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Introduction



When the occasional lists of the all-time rich and powerful are compiled by the media the name of Eleanor of Aquitaine is almost always present. The London Sunday Times in its list of the ‘50 Richest Ever’ labelled her the richest woman of all time. In its survey of the 100 most important people of the second millennium Time magazine dubbed her ‘the most powerful woman’ and ‘the insider’ of her century.


Charismatic, beautiful, highly intelligent and literate, but also impulsive and proud, Eleanor inherited just after her fifteenth birthday the immense wealth and power that went with the titles of countess of Poitou and duchess of Aquitaine. From that moment she played for the highest stakes, often with the dice stacked against her, until her spirit was finally broken by the death at the siege of Châlus of her favourite son, Richard the Lionheart. Neither before nor since has one woman’s lifetime been more crowded with excess of wealth and poverty, power and humiliation.


Although she was born in 1122 and died in 1204, this mysterious figure who was uniquely both queen of France and of England did not conform to preconceptions of medieval European womanhood. Raised in the Mediterranean troubadour society that esteemed amorous adventures, verse and music on a par with prowess at arms, she scandalised the tonsured schoolmen who wielded much political power in the north of France by her liberated behaviour and thinking. Even after two of her great-grandsons were canonised as St Louis of France and St Ferdinand of Spain, nothing could persuade the Church to reappraise its first judgement of her as a young whore who became an old witch. Borrowing plot and characters from the chronicles, four centuries after her death Shakespeare unkindly labelled her in his play King John a ‘cankered grandame’.


The first European poet since the fall of the Roman Empire was her crusading troubadour grandfather, Duke William IX, whose verse was philosophical but also amorous and full of humour – as befitted a man whose mistress was called La Dangerosa! The troubadours, male and female, depicted women as sensual, empowered beings and not sinful chattels whose only proper function was childbearing, and the ideal of courtly love associated with Eleanor and her daughters was in that tradition.


At a time when even monarchs rarely set foot outside their own kingdoms in peace and few women except noble and royal brides ever left the country of their birth, she travelled extensively on both sides of the English Channel and much farther afield, seeing for herself the squalor of medieval Rome whose citizens had recently killed a pope, the decadent glory of Constantinople and the ugly truth behind the romance of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. Returning from the Second Crusade after a year as prisoner of her estranged husband Louis VII of France, she was hijacked by Byzantine pirates and forced by Pope Eugenius III to share Louis’ bed against her will.


Like materials, people reveal their qualities when tested nearly to destruction; the courage of this extraordinary woman is best exemplified at the time her fortunes hit an all-time low. In 1173 the armed rebellion of her three adult sons by the marriage to Henry of Anjou was defeated by his swift and ruthless counter-offensive. Her one chance of escape lay in throwing herself on the mercy of his greatest enemy – Louis, the first husband whom she had tormented and divorced.


Betrayed to Henry by men she trusted in her own household when within a few leagues of safety on Frankish territory, she knew that he would pardon his sons but deal with her more harshly. Her death would permit him to remarry and sire more legitimate sons, playing them off against the first brood in his usual fashion with the threat of a punishment or the promise of a bribe that was never honoured. Yet, unless in one of the berserker rages that betrayed his part-Viking ancestry, he would not kill her for fear of losing her dowry of Poitou and Aquitaine. In addition, another murder would not go down too well in Rome so soon after being flogged in his underwear by monks at Canterbury Cathedral and Avranches as penance for his part in Becket’s death.


On the other hand, the pope would grant him an annulment if asked, for the degree of consanguinity was even closer than that which provided the spurious grounds for her divorce from Louis. However, that solution would also involve handing back her dowry of Poitou and Aquitaine – and Henry never gave anything back, not even a son’s rejected fiancée whom he kept as his own mistress.


Eleanor knew exactly what lay ahead. Henry was eleven years her junior, a man in his prime who would never forgive her. He would allow her the illusion of freedom from time to time – an appearance at an Easter or a Christmas court, some cloth for a new dress or the privilege to go riding each morning, or to have books. But each carrot would be withdrawn when she refused to bite, and the stick would be used again harder than before.


