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“Your spirit is like a storm-beaten wall.


You look around you and cannot find rest.”


Letter by Hildegard of Bingen


to Eleanor of Aquitaine, twelfth century
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IN MY MOTHER’S EYES, I see things that overwhelm me. I see vast conquests, deserted houses, and suits of armour. She carries a rage within herself that condemns me, and forces me to be a better man.


This evening, she comes to us. Her gown caresses the floor. At this moment, we are like the stones in the vaulted ceiling, immobile and breathless. But what petrifies my brothers is not her indifference, for they are used to being ignored, nor the solemnity of the meeting – everything about Eleanor is solemn – no, what transfixes us, at this moment, is her voice. For it is with a soft voice, full of menace, that my mother commands us to overthrow our father.


She says that she has raised us for this task. That she made sure we grew up here, in Aquitaine, and not in England, so she could teach us the nobility of her lineage. Indeed, is my name not Richard the Lionheart? The time has come for us to assert ourselves. She reminds us that she asked troubadours to sing legends at our births. One for each child. She tells us that here, where we now stand, where we learned to walk, in this great hall of the palace of Poitiers, the spirit of our great-grandfather is breathing his strength into us. You have heard his poems, she says, and the stories of his exploits. And so, my sons, you are armed. You are fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen years old. The time has come.


We know these words. They flow through our veins. Henry, Geoffrey, and I will obey, each for our own reasons. But we are bound together by one certainty: Eleanor can be threatened, she can be defied, and even fought. But betrayed, never. And maybe my father knew this, in fact. Maybe he wanted to wound his wife in her very heart. That idea turns our countries to ice. For in that case, what we must now engage in is not a matter of personal revenge, but the clash of two monsters ready to fight to the death. And we, their children, will be mere toys between their paws.


*


My mother is a self-assured woman. I have absolute faith in her. She owes this assurance to her birth, for she is the Duchess of Aquitaine, raised amid luxury and learning, haloed by the memory of her grandfather, the first poet. For her there is no difference between silk and sapience. She managed her fiefs with an iron hand from the very start. Vassals’ rebellions, harvests, defining borders, settling disputes . . . Eleanor likes to rule, and she knows every alleyway of even the smallest village of her Aquitaine. For she carries her land like a jewel melted into her skin. A powerful jewel: Aquitaine is an immense and wealthy territory, stretching from Poitou to the Spanish border and spilling into Limousin and the Auvergne. The lord of such a land is far more powerful than the king of France. I know that this might seem strange, but in this era that is mine, a nobleman can have greater power than a monarch, if his lands are vaster. That is why the king of France, Louis VII, had to marry Eleanor. She was presented to him. And he fell madly in love with her.


He was fifteen years old, she was thirteen. He had a pure heart, but purity never held much sway with Eleanor. For fifteen years she was queen of France, and very bored. She did not give Louis an heir. She loved literature, he loved the Gospels; she called for feasting and wars, he wished for peace and conversation. She believes in power, he in God.


She managed to have her marriage with Louis annulled – something that a queen never does, ever, any more than a wife launches an offensive against her husband. But that is how it is, my mother is a trailblazer. These are not the words of an adoring child, no, her decisions and actions have no model, no precedent, and ultimately, I believe that this series of “firsts” betrays her long-held yearning for innocence.


After her departure, she set her sights on a man eleven years her junior, Henry Plantagenet. He needed her Aquitaine, the size of a whole country. He became king of England, and my mother was a queen again. This time she had many children, including Henry, Geoffrey, and me.


The outline of their story looks like a beautiful stained-glass window. A blazing royal couple, at the head of an empire that covers England and Aquitaine, surrounded by valiant heirs . . . Balanced in their presence, with my father most often in England, my mother in Aquitaine, and us, their children, quite used to travelling back and forth between them. But also, a flaw. Invisible on the official image, but so deep that it engulfed violence, spite, and hatred.


For my mother thought that she would retain her suzerainty over Aquitaine. That was her marriage contract with my father: she brought him her lands, whose expanse carried real power; in return, he would protect her autonomy, would not interfere in her rule over her domains, and would even, since she loved power so much, involve her in the rule of England. It was a fair exchange. But in the end, these two exceptional beings were not spared the banal fate of ordinary mortals: first being betrayed, and then seeking revenge.


