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Introduction


In the Middle Ages men and women lived side by side in all secular communities in England, whether these communities were based in castles, manors, towns or villages. But people’s experiences in all of these locations differed sharply according to sex, with men and women existing almost in parallel rather than inhabiting the same social and political world. Men took their place in society according to their rank or occupation, and were defined accordingly: they might be lords, knights, burgesses or peasants; or smiths, millers, thatchers or labourers. Women were also members of a designated social class, but they were additionally, and perhaps more strictly, defined by marital status and by their relationships to men: they were single, married or widowed; they were daughters, wives or mothers. With few exceptions, they were both socially and legally perceived as members of male-led families rather than as individuals in their own right.


In this book we are going to explore the concept of women’s family lives during the ‘high Middle Ages’ that ran from the beginning of the twelfth century to the middle of the fifteenth, concentrating primarily on England. The study will not encompass all medieval women, because not all of them lived within a familial structure: some, for various reasons, lived alone, and others resided in communal all-female environments, which might be brothels, convents or anything in between. That is not to say, of course, that the lives of these women are not also worth exploring – only that they are not our focus here.


This spotlight on the domestic provides us with a wide variety of experiences to analyse, because in the Middle Ages the idea of ‘family’ could have many different meanings. The members of a peasant family were likely to live together in a nuclear group, often in close proximity to a wider kinship network; townsfolk or nobles, meanwhile, might send their children away as apprentices, servants, squires or attendants while welcoming others into their own households for the same reasons, producing a different kind of mix that was still a familia or household unit, even though its members might not be related by blood. At the top end of the social scale royal parents, brothers and sisters might spend very little time in each other’s company – or, indeed, in the case of siblings, never even meet each other – but they were still expected to act on behalf of their family, as a member of the strategic and political unit it represented. All of these situations impacted women’s lives in different ways, sometimes to their societal advantage but often to the detriment of their individuality and their personal happiness.


The writing of books focused on women’s lives is a relatively recent phenomenon in historical terms. Very few were produced before the middle of the twentieth century, with most scholars prior to that being male and steeped in the mores of their own time, and thus deeming the contributions of women to their societies and eras to be of little significance. Happily, in the last few decades there has been a much greater interest in the female experience, with publications ranging from sweeping general surveys to biographies of individual medieval women. In the latter case, the subjects tend to be the exceptional figures who broke the mould, which leads us to ask: what about the women who were not exceptional, who did not blaze a new trail? What was life like for the vast majority who were obliged to live within the constraints imposed on the female half of the population? Some women were genuinely representative of their era and their class, and these are the lives we will explore here.


Medieval society was hierarchical, and the parameters of medieval women’s lives were delineated by class as much as by sex, so that is how we will approach our subject: the four parts of this book examine the lives of women of progressively descending social status, in their very different familial situations. Each group had a particular set of advantages and disadvantages that might have seemed alien to the others. Royal and noble women lived lives of physical luxury that would have been unthinkable to peasants, but they were expected to subordinate themselves entirely to the notion of family, without regard to any ambitions or desires of their own. They had no say in their choice of marriage partner; that decision was made for them by a male relative, as women and girls were obliged to act as a living link between two allied families or even two factions that had been at war with one another. However, as we will see, despite this initial lack of autonomy many of these women carved out roles and careers for themselves, and were highly skilled actors on the national and international diplomatic stage. Life might turn out very well for them, if they could manage their familial relationships appropriately.


The experiences of women further down the social scale, in towns and in the countryside, were very different. In some respects they might have counted themselves more fortunate than their noble contemporaries, often enjoying greater independence and choice as they ran businesses and households, or worked in trade or on the land. However, in other ways they were just as subordinate to the needs of their families, working as hard and as effectively as men but with their labour rendered invisible, overlooked or taken for granted. They faced many unnecessary social and financial hurdles and had no official public voice within an economic system that was designed to extract their labour while denying them authority.


There were some few points of commonality for all classes of medieval women, and we will draw out and explore these themes as we go. No married woman at any level of society, for example, was expected to be in control of her own fertility, and pregnancy and childbirth were just as dangerous in the castle as in the peasant’s cottage. The Church declared that all women were, by their very nature, inferior to men, and both the Church and secular society expected them to be obedient to their husbands and other male relatives. A married woman’s disobedience or a single woman’s independence were particular horrors to be avoided, as they upset the ‘natural’ order of male domination and female subordination. Domestic violence was endemic at all levels of society, and sometimes taken to extremes, with women having little recourse to law or to any kind of justice. Readers should be aware that some of the specific examples we will come across are distressing, but these were real women suffering real experiences, and it is only right that we recognise what happened to them.


Finally, a family was a part of wider society. English society underwent a number of developments over the course of three and a half centuries, from the rise of literacy to the cataclysm of the Black Death, all of this taking place against a backdrop of innumerable wars and conflicts. We will examine these events from the female perspective, noting what changed for women as a result of them … and what did not.
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In writing this book, I was very fortunate to find that a large volume of primary source material relating to medieval women was available. However, in order to find most of it, it was necessary to engage in a really detailed trawl through many sorts of records. Most of the contemporaries who chronicled the reigns of kings were both male and clerical, and uninterested in women; they might include the odd throwaway remark telling us something about what kings’ wives and daughters did, but such information is hidden away in the middle of hundreds of lines about male deeds and can be easy to miss. Inventories of wills list those of everyone who left goods, and account books list all those who were paid for various goods or services, but in both cases the majority of entries relate to men, with women’s involvement having to be carefully picked out.