Accustomed as she had been from birth to the luxury of good food and fine wine, fashionable clothes, amusing company, literature, poetry, music and dancing, how long could a queen live, deprived of all this and her liberty and dignity too? She was already fifty-two, in a time when most women died young in childbirth or from overwork or disease. To Louis of France she had borne two daughters. To Henry she had given five sons and three daughters to use as pawns in marriages arranged to seal the knots of alliances.


Judged by any standards, Eleanor had already lived a remarkable life. Born under the Roman laws of Aquitaine, which did not disqualify the female line from succession, she was raised to inherit the duchy after her only legitimate brother’s early death. This made her a teenage multi-millionairess, who married a crown prince and became queen of France two weeks later. Was that not enough glamour for one lifetime?


Not for Eleanor. Her years with Louis included rumours of scandalous love affairs in Paris and in the Holy Land on the Second Crusade. Divorcing him, she twice escaped kidnap and rape on the flight to safety in her own domains. There followed her years as duchess–queen of the Angevin Empire, on the move with Henry’s court as he crossed and recrossed the Channel to bring his restless magnates to heel as only William the Bastard had done before. How many women, or men for that matter, have lived such adventures and come home to tell the tale?


When Henry discarded her at the menopause, she revived the civilised lifestyle of her own court at Poitiers, where art glorified love and praised womanhood – and where she was effectively queen in her own right, not a mere consort. Yet she risked everything in an intrigue worthy of the Roman Empress Julia to unite in rebellion three sons who detested each other as much as they hated their manipulative and brutal father. Why? And why, on being taken prisoner by him, did she not accept the honourable alternative he offered, and which most women of her class and age would have preferred: to renounce her titles and retire to a convent? Frustratingly for the historian, during her fifteen years as Henry’s captive she had all the time in the world to dictate her memoirs but was deprived of secretary, quill, parchment – and at times of everything else except food.


On Henry’s death, she returned to the world stage aged sixty-seven as vigorous physically and mentally as any man or woman of half her age, demanding her jailer’s obedience by declaring herself still the crowned queen of England and thereby regent for her son Richard the Lionheart. Armed initially only with her own willpower, she governed England until he arrived and for much of his reign.


Her great moment of glory came at his coronation in Westminster Abbey, where the new monarch, who had no place in his life for women and certainly not for a wife, installed her as his dowager queen. This adored son of hers was among the worst rulers the realm would know, twice milking it dry of taxes in a ten-year reign, of which only a few months were spent in England – a country he despised, and whose language he never learned. Yet of all its kings, he alone has his statue in Westminster Square at the seat of government.


The crusades are no longer seen as a glorious episode in European history, yet for cinema and television audiences he remains King Richard of the Last Reel, heroically returning in the last minutes of the film from a mysterious Outremer to vindicate loyal Robin and his merry men and put the villainous supporters of his usurping brother John in their proper place. That web of myth, obscuring the terrible reality of what was called ‘knightly warfare’, has stood the test of eight centuries because it was spun by his mother as PR to drag out of an exhausted and over-taxed empire the enormous ransom demanded for his return from captivity, against the opposition of Prince John in league with King Philip of France, and the many Anglo-Norman barons who preferred to keep Richard locked up in Germany.


Rightly trusting no one else to conclude the deal, Eleanor then risked piracy on the high seas to convoy in person the thirty tons of ransom silver to Germany, bringing her son home after out-bluffing the Emperor, who had been offered bribes to renege on the bargain. To do all this in her mid-seventies tells us what strength of purpose she had, even then.


Why then have historians treated her so meanly?


The misogynistic Pauline clerks who penned the chronicles that are our primary sources polarised women as Eve or the Virgin Mary. For them, a woman as powerful and impious as Eleanor was Eve incarnate, and thus the cause of all man’s sin and suffering. The influential clerics with whom she fearlessly crossed swords while queen of France – from the ascetic St Bernard of Clairvaux and the great statesman Abbé Suger to the Templar eunuch Thierry Galeran – did their best to thwart her in life; the chroniclers merely continued the character assassination after her death.


But surely historians take such bias of primary sources into account?