Carried by her assurance, and by the certainty that she would make the best of her destiny, my mother believed she was marrying a harmless creature. But very quickly, the Plantagenet confiscated everything. He treated Aquitaine as he later treated England, like a conquered realm. He changed everything according to his wishes – its coinage, justice, and language, its laws of trade and fishing, the boundaries of the forests – and ignored the rising dissent. The lords of Aquitaine detested him immediately. My father paid them no heed. He revealed himself to be authoritarian, despotic, greedy. My mother was nothing but a belly, swelling almost every year.


Understanding her mistake, my mother set her hopes on the coronation of her eldest son, named Henry like his father. She thought she could rule a little through him, recover her full rights. Many monarchs around us are now in the habit of crowning a son in order to assure the continuity of their dynasty. They initiate him in the exercise of power, legitimise him in the eyes of the people. This happens through a mutual understanding between fathers and sons. The Plantagenet played along and duly crowned Henry . . . but now ignores his presence. This is another of his betrayals. He remains the sole master. He refuses to relinquish anything. He belongs to that strange race of men who are always in company, yet always alone. He has heard neither the anger of the dispossessed barons nor our own. He wants everyone to be subjugated to his will, starting of course with Aquitaine, which my mother brought to him by marriage. The Plantagenet is refashioning the whole world to his glory. But that world includes Eleanor.


*


Today, revenge occupies my mother completely. Ever since she announced the revolt against the Plantagenet, she has been pacing up and down the great hall of Poitiers, marching like a general before her armies. Her long leather belt bounces against her gown. She masters several languages, and I see messengers come and go from distant lands, the emissaries, the allies of the last hour. Coffers full of coins are set at her feet and testers bite them to make sure they are real gold. Voices are lowered. The poets dare not rehearse in their chambers.


I chance upon my mother at sunrise, standing before the table in the great hall. The morning stretches its ropes of light through the windows. Eleanor stands between two powdery rays suspended between the floor and the ceiling, which seem to follow the lines my mother is drawing on a map. Here is my father’s empire, from the North Sea to the Pyrenees. There is no one more powerful than he.


Eleanor’s bracelets clink against the wood. She counts the rallying points, calculates the distances. I see her slim wrists sheathed in silk, the curve of the veil covering her chignon and tumbling down her back. And then a memory rises up. I see that same profile bent over our cradles. From that silhouette came a story belonging to each one of us. Its melody would reach the rafters of the halls and the depths of the valleys of Aquitaine, blending snowy days and Saint John’s Eve, lullabies and battle songs. The years have passed, but those softly sung stories have stayed with us, hanging in our hearts like talismans, made of her voice, her image, the face I am observing this morning, which still has the same worried brow, the same long pointy eyelashes.


My mother does not know that I am observing her. She is a one-woman offensive, her body tense, leaning forward, concentrating entirely on the attack. As children, we already knew her love only as a concentrated force ready to pounce, and this soothed us.


She straightens up. I almost flinch. As usual, I feel a mixture of terror and strength engulf me. She beckons me over, and I know what she will say. When she speaks to me, it will only be to consider the day of the battle. She will talk to me of my father. He has been her obsession, has fuelled her hatred, for many years now. During their official appearances, in spite of the court and the crowds, she would only ever look at him, the Plantagenet. Her wide grey eyes no longer even saw me. And I feel ashamed of this, but sometimes I wish she hated me too.


*


There’s no point waiting for words of love. My mother has never pronounced any. This does not sadden me. My era is miserly with words. It respects them too much to shower them on crowds, to use them every which way. A day will surely come when everyone will talk so much that they will no longer say anything at all. But here and now, words are still an act of engagement. They are so prized that they determine life or death. The knight respects the word he gives to his lady, even if it costs him his life; the lord obeys his oath; war and peace are decided by a single sentence. One must keep one’s word. And so Eleanor never says any tender words to us. She understands their value too well to squander them. My mother hardly ever lowers her guard. She always stays on the edges of her true self, wary, tense, and invites no one inside her.


She has other ways of speaking. I have discovered that she ensures that the apothecary monk is present at each of my training sessions. He prepares his sage balm, verbena poultices, burdock unguent, and other fast-acting remedies, in case I am injured. For my sisters, my mother has ribbons brought all the way from Baghdad, of chiffon so light it melts into their hair. My brother is organising a hunt? He will find a new saddle, of fresh leather, made for him overnight. This is my mother’s tenderness, expressed not with words, but hidden gestures.