We also, predictably, find different amounts of material available according to class. Royal and noble women had the facility to write personal letters, some of which survive, but village women, artisans and traders did not have sufficient literacy or wealth to do the same. For those at the bottom end of the social scale the best sources are surviving manorial court records, although, again, they detail all the cases that came up before them, so the modern researcher has to sift through in order to find mentions of female plaintiffs and defendants. However, this is by no means a dull task, because these records (my personal favourite among all the types of source I studied while writing this book, I have to admit) are astonishing. Reading them is like opening a door and walking through it directly into the medieval village, meeting the real people who lived there hundreds of years ago, and learning all about their actions and their little foibles. At one point in my research I spent an afternoon in the reading room of the Somerset Heritage Centre, the modern world fading away as I pored over the court records of the manor of Wellington in that county, glued to the tit-for-tat tale of a family feud that could have come straight out of a medieval EastEnders. I was similarly gripped (although online this time) by the saga of a tunic, presumed stolen, which took up a great deal of attention in the records of Conisbrough in Yorkshire through 1324 and 1325. Research is occasionally laborious, but more often than not it can be enormous fun.


In the Middle Ages a popular type of text was advice literature, some of it aimed specifically at women of different classes, and I have made frequent use of the surviving examples. A number of these works make hair-raising reading now – and occasionally I wanted either to throw them at the wall or at the very least to give the authors a good talking-to – but they provide us with a useful reminder that medieval English women lived in a very different milieu from their modern peers. Having said that, the perspicacious reader will spot some instructions to medieval women on how they should behave that might sound uncannily familiar.


One really significant problem, when writing a book about historical women, is to find the voices of women themselves, drowned out as they often are by the speech of men who are talking to or at or about them. To that end I have made use of the small corpus of surviving contemporary women’s writing, so thank you Christine de Pisan, Margery Kempe, Agnes and Margaret Paston, and all the others who defied the customs of the time to pick up a pen and to use it so effectively. I am also appreciative of the work of previous scholars (most of them female) who have done the hard graft of combing through primary sources relating to wills, accounts and court records to find those elusive mentions of women, and who have transcribed, translated and published those sources. I would never have been able to complete this book if I had been obliged to track down the original documents for everything I needed.


There are numerous quotes from primary source material in this book, and where these are taken from the published English translations of other scholars, all the relevant works cited are listed in the ‘Sources and Further Reading’ section. Some primary sources, although transcribed and printed, were only available in their original language; where I have quoted from these, translations are my own.
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A perennial issue for anyone writing about medieval people, and medieval women in particular, is the very restricted range of forenames in use at the time. There is not much to be done about this – I was not about to start changing women’s names for my own convenience, not even when I found myself discussing six different Isabelles in a row – but I have disambiguated as far as I was able. This has been achieved by making use of variant spellings where possible, such as Joan/Joanna or Isabel/Isabelle/Isabella; or sometimes by repeating the titles of identically named women, such as Empress Matilda and Queen Matilda.


While we are on the subject of clarity, it is worth explaining here a few key terms and subjects that we will meet throughout the book. The first involves money. Throughout the medieval period, England used the pre-decimal currency that was operative right up until the twentieth century: there were twelve pennies (abbreviated as d) in a shilling (s) and twenty shillings or 240 pence in one pound (£).1 An accounting unit that was frequently used in the Middle Ages was the mark, which was two thirds of a pound (13s 4d, or 160 pennies) but there was no coin for this. The only coin in circulation for the earlier part of the period was the silver penny, which could be cut into halves or quarters if smaller denominations were needed, but which made the transportation of large amounts of cash difficult. In the late thirteenth century the groat, a silver coin worth 4d, was first minted; it came into more regular use from the mid-fourteenth century onwards, at which point the golden noble, worth 6s 8d or half a mark, was also introduced.


Over the course of the centuries there were fluctuations in inflation and the worth of currency: a penny remained a penny between 1100 and 1450, but what someone could actually buy with that penny varied greatly. I have made no attempt to give modern equivalents for sums of money, as this is generally a pointless exercise due to modern variabilities; instead, I have made comparisons with medieval incomes, prices or purchasing power, which should help to give an idea of how much a sum was worth in contemporary terms. The medieval accounting year ran from Michaelmas (29 September) to Michaelmas, not January to December, which is why financial records are dated as, for example, 1419–20 rather than as a calendar year.


Two types of financial transaction that particularly affected women were those of dowry and dower, terms that are often confused with each other. A dowry (sometimes also called a marriage portion) was the payment, in the form of lands, goods or money, that came with a bride to her wedding, and was then controlled by her husband. It formed a permanent part of the joint wealth of the couple and could be passed down to their children. A dower was the lands or other incomes that a husband set aside for his wife for her use if he pre-deceased her. These were hers only conditionally, to support her during her own lifetime, and she could not bequeath them to anyone else; they would be returned to her late husband’s family after her death. Later in the Middle Ages we also find references to jointure, which was similar in nature to a dower: it was a property or other income given jointly to a husband and wife, on the occasion of their marriage, by the husband’s family. Because the joint ownership lasted for the longer of the two lives (known as in survivorship), a widow could retain it for her own financial support after her husband’s death.


A medieval English woman’s legal status differed significantly depending on her marital situation. Under a law called coverture, a married woman was classed as a feme covert; that is, she was ‘covered’ by the authority of a husband. A married couple were in law considered a single entity, which in practice was the person of the husband and meant that a married woman had no independent legal existence. This was spelled out in a legal treatise of the thirteenth century, which explained that ‘husband and wife are one person and one flesh’, and that ‘everything which belongs to the wife, belongs to the husband, nor has a wife power over herself, but her husband has’. An unmarried girl was similarly under the authority of her father, but an older woman who was single – most often because she was widowed – was classed as a feme sole, a more autonomous legal status that enabled her to act on her own behalf in a way similar to a man.
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So much for the theory. There will be other background terms to explain in due course, but we will deal with these as they arise. For now, let us meet some real medieval women in the context of their family lives, beginning at the very pinnacle of society.