Friedrich Heer, Professor of the History of Ideas at the University of Vienna, was trained as a historian in the Swiss tradition of Burkhardt. He observed that his colleagues educated in the Rankean nineteenth-century German system of cause-and-effect, were so intent on fitting events into ‘logical’ sequences and making each one appear to have been inevitable that they snipped the pieces of the jigsaw to make them fit into what seemed evidence of a Divine Plan, with the steady hand of God ultimately in control of man’s actions.


So it was for Ranke’s British followers, including Bishop William Stubbs (1825–1901), whose influence on the teaching of medieval history at British universities lasted into the second half of the twentieth century. If history were made logically, then every human event would be predictable. But it isn’t. Making it appear so requires distortion of inconvenient happenings and sidelining history’s losers, of whom Eleanor was one of the most magnificent. It is significant that the first modern biography of her – Amy Kelly’s Eleanor of Aquitaine and the Four Kings (Harvard, 1950) – appeared as Stubbs’ influence was at last waning.


Heer offered a second reason why his academic colleagues had devoted scant space to this queen of France and England in their writings. Although her lifetime, spanning four-fifths of the twelfth century, fell within the academic province of European medievalists, he considered them ill equipped by their training to understand this transitional period when feudalism had many forms, monarchy was experimental, the concept of nations had not crystallised and frontiers were permeable by pilgrimage and trade, even between Christian and Moor. In the throes of an economic and cultural transition, Europe was then awash with revolutionary ideas and the new music, poetry and technology brought back by pilgrims, merchants and crusaders who had travelled to the East. Nowhere was this truer than in Aquitaine, so near in spirit and geographically to the light of Moorish Spain and so far from the gloom of Capetian Paris.


Herodotus’ original concept of historia was not the recital of dates and battles, but the gaining of knowledge by enquiry. Happily, in recent years medieval history has evolved, thanks to cross-fertilisation with other academic disciplines and the expansion of women’s studies, which throw a different light on Eleanor’s lifetime. Yet her biographers since Amy Kelly have produced little new information about Eleanor, her husbands and children – and failed to explain why she chose repeatedly to pursue her own path at such great cost to herself.


In part, this is because documentation of the early twelfth century is sparse, compared with the later Middle Ages, so that the chronicles touch on Eleanor largely through hearsay tainted by scandal. In part, it is because women’s lives – even queens’ lives – were ill documented, compared with those of male contemporaries. In addition, there has been a tendency by Anglo-Saxon writers to treat her as a ‘French’ duchess, when she was effectively the queen by birth of a people who differed from the Germanic Franks in the north of what is now France by racial origin, language, culture, lifestyle and a whole system of values. Some English-speaking biographers have also betrayed an ignorance of even modern French, let alone Old French, Latin and Eleanor’s first language, Occitan – all of which are necessary to demystify this important historical figure.


Work on this biography began a quarter-century ago when I bought a partly medieval stone farmhouse in south-west France, where the local post office is in a castle built by Eleanor’s son John, of Magna Carta fame. Being bilingual in English and French, my ear was caught by the different usage and accent chantant of the locals, so different from the northern accent pointu which I and most foreigners learned in school. It was like being in the Highlands or Wales or Ireland, where Celtic people speak English with the cadence of their own language and using figures of speech that sound merely picturesque to outsiders but are the echo of its emotionally richer and more expressive idiom.


At that time the grandparental generation in the villages here still spoke what northerners despise as patois, meaning ‘the speech of those little better than animals’. Properly called Occitan or la lenga d’oc by those who speak it, it had been stubbornly giving ground during a century of prohibition in schools, where children were beaten for using the tongue they spoke at home. Since then, the media have achieved what the whip and the rod could not, killing a living language in less than two generations.


As a Scot, I sympathised with a people whose culture was being strangled by a more powerful neighbour. As a linguist I became fascinated by the language of the troubadours, which evolved from Latin so rich in shades of emotion and rhyming possibilities as to be the ideal tool of a civilisation to which the whole of Europe owes an inestimable debt for producing the first flowering of the Renaissance and influencing all European lyric poetry since.


Banned from public use in France by François I early in the sixteenth century, Occitan changed so little that studying the everyday speech of my elderly neighbours was the vital first step to understanding Eleanor’s own language as she knew it and reading first hand the thoughts and feelings of her contemporaries and intimates. This in turn has opened windows into her values and her world that were closed to previous biographers.