Her greatest declaration was indeed a gesture. She offered me her Aquitaine. Aware of my father’s threat weighing upon it, Eleanor gave her land to me. Mine to defend and to honour. I was fourteen years old. I entered the church of Saint Hilary in Poitiers, shielded by the arches with their white arms. The bishop handed me the sword, slipped the ring onto my finger, and attached my spurs. I became the Duke of Aquitaine. I pronounced the oath on my knees, in a strong voice: “Raise up what has been destroyed, preserve what is standing.” I felt an immense happiness. This was the order of things, and I was taking my place within it, the one my mother had offered me.


Then she told me of her kingdom. She wanted to stress its difference from England, “the cradle of your birth, Richard, but a land without a soul, full of rain and misery. No one knows how to read over there.”


In Aquitaine, the dead rise up on the pathways, and fountains can boil while remaining cold. I learned these beliefs. We wear a marsh stone as a necklace. We have to eat fruit under its tree, as a simple way of thanking the tree. The Church may well have marked out the entire country, but for the local people, the colour of the sky has as much value as a sermon. We love nature to the point of being able to read it. Now I know how to look at a linden tree’s bark, to see when the bast is ready to be extracted to make rope for the wells. I recognise the sounds of the different bells, all of which have names. Attacking a neighbour, or even royalty, is a daily hobby: Aquitanians have revolt in their blood. I have quashed all those who contested Eleanor’s authority – since all I know how to do is to make war. I have stamped her seal with the naïve pride of children who know they are chosen.


And of all this colour, nothing remains but a battle plan.


*


Sometimes I manage to stand back, to dissect the disaster. I ask myself, can anyone survive the decision to kill their own father? And why did mine place so much importance on his own desires at the expense of ours? What interest did he have in setting the family against him? For here it is, the irony of it all: hatred brings the family together. Up until now, my elder brother and I had very little in common. I was the impulsive one, and Henry, the haughty one . . . I cared only for strumpets, fighting, solitude. He intends to marry a princess, prefers discussions to weapons and adores parading about with his court . . . One detail summarises all of our differences: I love hunting boar, Henry despises it. He prefers the stag, the animal of kings. But while the boar might be dirty and ugly, with its crooked little trotters, you still have to fight it body to body, breath to breath. It might be brought to bay by the dogs, but the final attack happens on the ground, as equals. You will never see a boar refusing to fight, unlike the cowardly stag, which gives up and lets itself be killed. Every time I’ve brought a boar back from the hunt, Henry has refused to eat its meat.


Sustained by the certainty of someday acceding to the throne, he always looked down on me, as if violence were dirty. My mother, conscious of our differences, took the initiative. She arranged for me to be raised alongside another boy, a colossus named Mercadier. I’ve seen him dodge the furious attack of a boar a dozen times . . . Small, close-set eyes that seem to float in a wide face, an enormous jaw, long matted hair and hands the size of laundry paddles, Mercadier is a creature from a fairy tale who reconciles me with humanity. He was an abandoned child, found as a baby, wrapped in a straw cocoon, on the steps of the palace of Poitiers. My mother saw this as a sign of destiny. She gambled on his size and cheery disposition, and was proven right. Mercadier is the brother I always dreamed of having. He has always been right behind me, vigilant, mischievous, a battler like no one else. His gratitude guarantees his loyalty. With him, I’ve known companionship and affection. It was good for me. I had Mercadier, as valorous and faithful as Henry can be scornful and frivolous.


I have a memory of my brother one Christmas Eve, in England. We were about ten years old. The castle was lit up with candles. The shadows stretched in fluid forms that crawled up the walls as the court paraded slowly past to pay homage to us. My father, who detests ceremonies, accepted the lords’ bows, while wondering which of them he would attack first. Henry was immobile, standing stiffly in his gold-striped tunic, a sham little sovereign, glancing at my father from time to time to take deportment lessons. It was endearing and pathetic at the same time. Henry looked downwards; my father stood perfectly straight. He was arrogant; my father was self-assured. Before my eyes were all the differences between domination and rule, and I quickly turned away, looking for the form of Mercadier, who stood in a pool of shadow, bored out of his wits.