 


___________


1 The L–s–d symbols for pre-decimal currency come from the French words for pound, shilling and penny: livre, sou, denier.
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1


The Princess


Between them, the fourteen kings who ruled England from 1100 to 1450 fathered twenty-three legitimate daughters who lived to the age of 14 or more.1 In the eyes of their lower-class contemporaries these girls had won the lottery of life, and it was certainly felt by some that they led easy lives:




When the princess or high-born lady wakes up in the morning, she sees herself lying luxuriously in her bed between soft sheets, surrounded by rich accoutrements and everything for bodily comfort, and ladies-in-waiting around her focusing all their attention on her and seeing that she lacks for nothing, ready to run to her if she gives the least sigh or if she breathes a word.





But appearances could be deceptive. Physical luxury might have been easy to come by for those of the highest rank, but these princesses did not enjoy the luxury of control over the future course of their lives. This lack of autonomy was a constant across the whole of the high Middle Ages, despite the passage of three and a half centuries and numerous developments in the national and international situations during that time, and none of these twenty-three princesses of England, from first to last, had any choice in terms of a career. They were all intended for similar fates, all destined to serve the political purposes of their families.


For most of them this meant a diplomatic marriage, though there were two exceptions to this rule. These were young girls, coincidentally both called Mary, who were destined to serve their fathers’ interests by entering the Church rather than by marriage, though neither of them ended up living a conventional nun’s existence. Mary of Blois, the only daughter of King Stephen, took holy orders at Romsey Abbey in the late 1140s, when she was aged somewhere between 12 and 15. However, the childless deaths of both her brothers meant that she later became countess of Boulogne in her own right – and therefore of great value on the marriage market – and she was abducted from the abbey by Matthew of Alsace, a younger son of the count of Flanders.


Women were expected to serve their families, but this is an example of how a woman without a family – both of Mary’s parents being by this time dead, as well as her brothers – had little or no protection in a male-dominated world. The royal family unit worked both ways, in that it was one of security as well as duty, so being cut adrift from it was a serious matter. Matthew married Mary very much against her will and kept her as his wife for ten years, during which time she bore him two daughters. She protested against the union the entire time, and her appeals were finally heard in 1170 when Pope Alexander III agreed to annul her marriage. She was able to return to the cloister, and Matthew ruled Boulogne in the name of his elder daughter, Ida, another girl whose own life was subordinated to the will of the men around her.2


Mary of Woodstock, the fourth daughter of Edward I, also became a nun at a young age, being admitted to Amesbury Priory when she was just 6 years old. She was not exactly your typical nun, being the recipient of a large annual allowance from her father and living in opulent private apartments within the establishment. As an adult she left the priory frequently to travel, attending the court of her brother Edward II and becoming notorious for running up gambling debts.


This was a far cry from the fate of the other twenty-one medieval English princesses, who were all obliged to be married, and to men whom they did not choose themselves. This sounds passive, and to a certain extent it was, in that they had no say in the choice of their future life partner, but the situation was no more than they had been brought up to expect. The identity of a princess’s husband was simply part of the lot she had drawn in life, and she would no more expect to be able to choose him than she would expect to choose her parents or her siblings. But royal marriage was a career, and it was what she did after her wedding that counted. She was certainly expected to be active then in carving out a role for herself, because being a royal or noble consort was a position in its own right, one that involved much more than merely being decorative or bearing children. These girls had a duty to both of their families – the one they had been born into and the one into which they had married – and they were expected to take both sets of obligations very seriously.


Medieval English princesses might not actually live with their birth families for very long, because their marriages tended to be arranged early and they were often sent abroad straight away to be brought up in the realms of their future husbands, spending more of their lives there than they ever did in their homelands. However, while they were at home in their early youth they were educated about their future roles, so they knew what to expect. It did not matter that they would soon be far away and married into another house: they would remain an integral part of the network of their natal family and would be expected to act as bridges between the two. This was a task that required considerable intelligence and diplomatic skill, and the education of an English royal princess in the Middle Ages included politics, international relations, finance, staff management and the study of foreign languages as well as literacy, religion, etiquette and various other accomplishments that might be classed as more stereotypically ‘feminine’.


It is possible to trace a distinct chronological progression in the sort of husband chosen for royal daughters. English kings of the twelfth century were desperately in need of prestigious international alliances, as exemplified by the decision of Henry I to marry off his only daughter, Matilda, to Emperor Henry V, ruler of what was later known as the Holy Roman Empire.3 This was an arrangement that suited both men. King Henry was only the second generation of the Anglo-Norman dynasty, still considered by some to be usurpers, and on top of this he had come to the throne in rather unorthodox circumstances, leapfrogging the claims of an older brother. His grip on the crown was therefore not terribly secure, so he would benefit from having the support of such a powerful ally of impeccable imperial lineage. Emperor Henry, meanwhile, was in the first decade of the twelfth century in dispute with the pope and with a number of rebellious vassals; he would very much appreciate the large cash dowry that would come with his bride, which would enable him to launch fresh campaigns and to pay and equip his forces.


Nobody asked Matilda what she thought of this plan, and nobody saw a problem with the fact that at the time of the negotiations, Emperor Henry was 23 while she was just 7. Even her mother, Edith-Matilda of Scotland, made no protest; she knew as well as anybody that royal marriage was a matter of state politics, not of personal compatibility or preference. The two men settled their agreement, and in February 1110 Matilda was sent across the Channel, to be taken thence to Germany to live in the household of her fiancé, a man she had never met.


Travel is a theme that will recur several times in this and subsequent chapters, so it is perhaps useful to give some idea here of just how arduous an undertaking it was in the Middle Ages. For a start, it was slow. In a general best-case scenario – involving a man on a fit horse, in fine weather and on good roads through flat terrain – a rate of around 30 miles per day could be expected, rising maybe as high as 40 if he benefited from regular changes of mount. But horses were not always of the finest quality and they needed to rest, it was not always summer, and medieval roads were by no means always in good repair, so riders might more generally expect to make only 15 miles in a day. And that, incidentally, means male riders: as was the case with many other aspects of medieval life, additional hurdles were thrown in the way of female travellers.