Douglas Boyd


Gironde, south-west France, 2004
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France in the twelfth century.





ONE


The Aquitaine Succession
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Eleanor was just fifteen years old in May 1137. At an age that was considered adult for either sex she had the poise and confidence that came from having ridden with her father Duke William X1 of Aquitaine for hundreds of miles in the same direction without meeting a soul who did not owe him allegiance. She was beautiful, she loved music and dancing, poetry and song. In a time when few men and fewer women could read, she was also literate in three languages and mature beyond her years.


Eleanor’s grandfather had used force of arms to weld the dissident barons of south-west France into a restive aristocracy that acknowledged his authority, but he had also been the greatest European poet since the fall of Rome, whose verses were declaimed and sung from the Atlantic to the Holy Land and beyond. A man of many contradictions, he had been the most courteous of suitors but also a great seducer of women. He had both defied the Church and been on crusade to Jerusalem.


But her father was an unlettered warlord, who had spilled so much blood on campaign in Normandy the previous year that he had set out from the abbey of La Sauve Majeure on Easter pilgrimage to the holy shrine of Santiago de Compostela2 in Spain to purge his soul. This was in preparation for marrying the widowed daughter of his vassal Viscount Aymar of Limoges in response to his counsellors’ urging that it was time to ensure a male heir for the rich county of Poitou and the vast duchy of Aquitaine.


Eleanor had passed the weeks since his departure with her younger sister Aelith in the ducal palace of L’Ombreyra at the south-east corner of the city of Bordeaux, two teenagers amusing themselves in the huge warren of apartments, audience chambers and tiled courtyards shaded by fig and olive trees. Aelith was two years younger, but both sisters were aware this would be Eleanor’s last springtime of freedom before an arranged marriage to some rich and powerful prince. With their mother and brother dead and their father absent, the girls were flattered and courted by the young unattached knights of the ducal court, while minstrels sang with lute and lyre their grandfather’s praises of women and love.


In the north, such behaviour would have been considered scandalous intimacy. Here it was one of the normal pleasures of life. And the scandal was that the duke’s betrothed had been carried off by a neighbouring baron and forcibly married in his absence – a deed that would cost him dearly when William X returned.3


Then, at the beginning of May, everything changed. Maidservants came running through the palace with news that the knights who had accompanied Duke William X on his pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela had posted in haste past the monastery at Cayac and the great abbey of La Sainte Croix south of the city without stopping to give alms to the monks at the wayside. Once within the gates of Bordeaux they had ridden straight to the archiepiscopal palace in the south-west corner of the city, where they were closeted with the most powerful man in Bordeaux, the newly appointed Archbishop Geoffroi de Lauroux. But of Duke William there was no sign.


Within an hour Eleanor learned he was dead. A vigorous and healthy warrior of thirty-eight, he had succumbed to food poisoning or drinking contaminated water on Good Friday. His companions had borne him to the cathedral of Santiago and had him buried close to the high altar in clouds of incense and to the chanting of Latin plainsong. Their prayer, ‘Sant Jacme, membre us del baro que denant vos jai pelegris …’4 – pray for him, Saint James, this pilgrim baron lying here – was echoed in all the languages of Europe by the thousands of pilgrims present.


In front of trusted witnesses shortly before dying, William X had orally bequeathed everything to Eleanor. Although Aquitaine’s Roman laws permitted succession by the female line, there was in Poitou a custom of viage ou retour, by which a feudal domain might pass to the nearest collateral male relative in the absence of a direct male heir. Similarly, north of the Channel two years previously Matilda, the only surviving child of Henry I, had been deprived of the succession to the English throne by a majority of the Anglo-Norman barons preferring her cousin, Stephen of Blois, with the result that civil war divided the country. Eleanor’s father had therefore orally requested his overlord the king of France to take Poitou and Aquitaine under his personal protection, to confirm his elder daughter’s inheritance and to arrange both girls’ marriages to suitable husbands.