But since then, now that we are in league against my father, Henry and I have become closer. Now, he suggests weapons, discusses manoeuvres, asks for my advice. He no longer judges me. I can feel the fear hidden under his regal poise. I’ve had many chances to confirm the fact that there is no one more dangerous than a humiliated man. It was my mother’s advice: “Kill, or spare a life. But do not wound. A wounded man becomes a dangerous animal.”


For while I have Aquitaine, my brother possesses nothing. He was anointed king of England, he married a princess, and . . . he cannot govern. My father will not cede a thing to him. He is the laughing stock of Europe. The taverns and ports are filled with songs mocking him. How can he be credible when his crown is no more than a toy? My father deprives him not only of power, but also of respect. And so for years, Henry has kept his distance and stewed in his spite. He held his own court at Bonneville-sur-Touques, in Normandy. Well, I say a court . . . more like an orgy. He had no personal income, since my father refuses to give him one, so he pilfered from the royal coffers. Of course, the courtiers swarmed around him and enjoyed the lavish banquets, but my mother had to call him to order and summon him back to Poitiers. She has long known how to recognise sadness disguised as insolence.


Years ago, I surprised Henry crouching at the edge of a pond, busy covering his head with mud. Of all of us, he is the one who looks most like our father with his square face, red hair, and fine lips sealed in a bitter sneer. Kneeling at the water’s edge, he was scooping up big brown handfuls of slime. It spread over his skull, falling in clumps on his shoulders. He was grunting like a piglet. I didn’t tarry there.


But I must be honest. Despite the new closeness forged by the revolt, we siblings remain solitary beings. There are seven of us. Seven frontiers to cross. I feel closest to Matilda, my eldest sister, but I do not know her well. We were suspicious of each other as we were growing up, waiting for a sign from our father. None of us ever got one, except the youngest of us all: John, who arrived almost like an intruder, one Christmas Eve in the icy palace at Oxford. My mother was in her forties. And then there were four sons. Against all expectations, my father immediately took to him. He even wrapped the baby’s head in a bandage to save him from bumping it! No one had ever seen the Plantagenet take such care of a child. John was the little king, which was why we hated him.


We should have grown up holding each other close. Henry would have taught me how to look after the finances, I would have helped Geoffrey polish his dagger, held up mirrors for my sisters. Especially for Matilda, born one year before me, Matilda with her straight back and pale wrists, so similar to my mother. Matilda, who had leaned over me and pressed her hands to my ears one evening, so I wouldn’t hear the deafening noise of thunder – as a child I wanted to go into battle against the storm. She knew of my sudden bursts of rage and whispered my birth song. I breathed in the smell of her hair and recognised the scent of lilies. My mother used to cover the floors of our bedchambers with them.


The Plantagenet gave us nothing, except his respect for the sword. The sword betrays no one, that is why it is my only friend. The idea that we would one day take up my father’s role floated above our heads, and yet we hardly knew his face. We felt the hatred that was rising against him. The great barons of Aquitaine bustled around my mother, whispering amongst themselves. The lords paraded at court, clamouring to be received immediately by the king, who had redrawn the boundaries of their domains. But the king was not there. He was always on the roads, roaming through his kingdom to bring it to heel. We, his sons, were expected to be worthy of an absent model, to take our lead from a ghost. In that great fog whose shape was the future, my mother was a beacon. Her status as queen obliged us to change residences often – England or France, Caen, Niort, Falaise, Poitiers – but she always took us with her. She watched over us.


Not a single tender word, as I said, and never any gentle caresses either. From very early on, we felt that for our mother, happiness always went hand in hand with a threat. If she never embraced her children, it was because she feared their loss. She can sense where danger is hiding, the threat that those she cherishes will be taken from her. That is what damaged souls are like. But love betrays itself anyway. One day, I asked my mother why she never attended my weapons training, since I excelled at it and I knew how highly she valued warriors. She raised her hand and, intuitively, I lowered my brow. I needn’t have bothered. She said, “I can bear the sight of anything, except your blood.” All of Eleanor is there, in suspended tenderness, in promises hidden under evasion. I would like to embrace her, but of course I do no such thing. I content myself with listening to those mute declarations coming from her suspicious heart, and they are what now gives me the strength to tell this history.




Before the Revolt


APRIL 1152. FIFTEEN YEARS AGO. A feast day. The Poitevins form a circle in the town square. Their voices rise, full of joy, as they start the first verse.