Horseback-riding was the quickest way to cover ground, as well as being a prestigious way to travel, but it raised particular issues for women, given their restrictive clothing and considerations of comfort and decency. The first bespoke side saddle – a chair-like affair with a footrest – did not appear in England until the late fourteenth century, so prior to this women had a choice of riding pillion behind a man, riding alone but sitting sideways on a normal saddle, or riding solo and astride. The first two of those techniques were highly unstable, making it all too easy to fall off, so they could only really be used if the horse was travelling at an ambling pace and/or being led, thus making all but the shortest journeys very time-consuming. The third gave much greater control of the mount, and could be achieved by women rich enough to be wearing billowing gowns with plenty of material in the skirts, but it was uncomfortable given that they tended to be bare-legged underneath. Again this meant a slower pace and less ground covered, even if they contrived some way of bunching up the fabric of their clothing to prevent chafing; and, as women were less accustomed to the exercise than men, they could not keep it up for such long periods.


In order to avoid the assorted issues and dilemmas caused by the prospect of horseback-riding, most long journeys undertaken by women involved a vehicle, either a litter slung between two horses or a wagon drawn by horses or oxen. In some respects these options were even worse, adding discomfort and possibly also nausea to the travel experience: litters would swing awkwardly, while wheeled conveyances did not have any type of suspension, so no quantity of cushions, furs or drapes could prevent passengers from being continuously jolted as they inched their way along rutted roads. The only remaining alternative mode of transport, however, was to walk, which was obligatory for anyone who did not have the means to afford horse or ox but unthinkable for a woman of rank.


Given that Henry I’s daughter Matilda was only 8 years old when she travelled to the Empire, and that she had female attendants with her, it is most likely that she and they rode in a wagon, which would have been both tiring and slow, giving her ample time to consider the massive turn that her life had just taken. The personal strain on such a small child must have been enormous, but Matilda did not collapse in a heap, because she had received an early education appropriate to her rank. She was well schooled in her obligations as a king’s daughter, and in what she might expect to endure in carrying out her duties. She therefore set to work straight away, and had barely set foot in the Empire before she made a public intercession on behalf of a nobleman who had fallen into the emperor’s disfavour. This was one of the major responsibilities of a queen consort, the virtues of it extolled in a medieval treatise on female behaviour:




The good princess will always be the means of peace as far as she can be […] This work is the proper duty of the wise queen and princess, to be the means of peace and concord […] O God, how many great blessings in the world have often been caused by queens and princesses making peace between enemies, between princes and barons […] There is no greater good on earth.4





Matilda played her public role with aplomb, despite her tender years, and the initial reports sent back to King Henry in England about his daughter’s performance as his international representative were positive.


Once the formal betrothal ceremony had taken place and Matilda had been crowned queen in Germany, she settled down to concentrate on an intensive further course of education, learning German and Latin and familiarising herself with the complex politics of the Empire. As the daughter of one monarch and the wife of another, her role went far beyond that of simply becoming the mother of heirs; she was to be simultaneously her husband’s able helpmeet and her father’s political ally. Matilda studied hard and, four years later, shortly before she turned 12, she was married and was able to take her place at Emperor Henry’s side.


Matilda’s achievements in marriage were significant. They revolved around what we might now call ‘soft power’: gaining her husband’s trust and affection, advising him with sense and loyalty, softening his public image via acts of charity, mercy and intercession, and making herself popular with his vassals – an extremely important diplomatic function in a realm that was frequently the scene of discord. At the same time, she was also the agent of her father and the living embodiment of the link between England and the Empire.


These were ambitious political goals, but they were accomplished with remarkable success, and the young girl became known in Germany as ‘the good Matilda’. She was crowned empress in Rome when she was 14, while the couple were on a tour of the Italian part of the Empire, and by the time she was 16 Henry was confident enough in her abilities to leave her as his regent in Italy while he returned to Germany. There she exercised authority capably in his name, remaining for a year before re-traversing the Alps to be reunited with him.


The strategic alliance between England and the Empire formed by this marriage was of great importance in combating the ambitions of France, which lay geographically between them and which was ruled by the clever and wily Louis VI. In 1124 Matilda’s father and husband made the most of their cordial relations and planned to invade France from both sides simultaneously, to their joint advantage. In the event this did not happen, because Louis was able at short notice to muster a defensive force large enough to make it inadvisable, but the two Henrys, connected as they were by Matilda’s marriage, continued to plot. Alas for them, this was all brought to a sudden end in 1125 by the death of the emperor.


The original idea of this princess’s marriage was a permanent, or at least long-standing, political alliance. Henry I’s son would inherit the crown of England, so the plan went, and his grandson, provided to him by Matilda, would rule the Empire. None of this actually transpired, but this was due to factors entirely beyond Matilda’s control: the death of her brother in a shipwreck, the death of her husband from illness, and the fact that he had not fathered a child with her while he lived. Matilda herself had more than done her duty to her family.


After Emperor Henry’s death, Matilda’s familial status underwent a radical transformation. With no children to keep her in Germany (and thus no need to act as a regent or advisor), she returned to England and was officially designated by King Henry as his heir, as she was his only remaining legitimate child. This made Matilda unique among the English princesses of the Middle Ages, destined as they were to be consorts rather than rulers in their own right.
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Matilda never did sit upon the English throne, but Henry II, her son from a second marriage, did. His first act when he had a daughter old enough to be disposed of in marriage – or, at least, old enough by medieval royal standards – was to renew the previous family ties and form another alliance with Germany. Like his grandfather, Henry II relied on his daughters to bolster his position on the international stage. His mother might have been an empress, and his maternal grandfather a king, but his paternal line was markedly less august as his father was Geoffrey, the count of Anjou. Royal and imperial alliances were therefore of the first importance to him, and his daughters were the primary means by which this was to be achieved.