Since such wealth, power and beauty made Eleanor a highly desirable prey for any baron with the nerve by rape and a forced wedding to make himself the new duke of Aquitaine, William’s companions hurried back to Bordeaux, keeping the news of his death to themselves. The lack of a written testament being not unusual in those times of sudden death, Archbishop Geoffroi decided that his duty to the Church lay in executing William X’s instructions5 and dispatched an embassy of discreet bishops and barons to the court of King Louis VI.


To Eleanor’s question as to what he looked like, the answer was that all princes were handsome and brave, great lovers of women.


In those days a royal court was not a building, but wherever the monarch and his chancery staff happened to be. King Louis was at his hunting lodge near Béthisy in the forest of Compiègne where he had gone to escape the noise, the stench and the fevers of Paris in midsummer – and to die. In his prime, when taking the field in a war that lasted twenty-five years against his vassal Henry Beauclerc, duke of Normandy,6 or when fighting off external enemies like the German Emperor, he had been known as Battling Louis and ‘the king who never sleeps’. But his subjects changed this to Fat Louis as he fought increasingly bad health, rumoured to be the result of his mother attempting to poison him in childhood.


By the summer of 1137 his body was so swollen by fluid retention that he could no longer bend down to put on a shoe, never mind wield a sword or mount a horse. The doctors and apothecaries of Paris had tried every remedy they could think of. ‘He drank so many kinds of potions and powders … it was a miracle, the way he endured it’, as a contemporary wryly remarked.7


The king of France was fifty-six, a ripe old age for the time. For twenty-nine years he had excelled at the balancing act which was the lot of a Capetian monarch, several of whose vassals controlled far more territory directly than the royal domains, which lay mostly in the area around Paris later known as Ile de France.
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The Capetian royal domains.


Astute and far-sighted, Fat Louis had made his court a model of feudal justice and his capital a seat of learning, with Paris the only university in Europe until the expulsion of the English students in 1167 led to the foundation of a university at Oxford. Had his eldest son Philip been alive to succeed him, he would have accepted death as a blessed release, for Philip had been an accomplished warrior. But he had been killed in a banal traffic accident when a startled sow, foraging in the garbage that littered the unpaved streets of Paris, ran between the legs of his stallion, leaving him paralysed with a broken neck in the filth.


Subsequently anointed heir to the Capetian throne on the advice of the chancellor, Abbot Suger of St Denis, Fat Louis’ second son was a very different person. Never was De Loyola’s dictum Give me a boy until he is six … more true. Young Louis, as he was called, had been raised in the cloister of Notre Dame for high office in the Church until catapulted by a sow’s panic to a place in history he would not have chosen. For the rest of his life, he oscillated between trying to be a strong king and behaving like the credulous, mystical monk he would have preferred to remain. Usually the monk won. When his father lay dying in the torrid summer of 1137, he was a deeply religious youth of seventeen, in whom Fat Louis saw none of the attributes of monarchy in that turbulent time of transition.


It must therefore have seemed an answer to his prayers when he learned from his old school friend Abbot Suger that the messengers from Bordeaux had arrived. After hearing their news, one name that cropped up in his private discussion with Suger was that of the handsome Count of Anjou, Geoffrey the Fair, whose lands bordered Poitou on the north and extended all the way from there to the English Channel.


A great champion of the tournament circuit, he and William X had the previous year laid waste territory which Fat Louis claimed in the Vexin – a disputed border strip that divided the royal domains from Normandy. Should Count Geoffrey learn too soon about the death of Eleanor’s father, there was every chance of him swooping southwards and adding Eleanor’s possessions to his own by marrying her under duress to his four-year-old son Henry. Once master of all western France, his territorial ambitions would be unstoppable.


The archbishop of Bordeaux wanted rewarding for the part he was playing; it was not too late for him to change sides. On his behalf the archbishop of Chartres demanded complete freedom for the Church in Aquitaine from all feudal and fiscal obligations, with the election of future bishops and archbishops to be according to canon law and free of influence by any temporal overlord.
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Eleanor’s inheritance of Poitou and Aquitaine


The right to appoint bishops was a contentious issue that was splitting Church from state all over Europe. Known as the investiture contest, it had been at the root of William IX’s excommunication, for to his mind and that of continental nobility, a bishop was a vassal like any other, to be chosen by his temporal overlord so that in return he owed advice in council and support in the field with his own armed forces when called upon to give it.