At the dawning of fair weather,


To find joy again, and vex the jealous one,


The queen wishes to show


How she is in love . . .





The chorus flows up to the towers then frolics through the alleyways, as graceful and light as the ribbons the girls tie around their waists. I can still hear the hands clapping to the rhythm of the song: “Regina avrilloza! Regina avrilloza!”


That “Queen of a day in April” is my mother.


She has just left the king of France.


At the markets, around the wells, in faraway places, carried by breathless messengers, commented on in royal council halls, spread throughout the monasteries, everywhere, the news breaks like a storm. The powerful purse their lips. But the people recognise the audacity of her act. They have always loved Eleanor. They drink to her health. They say that this month of April 1152 will be remembered as the time when a woman showed the meaning of skill. They imagine her galloping through the countryside, leaving a capital and a king behind her. And it’s true. Eleanor has managed to have her marriage annulled, with the consent of the Church. She is abandoning Louis VII and her title as queen. No woman had ever dared to do so.


They whisper that Louis will not recover from this. He has spent his life shrivelled up in the hope that she might look at him. He has gone against his own convictions. And what carnage! For his wife, Louis the believer, Louis the pure burned innocent people, destroyed a crusade, stained his hands with black blood. And she leaves with the wind in her hair.


His advisors seek another wife for him in Spain, but Louis thinks only of my mother. He prays every day, they say, for no harm to come to her. And this, despite his jealousy, despite the lurking presence of that young man who has never ceased to defy him, the Plantagenet, the duke of Normandy and future king of England.


He had presented himself at court a few months earlier, had bowed to my mother. She had stiffened, suddenly alert. Her slight smile fooled no one.


Louis had understood everything. He hadn’t even tried to argue with Eleanor. That night, he kept his eyes open. He listened to his wife’s regular breathing. He thought about the man who would soon take his place. His defeat would bear the name of the common broom flower – planta genista. The Plantagenet was a squat mass, a lion’s head, a fearsome warrior thirsting with ambition. The exact opposite of Louis, who was tall, slim and blond, with soft eyes.


*


Eleanor is galloping through the countryside, now single again. She is thinking about the Plantagenet. It’s a little early to be remarried, she has only just left the king of France . . . But she foresees that he will go far. He is younger than her, but so what? He will become king of England, that’s obvious to her. Her decision is made. She will marry him. He will accept, of course, since she will bring him her Aquitaine. The future looks happy. Eleanor is thirty years old and acts as she pleases. She is not worried. Louis will surely remarry as well. Her life is no longer tied to his. Her city of Poitiers awaits. Her men at arms accompany her – wherever she goes, I’ve always seen my mother surrounded by men. Louis never took well to this, whereas my father is indifferent.


In the yellow fields, the bent figures of the peasants rise up and bow to her. The carts make way as she passes. Eleanor rides like a man, something the Parisian court always held against her. Her chignon bumps against the back of her neck and slowly uncoils. Her cape billows in the wind, fastened by a golden brooch. She hums a song, something about sunshine and rebirth.


She wants to stop at Blois, where the town is preparing for Palm Sunday. This delights my mother. During her years of marriage to the pious Louis, her Aquitanian blood had nearly dried up. It was crying out for music, crowds, decorations in the streets. It was sick from the silence. But tomorrow, my mother will glide into the midst of the dancing circles and drink wine. She will try not to stumble among the animals, especially the pigs – my mother has a particular fondness for these animals, the first inhabitants of our towns and part of our daily lives. People love them to the point of claiming they have a soul, and sometimes judging them in courts of law. My mother loves all animals indiscriminately. She knows all the birds, takes care of her horse’s comfort, and saves a part of any banquet for the dogs. Her favourite holiday is the Feast of the Ass, in the middle of winter, when the animal is led to the church altar, cloaked in a splendid garment, as the congregation brays . . . Then it is taken out of church with great ceremony, and the crowd dances around it, ignoring the disapproval of the clergy, which only adds to my mother’s enjoyment. She will see an ass again tomorrow, in Blois, pulled along the streets by a jubilant crowd of townsfolk. Their cheeks will be chafed by all the waving boughs, their mouths full of songs. I get my liking for inns, ruffians, and open bodices from my mother. People say I should marry. But I prefer the soft, sweet girls in the taverns, touched a thousand times, who hold out their goblets with a smile.
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