In early 1165, when Henry II set out to find a husband for his eldest daughter, the 8-year-old Matilda, the ruler of the Empire was Frederick Barbarossa, the great-nephew of Emperor Henry V. Barbarossa had at that time one son, another Frederick, but he was only a baby, less than a year old, and Henry II discounted him from consideration. Age gaps in marriage where the husband was older than the wife were common, but it was unusual to see the wife as the elder, for obvious reasons of childbearing practicality and also the balance of authority within the union.5


King Henry thus turned his attention to the second most powerful man in the Empire: Henry the Lion, duke of Saxony and Bavaria. Although he was only a duke, this Henry had imperial connections (he was Barbarossa’s first cousin) and he was the ruler of estates comparable in size to the whole of England, so his prestige was considerable. Despite being aged in his mid-thirties – older than Henry II, in fact – and being a divorcee with two daughters older than his intended fiancée, he was considered an eminently suitable match for little Matilda. She was allowed a couple of years of respite and preparation, but was shipped off to Germany in 1167, when she was 11.


It was all an echo of what had happened to the previous Matilda; and, like her grandmother, this Matilda did her familial duty in exemplary fashion. As a teenager she acted as her husband’s regent in his German duchies while he was away on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, and she would later bear him five surviving children, a girl and four boys.


Matilda’s blood relationships came in particularly useful when Henry the Lion fell out with Emperor Frederick and was sentenced to exile. Indeed, her connections actually gave her a personal exemption from Barbarossa’s wrath, as one contemporary noted: ‘The emperor granted to Matilda, duchess of Saxony, in consideration of the love he bore to the king of England, her father, permission to remain at perfect liberty and under his protection.’ But her sense of loyalty and duty meant that she chose to travel into exile with her husband, and the family was able to take refuge in Normandy and then in England, under Henry II’s protection, until such time as the German cousins should be reconciled.


During this time Matilda’s sons got to know their uncles, the future kings Richard and John, and there was even some thought that (in default of other male heirs), one of her sons might eventually inherit the English throne. Sadly, she would not live to see them grow up, dying in 1189 at the age of just 33, but the bridges she had built continued to function. Her widower Duke Henry remained a friend and associate of Henry II’s successor, Richard I, and her son Otto was later to be an ally of her youngest brother, King John.
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For the marriages of his younger daughters Henry II looked further afield, and once again this was due to political necessity. He ruled over a very large geographical area and could not be in all parts of it at once, so he needed strategically placed allies. One of the lands under his control was Aquitaine, a large province of southern France that ran all the way to the Pyrenees, which he ruled in the name of his wife, Eleanor, who was duchess there in her own right. Aquitaine was looked on with a covetous eye by the French king, Louis VII (Louis VI’s son and successor), so Henry sought to make an alliance even further south, with one of the Spanish kingdoms. In the mid-1170s he selected Alfonso VIII of Castile as a husband for his second daughter, Eleanor. She was even younger than her sister at the time of her marriage – just 9 – but she was a least nearer in age to her husband, who was himself only 14. Henry II thus secured himself an ally on the far side of Aquitaine, and Alfonso, who was in dispute with the neighbouring and more experienced king of Navarre, gained a powerful backer.


What young Eleanor got out of the deal was an arduous and perilous journey over the Pyrenees, a husband, a crash course in the Castilian language and a whole lot of responsibility. Alfonso’s mother was dead and he had no sisters, so Eleanor had to assume all the prime female roles at his court at once. Like her sister and her grandmother, she worked to make a success of her new situation, and she and Alfonso would form deep bonds of affection. Eleanor would bear him a large number of children, although sadly she would lose a number of them in infancy (including four babies in a row in the early 1180s) and she would also outlive several of the others.


This might be the moment to point out that although princesses of this era were often obliged to marry at very young ages, they were not expected to consummate their unions straight away. Eleanor’s sister Matilda bore her first child at the age of around 16 – Henry the Lion, being so much older than her, being in something of a hurry for a son – but Eleanor herself did not give birth until she was 18. Given that she spent the rest of her childbearing years almost perpetually pregnant (she had at least thirteen children and was 42 when the youngest was born), the most logical reason for the lack of babies before this is the absence of a sexual relationship. Of course, 16 and 18 are still very young ages at which to become a mother – certainly to a modern eye – but in both cases it could have been much worse. Fortunately for them, in the twelfth century there was a reasonably humane attitude to these girls, and a knowledge that beginning marital relationships too early would be detrimental to their health, as well as being less likely to result in the birth of a thriving child.


Eleanor and Alfonso’s series of family tragedies meant that as they grew older they were left with several daughters but just one son, their youngest child. He was called Henry, after Eleanor’s father, a name hitherto unknown for Spanish kings and further evidence of the continuing relationship with her natal family. This child was only 10 when Alfonso died, and Eleanor was designated as his regent, but she succumbed to the same fever that had killed her husband and survived him by only three weeks. This was in 1214, by which time both of Eleanor’s parents and all her siblings except King John were already dead, and the relationship between England and Castile subsequently faltered. This was certainly no fault of hers: she had done her duty as an English princess, and indeed was still describing herself as ‘daughter of Henry, king of England’ nearly three decades after she had last seen him in person.


One of Henry II’s other ambitions during his life was to go on crusade, so he looked even further afield for an alliance for his youngest daughter. This resulted in the 11-year-old Joanna being sent over a thousand miles from home (a journey that took more than four months, involving a lengthy sea voyage that made her so sick that the party had to stop and make new arrangements to travel the length of Italy on land) to marry William II, the 23-year-old king of Sicily. Sicily’s prosperity and geographical position meant that it was an ideal staging post, communications hub and refuge for those travelling to and from the Holy Land, so having the king of it as his son-in-law was ideal for Henry. He finally took the cross in 1188, by which time Joanna had been queen for eleven years, but he died in 1189 before he could set off. William himself died later the same year, but Joanna’s royal status in Sicily meant that her brother Richard I was able to use the island as a stopping point while he was making his own way to the Holy Land in 1190.


This sojourn was an advantage for Richard and for Joanna, as the family relationship worked both ways. A princess who married abroad remained a member of her birth family, and was expected to act on its behalf, but in return she could also expect it to protect her. Following William II’s death the Sicilian throne had been usurped by Tancred of Lecce, an illegitimate cousin of the former king, who had captured and imprisoned Joanna. But she was able to rely on her powerful ties of blood: the fearsome king of England, who had not seen his sister for well over a decade, insisted on her release as soon as he arrived.