That Fat Louis immediately acceded to Geoffroi de Lauroux’s demands shows how crucial for the precarious Frankish monarchy was Eleanor’s vast inheritance – the south-western third of France, extending from the Atlantic coast inland to the extinct volcanoes of the Auvergne in the Massif Central. Any magnate who added this to his own possessions would destabilise the kingdom;8 on the other hand, if anything could give so inadequate a prince as Young Louis a chance of governing the kingdom, it was a wife whose dowry made him the richest man in France.


Eleanor and Young Louis being fourth cousins and therefore within the prohibited degrees of consanguinity, a prelate willing to marry them without first seeking a papal dispensation deserved reward. A charter granting all Archbishop Geoffroi’s demands was therefore prepared and witnessed by ‘Louis, our son already made king’9 and by Geoffrey of Chartres as papal legate, Bishop Stephen of Paris and Abbot Suger.10 And so the marriage between Eleanor and Louis was arranged as an affair of state without either of them being consulted.


To avoid the risk of Eleanor being abducted on the 400-mile journey to Paris, Fat Louis gave instructions for a royal cortège to travel to Bordeaux, making a show of force that would warn off the barons of Aquitaine. That Bordeaux was chosen for the wedding and coronation, rather than Limoges where the dukes of Aquitaine were traditionally crowned, suggests that it would have been dangerous for Eleanor to travel even that far unprotected. Or maybe Geoffroi de Lauroux was too shrewd to allow her to leave the city his knights and men-at-arms controlled until everything was doubly confirmed in writing.


Too ill to travel himself, Fat Louis decided not to billet the cortège by feudal right in the lands through which they travelled, but to pay for food, accommodation and forage for the animals. Although speed was important, the treasury was bare and such an expedition required financing by an especially promulgated auxilium or aid-tax on his vassals, which took time to raise.11 So it was mid-June when the prince set out with 500 Frankish barons and knights under Count Thibault of Champagne and Raoul de Vermandois, Young Louis’ cousin who served as steward of the princely household.12 Travelling with them to sort out any canonical problems were three of the best legal brains in France: Abbot Suger, Archbishop Hugh of Tours and the abbot of Cluny.


Behind the bishops, barons and knights rode the squires, leading the highly bred and trained destriers or warhorses. With the wagons of the sumpter train and the packhorses and mules laden with armour, weapons, food and tents, they constituted a small army of several hundred men and animals on the move. In addition there was a corps of foot-soldiers, but what limited the speed at which they proceeded across the drought-parched centre of France was the pace of the draught oxen. Each day billeting officers were sent ahead to find grazing or fodder and water for man and beast. Frequent rests were necessary, for neither horse nor ox could be driven hard in such hot weather and during the full moon the cortège travelled at night.


They crossed from Frankish territory onto Eleanor’s lands near Bourges in central France, where their numbers were swollen by the retinue of Archbishop Pierre of Bourges and the counts of Perche and Nevers with their personal entourages. Three weeks elapsed before they encamped outside Limoges on 30 June, in time to celebrate the feast-day of Aquitaine’s patron St Martial. Present for the occasion was Count Alphonse Jourdan of Toulouse – another neighbour with every incentive to kidnap Eleanor, had he known in time of Duke William’s death. But with Louis’ little army encamped beside the River Vienne within a few days’ ride of Bordeaux, neither he nor Geoffrey of Anjou would have dared kidnap the young duchess at that stage.13


From Limoges, the army continued past Périgueux. Emerging from the virgin oak forests above Lormont on Friday or Saturday, 9 or 10 July,14 Young Louis led his cortège through land cleared by slash-and-burn where cattle and sheep grazed. The first cut of hay was drying for the winter. In the sheltered side valleys leading down to the plain of the River Garonne, small fields of millet ripened in the sun. Male peasants worked stripped to their brais – a cross between loincloth and underpants. Their womenfolk laboured alongside them, ankle-length skirts hitched up for convenience. Few horses were in use; although the padded shoulder collar had been invented towards the end of the previous century, making it possible for horses to pull ploughs, oxen were cheaper and more resistant to disease. The poorest peasants had to drag harrow and plough themselves.


