on its hilltop in 1181, encouraged the settlement of Frankish merchants along the pilgrim road, and built up an administration capable of outliving him. Navarre was poor in the narrative sources that make a reign easy to write, but rich enough in charters to show a king trying to turn a contested inheritance into a going concern.

      Two features of the kingdom shaped the world Berengaria first knew. The first was the pilgrim road to Santiago de Compostela, the Camino Francés, which entered Iberia through the Navarrese Pyrenees and ran through Pamplona and Estella, carrying with it a steady traffic of pilgrims, coin, and northern settlers, and giving this landlocked kingdom a cosmopolitan seam that ran across its middle. The second was Tudela, taken from Muslim rule only in 1119 and still home to substantial Jewish and Muslim communities living under their own law. Navarre, in other words, was not a uniform place. Basque was spoken in its uplands, a Romance close to Aragonese in its towns, Occitan among the Frankish burghers, Latin in its churches, and Hebrew and Arabic on the streets of Tudela. Berengaria grew up in a small kingdom that was, for its size, unusually various.

      
      The Jiménez Dynasty

      
      The house Berengaria belonged to is usually called the Jiménez dynasty, after its shadowy tenth-century founder, and by her lifetime it was one of the older ruling lines in Christian Spain, though it governed the smallest of the kingdoms. Her father, Sancho VI, earned the epithet "the Wise," el Sabio, and on the evidence of his reign the name was deserved rather than merely flattering. He held a weak hand for more than forty years, from 1150 to 1194, and did not lose the game, which in the circumstances was an achievement. He was a lawgiver and a patron, a king remembered less for battles than for administration, and Berengaria's model of kingship, the one she saw at close quarters through childhood, was this quietly competent, defensive, document-minded sort, and not the spectacular warrior kingship she would later marry.

      Her mother was Sancha of Castile, and the marriage that produced Berengaria was itself a piece of the same defensive strategy. Sancha was a daughter of Alfonso VII of León and Castile, the ruler grand enough to have himself crowned "emperor" of Spain, and her marriage to Sancho VI in the 1150s tied the little kingdom of Navarre to the largest of its neighbours by blood, whatever the two crowns did to each other in practice. Her brothers were themselves kings, Sancho III of Castile and Fernando II of León, so that Berengaria's mother came from the centre of the peninsula's ruling house. The blood mattered later, and in ways worth noting now. Through her mother, Berengaria was first cousin to Alfonso VIII of Castile, the most powerful king in Spain during her adult life, and kin therefore to his daughters, among them Blanche, the future queen of France and mother of a canonised king. The obscure infanta of Navarre was, on her mother's side, closely woven into the royal houses that would dominate thirteenth-century Iberia and France. Her later ability to call on Castilian and Capetian relatives, which becomes important in the second half of this book, began here, at her mother's family table.

      The dynastic strategy of such a house was straightforward and its daughters were part of it. Navarre could not defend itself by weight of arms, so it defended itself by alliance, and alliances in the twelfth century were sealed by marriages. A king with an eldest daughter had, in her, a diplomatic instrument, and the question was never whether she would be used to bind Navarre to a useful friend but only which friend, and when, and at what price. None of this was cynical by the standards of the age. It was simply how a small kingdom bought its survival, and Berengaria was born into the knowledge that her marriage would be a matter of state.

      
      Birth and Early Years

      
      Almost nothing can be said with certainty about Berengaria's childhood, and it is best to say so plainly rather than to dress guesswork as knowledge. She was born around 1165. No source records the day, the month, or the place, and the year itself is an inference from later evidence rather than a fact anyone wrote down at the time. Gabrielle Storey, her most recent biographer, gives the date as approximate for exactly this reason. She was the eldest daughter of Sancho VI and Sancha, and she had several siblings who survived into adulthood, two of whom matter a great deal to the later chapters of this book. One was her brother Sancho, who would succeed their father as Sancho VII, be remembered as "the Strong," and outlive Berengaria by four years, keeping the Navarrese crown that gave her, even in her long exile, a family that was still royal. Another was her sister Blanca, who in 1199 married Thibaut III, count of Champagne, and after
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