The three daughters of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine exemplify the way in which royal families operated in the twelfth century, and how the bonds of blood and kinship remained of prime importance even though the related individuals might be far away from each other. Matilda, Eleanor and Joanna never saw each other again after their marriages, but they were still pivotal parts of the same extended family network.
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Not all princesses enjoyed such success in their endeavours as the four we have already met, and some were subject to personal misfortune as they did their duty to their family. One such was Joan, the second daughter of Edward III, who died of the Black Death in 1348, at the age of 14, while she was en route to Castile for her arranged marriage, and two more were French princesses who made the reverse journey, crossing the Channel to be brought up for marriage to sons of English kings. They suffered the consequences of changes in the prevailing political situation that were entirely beyond their control. Constance of France was the daughter of Louis VI, the sister of Louis VII and the daughter-in-law of King Stephen, as the wife of his heir Eustace, but this exalted status could not protect her during the years of the Anarchy. As the war between Stephen and Empress Matilda went on and the fortunes of both sides fluctuated, Constance’s status changed rapidly from queen-in-waiting to mere countess-in-waiting, then to terrified captive and hostage, back to future queen and then finally to widow – all before she reached her mid-twenties. Her niece Alice of France (Louis VII’s daughter) would later be stuck in an interminable limbo, brought to England at the age of 9 when she was betrothed to the future Richard I, only to be detained unmarried for more than twenty years before she was finally repudiated. She was in her mid-thirties by the time she was able to return to France to begin the rest of her life.


Others still were subject to harsh mistreatment. Isabelle, the second of King John’s three daughters, had her marriage arranged by her brother Henry III, and at first glance it was a prestigious one: her husband was to be Emperor Frederick II (the grandson of Frederick Barbarossa). But the personal circumstances were not so propitious. Frederick was more than twenty years older than Isabelle and had already outlived two wives, the second of whom he had kept locked up in almost total seclusion, despite her exalted status as queen of Jerusalem in her own right. But Henry III wanted the imperial connection, Frederick wanted the large cash dowry that Henry was prepared to provide (after imposing an unpopular tax on his subjects in order to do so) and they both wanted an alliance against France, so the wedding went ahead.


Unfortunately for Isabelle, the sister of a young and relatively weak English king stood no chance of being protected from the most powerful tyrant in Europe; Frederick dismissed the personal entourage she had brought with her as soon as she arrived in the Empire, and then had her placed in virtual captivity. Although properly married and crowned empress, Isabelle never appeared at Frederick’s court or at his side, had no political or personal influence on him, was confined in a castle in northern Italy – guarded by eunuchs – and was visited by Frederick only for the purposes of procreation. Isabelle lived the rest of her life in such seclusion that we do not even know how many children she had (estimates vary between three and five) but she died in childbirth in 1241, six years after her wedding. Her life was cruelly short and stunted, but the king and the emperor got what they needed out of their arrangement.


It was under Henry III that the first changes in English royal matrimonial policy became discernible. He had numerous princesses to marry off – three younger sisters (who were his responsibility as they had all been small children when their father, King John, died) as well as two daughters of his own. The two eldest of his sisters made foreign matches, Isabelle with Emperor Frederick and Joan with Alexander II, king of Scots,6 but the youngest, Eleanor, was married to William II Marshal, the earl of Pembroke and one of Henry’s own subjects. This was another union in which a large age disparity made any equality of personal relationship almost impossible (at the time of the wedding she was 9 and he 34), but it served the valuable purpose of binding England’s premier magnate more closely to the crown. This was a new departure for the royal house, no king’s daughter having married an English nobleman since before the Conquest.


The idea of non-royal or domestic marriage developed further under Henry III’s son, Edward I, as his political needs were very different from those of his ancestors. By the late thirteenth century the old Anglo-Norman-Angevin realm was no more, with Normandy, Anjou, Maine and Poitou all having been lost to a succession of capable French kings. The kings of France, incidentally, had never really sought the daughters of kings of England as matrimonial partners, and not one English woman was queen consort of France during the high Middle Ages,7 although several French women were queens consort of England. This reflected the differing political and dynastic situations in each realm: a number of the English kings had only the shakiest grasp on the crown and needed the security of international alliances, whereas the Capetian line in France had occupied the throne in serene and stable father–son succession since before the turn of the millennium. Capetian kings were therefore just as likely to seek a wife from among their vassals as from abroad.


Edward I’s only remaining territory on the Continent was in Gascony, the southern part of Aquitaine. This was cut off from England both by sea and by the land of France, and its precarious situation had been the reason for his own marriage to Eleanor, the younger sister of the king of Castile; like Henry II, Henry III had sought alliances on his southern border.8 Edward and Eleanor had a large family, but the shape of their marriage and the upbringing of their children were both very different from the experiences of their counterparts a couple of hundred years previously.


Edward and Eleanor had been married when he was 15 and she 13. This was not particularly unusual for royalty, but unfortunately for her he obliged her to consummate the marriage straight away, an experience that earlier young princesses had managed to avoid, and one that resulted in the birth of a daughter within a year of the wedding. The baby died, and it would be seven long years before Eleanor gave birth again. The reasons for this substantial delay are not entirely clear, but there are a couple of plausible options, one more favourable to her than the other: either it took her so long to recover physically from the traumatic experience that she could not conceive or maintain a pregnancy, despite the continuance of a sexual relationship; or she had been obliged to consummate the marriage straight away in order to ensure its validity, but this was intended as a one-off event not to be repeated until she was older. In the latter case she was extremely unlucky to have conceived on that single occasion, but she was at least not forced to endure another pregnancy and labour before she was halfway into her teens.


Unfortunately for Eleanor, she continued to endure tragedy: when she did begin to conceive again, her next four children in a row all died in childhood. But the pressure to provide an heir was such that she had to keep going, to endure repeated pregnancies and labours, and altogether she and Edward had fifteen or sixteen children. However, in another departure from earlier practice, neither parent spent much time with them. The twelfth-century queens Edith-Matilda and Eleanor of Aquitaine might have seen their daughters sent abroad at young ages, but prior to this they had overseen their education personally. This was no longer the case, as the royal children had their own establishment and household separate from that of their parents.


This made Edward I a yet more hands-off father than other kings when his children were small, unconcerned even when his first two sons died at the ages of 5 and 6. He was in Sicily, on his way back from the Holy Land, when he heard of the deaths of both his father and his elder son and heir, but he was vastly more upset about the former than the latter. When his host exhibited surprise at his lack of paternal grief, Edward merely told him that ‘To have more children is easy,9 when they multiply every day, but the loss of a parent is irremediable.’ When his second son and new heir died a couple of years later, Edward did not bother to travel the short way from London to Guildford to see him during his final illness.


Despite this emotional distance, Edward’s surviving family were thoroughly educated in the paramount importance of their duty to him as their father and king, and his five daughters in particular needed to prepare themselves to undertake whatever he might need them to do. The fourth among them, as we saw earlier in this chapter, became a nun, which was certainly her parents’ decision rather than her own, given her age at the time. The rest were to remain in the secular world, and there might have been an unusual fate in store for the eldest, another Eleanor. In August 1284 Edward’s third son and latest heir, Alfonso, died, leaving the king with only one son, Edward, who was just four months old. Queen Eleanor was by this time 43, so the royal couple could not count on having any more children, meaning that (given the alarming rate of infant mortality in the family) Edward had to plan for what would happen if young Edward also died and he was left with no male heir. His basic choice was whether to allow female succession or not: if he died with no surviving son to succeed him, would the crown go to his eldest daughter, or would it bypass the girls and go to his brother and that brother’s sons? Edward elected for the former, so there was a realistic possibility that the younger Eleanor might have been named as a female heir to the throne, something that had not happened since the early twelfth century when Henry I designated his daughter Empress Matilda as his successor. As it turned out, the proposition was never tested, as young Edward survived his father and would eventually become Edward II, while Edward I would marry for a second time in later life, after being widowed, and father two more sons.


All four secular daughters were thus free to be used in the traditional way, as the means by which useful matrimonial alliances could be made. A royal match was at first planned for Eleanor, who was for a number of years betrothed to the future King Alfonso III of Aragon. There was some talk of sending her over for the wedding when she was 12, but Edward’s wife and his mother, who had both been married at a similar age and did not want to inflict such a fate on the girl, begged him to wait a couple of years. He agreed to postpone, but in the interim the pope excommunicated Alfonso and forbade the marriage, and Alfonso died before everything could be straightened out, leaving Eleanor free to be used in a new match.


Edward’s primary antagonist on the Continent was Philip IV of France. The proposed match with Aragon had been an attempt to safeguard Gascony and put pressure on Philip in the south of his realm, but it was also important to keep the French king occupied in the north and east, and to that end Edward made a series of marriage arrangements with lords based in the Low Countries, in the north-western corner of the Empire. Eleanor became the countess of Bar; third daughter Margaret the duchess of Brabant; and fifth daughter Elizabeth the countess of Holland.10


This ostensibly put them all in similar positions: married to dukes and counts rather than kings, but also retaining their birth rank as a king’s daughters. Marrying down in this way would give them some leverage in their relationships, and their primary task in their wedded lives, as far as Edward was concerned, would be to press his interests with their husbands.


However, these apparent similarities masked the very different experiences the three princesses faced in marriage. Count Henry III of Bar, who was ten years older than Eleanor, was the humblest of the three husbands in terms of title and wealth. He was well aware of his extraordinary luck in procuring himself a royal bride, and one who was, moreover, still second in line to the throne, her little brother Edward being at that time still some way off marrying and producing heirs of his own. Count Henry’s good fortune seems to have been due to a combination of the strategically important geographical location of his county and the favourable personal impression he made on both Edward and Eleanor during an extended visit to England. In return for the overwhelming honour bestowed on him, he agreed to a huge dower settlement and to put all his military resources at Edward’s disposal. This all worked very much in Eleanor’s favour as he remained aware of his wife’s superior rank, and she was able to exercise significant influence on him. She bore Henry a son and a daughter but sadly died (of natural causes, though we do not know what they were) in 1298, aged just 29. At that time Henry of Bar was actually imprisoned in France, having been captured fighting in Edward’s cause, but the ties formed by Eleanor and her marriage held firm, and Edward paid a ransom for his release.


Eleanor’s life was cut sadly short, but while she was alive she made a great success of her role as a king’s daughter. The other two sisters who married into the Low Countries were not quite so fortunate. On the surface, Margaret’s union should have been set fair: she had been acquainted with her husband Jan, heir to the duchy of Brabant, since childhood, as he had been partly brought up in England. They were the same age, betrothed to each other when they were 3 and married at 15. But, oddly, after the wedding Margaret put off travelling to Brabant and did not join Jan there for several years, by which time he had succeeded his father as duke. It seems likely that there was some kind of personal dislike, and Jan was certainly not faithful to her: he entertained a string of mistresses and had five illegitimate sons, who, in what was a huge insult to his wife, were not only acknowledged but brought up at his court alongside her son, his legitimate heir.11 Margaret was widowed in 1312 but chose never to marry again, her first experience having perhaps put her off.


Elizabeth, the youngest sister, was even unluckier. She was effectively a substitute for an earlier attempt at a union with Holland that had never happened: her elder brother Alfonso had been betrothed to the daughter of Floris V, count of Holland, but had died before the wedding could take place, so King Edward instead arranged for Elizabeth to marry Floris’s son and heir, later Jan I of Holland.12 Unusually, he was younger of the two, although only by a couple of years. They were betrothed when she was a toddler and he a baby, and then married when they were 14 and 12, by which time he had succeeded his father as count. Elizabeth does not seem to have been terribly happy with the arrangement and refused to accompany Jan back to Holland, much to her father’s annoyance. He had been relatively sanguine about Margaret remaining in England instead of travelling to Brabant, but lost his temper with Elizabeth when she announced her intention to do the same, going so far as to wrench the bridal coronet from her head and throw it in the fire.


Eventually Edward took Elizabeth to Holland personally, but her life there was not easy, as various ambitious nobles squabbled murderously over the regency for the underage count and she was unable to exercise any influence at all. Jan did not live long, dying of dysentery at the age of 15, and the widowed Elizabeth, still only 17, returned in relief to England. King Edward made no attempt to marry her abroad again, instead arranging a match with Humphrey de Bohun, the earl of Hereford, with whom she went on to have a large family. She died in giving birth to her eleventh child.


In making a domestic marriage Elizabeth was following in the footsteps of her elder sister Joan (the second daughter in the family), who, twelve years earlier, had been deployed in a different way from her sisters. Edward I regularly had issues with some of his powerful vassals in England, many of which could be traced back to the Barons’ War of the 1260s when a number of magnates, led by Simon de Montfort, had rebelled against Edward’s father, Henry III. One of the lords often at odds with the king was Gilbert de Clare, earl of Gloucester and Hertford, who was rich and influential but also a very slippery character, having swapped sides multiple times during the war. It would be very much in Edward’s best interests to bring Gilbert to heel by binding him more closely to the crown’s interests, so he offered Joan as a bride, notwithstanding the inconvenient facts that the king neither liked nor trusted his prospective son-in-law, that Gilbert was more than thirty years older than Joan, and that he was already married.


Gilbert jumped at the chance to get so close to the throne, bearing in mind how unusual the idea of royal–domestic marriage was at the time, and keeping at the back (or possibly the front) of his mind the knowledge that young Prince Edward remained the king’s only male heir and Joan’s elder sister Eleanor was still unmarried at this point. He immediately managed to find an excuse to put his first wife aside, and married Joan. So enamoured was he with the idea of a royal connection that he even agreed to some rather stringent conditions: he surrendered all his lands in England, Wales and Ireland to Edward, in the expectation that Edward would grant them back, but he received only the Irish estates personally. Those in England and Wales were granted jointly to Gilbert and Joan, with the additional catch that they were to be inherited by her heirs, not his. This meant that Gilbert could pass his long-held ancestral lands on to a son only if he had one with Joan; if not, the estates would go to any children of hers from a second marriage, rather than to his daughters by his first wife or to his brothers.


Edward thus provided for his second daughter’s future and that of her children, while simultaneously resolving his issues with Gilbert and heading off any potential future rebellions from ambitious de Clares. And Joan followed in the footsteps of her aunt Eleanor, the wife of William II Marshal, by being married as a child to one of England’s most powerful magnates and a man many years her senior.13


All of Edward’s daughters had done what their family required of them, and, despite their differing fortunes and misfortunes, they were in receipt of an added bonus. Earlier princesses sent to far-away foreign lands for marriage had remained part of the English royal family in its wider sense, but without ever seeing their sisters again. These five, however, thanks to the close proximity of their husbands’ lands and Mary’s convent, had the pleasure of frequent meetings. None of them ever became a queen, but the pay-off was that they were able to remain a family in practice as well as in name.
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Family was the concept that dominated the lives of medieval princesses, and they were expected to subordinate themselves to it completely, without regard for any ambitions and desires of their own. Their birth family might be geographically dispersed, but each member of it was expected to act for the good of the whole – the daughters even more so than the sons, in some respects, as the latter might have been allowed individual aspirations of their own. These girls did not have the same problems as their contemporaries of the lower classes. They did not need to worry about where their next meal was coming from, or that they would lose the roof over their heads, and they did not have to earn their own money or wash their own clothes. They received the best of everything that royal money could buy, including a first-class education. However, in some respects they were less well off than their counterparts lower down the social scale, because their fates were entirely predetermined.


The flip side of this was that they were extremely important players on the national and international stage, much more so than they have often been given credit for. Once they married, princesses were pivotal nodes in a great network; their marriages did not remove them from their family but rather joined two families together, and they were expected to cater to the needs of both.


The contributions of kings’ daughters to royal networks and international politics have traditionally been minimised or overlooked. Over and over again we might read dismissively that a royal girl ‘was married off at a young age to …’, as though that were the end of the matter, and she had no further contribution to make to history. But these women continued to be representatives and integral members of their birth families, as well as those into which they had married, and it is entirely possible to trace the political and diplomatic history of the medieval kingdom of England simply by examining the marriages of royal daughters.


 


___________


1 The kings who fathered surviving daughters were: Henry I (Matilda); Stephen (Mary); Henry II (Matilda, Eleanor and Joanna); John (Joan, Isabelle and Eleanor); Henry III (Margaret and Beatrice); Edward I (Eleanor, Joan, Margaret, Mary and Elizabeth); Edward II (Eleanor and Joan); Edward III (Isabelle, Joan, Mary and Margaret); and Henry IV (Blanche and Philippa). Henry V and Henry VI each had one son but no daughters, while William Rufus, Richard I and Richard II fathered no legitimate children at all.


2 In an example of history repeating itself, as an adult Ida was abducted by, and forcibly married to, a man who wanted to get his hands on the rich county of Boulogne. We will have more to say on noble heiresses and their fates in Chapter 5.


3 This was a vast central European realm comprising what is now Germany, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Switzerland, Austria, the Czech Republic and the northern half of Italy.


4 Given that nearly all the primary works from which we will quote in this book were written by men, it is of interest to note that this particular treatise, The Treasure of the City of Ladies: Or, the Book of the Three Virtues, was written by Christine de Pisan, the first professional woman writer in Europe. Christine has often been described as a kind of ‘proto-feminist’, and we will see more of her opinions on women’s roles in society as we go along.
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