The windmill, that landmark of the later Middle Ages, had not yet reached south-western France, so corn was ground by water-mills and at home by women using hand-mills or by blindfolded mules walking round and round a hollowed stone two metres wide, harnessed to a beam that dragged a wheel crushing the grain, afterwards scooped out by hand. If the peasant was obliged to use his lord’s mill, a tax was deducted for the service, as well as a tenth or tithe for the Church. The surplus was stored in raised wooden silos, out of reach of field rodents, or carted off to safer storage behind castle or city walls.


This bucolic scene belied the back-breaking labour of the peasants gaping at the long train of squires and servants with the baggage-laden ox-carts lumbering after them. Of greater interest than the rich apparel of the Frankish knights and nobles were their caparisoned palfreys and mettlesome warhorses, for people then judged wealth and social standing by the quality of one’s mount.15 Yet if the illiterate peasants, whose memories went back no more than three generations, were marvelling that their teenage duchess Eleanor was to marry a king’s son and go off to live in such splendour herself, the lettered monks on Church lands who watched the cortège ride past had only to consult their chronicles to recall how often a band of armed men from the north had signalled slaughter of man and beast and widespread devastation of lay and Church property.


The Frankish camp set up on the right bank of the Garonne was as large as many towns, with its own temporary market where food and other necessaries could be bought from the local peasantry, horses reshod by farriers and wagon-wheels damaged by the dry heat repaired by wheelwrights. Between it and the city lay the crescent of water busy with shipping that had given Bordeaux its title ‘Port of the Moon’. Reflected in it was the silhouette of the Roman city walls, marked at regular intervals by round towers. Above them projected the domed roof of the cathedral, the bell walls16 of the churches and the towers and pointed gables of the ducal palace.


On the left or southern side of the city, but divided from it by the harbour in the mouth of the Peugue tributary, was the unwalled suburb called Borc St Elegi where the market was held and the new class of merchants and free artisans was rapidly establishing itself. On the right, in open ground to the north of the walls, stood the imposing columns of a Roman temple built to honour the tutelary gods of the city then known as Burdigala. Beyond that was the immense bulk of the amphitheatre capable of holding 15,000 spectators.


The nearest ford being a two-day ride upriver, Suger, Thibault and other important members of Louis’ court crossed by boats sent over to collect them, to begin the formalities which included Geoffroi de Lauroux presenting the keys of Bordeaux to the prince.


The walls of Bordeaux followed the rectangular Roman town plan, but enclosed far less ground than the imperial city had covered. Not every street was lined with houses. There were vineyards and gardens within the walls and grazing – necessary during a time of siege – with wasteland where animals brought in for slaughter could be penned overnight. The south-west corner of the city was Church property, surrounding the cathedral of St André and the archbishop’s palace where Geoffroi de Lauroux held his own court. Eleven other churches within the walls and a dozen or more outside the city also owned property in Bordeaux. Dominating the town, the market and the port, whose customs dues were an important source of revenue for the ducal family, was Eleanor’s palace.


From the vantage point of a window in her apartments that evening and with the sun in her favour, she could see the whole of the Frankish encampment on the opposite bank. The tents of the knights and men-at-arms were grouped around the pavilions of their barons with pennants floating in the evening breeze blowing in off the Atlantic. In the centre was the pavilion decorated with the lilies of France, where the monkish prince she had never met was giving thanks to God for his safe arrival. His compliant nature, which had accepted the translation from cloister to court, now accepted the obligation to marry a girl he had never met and provide the kingdom that would soon be his with an heir by her.


Girls’ births not always being recorded, Eleanor is thought to have been born in April 1122, either in the palace of L’Ombreyra or at the family castle in Belin, a small village lying about thirty miles south of Bordeaux on the pilgrim trail to Compostela. Her name, originally spelled Alianor, was composed from alia Anor, Latin for ‘the other Anor’, her mother being Anor or Ænor of Châtellerault.17 She was described as friendly, gracious, strong and courtly,18 but also of precocious intelligence.


Spring arrives in Aquitaine three or four weeks earlier than north of the English Channel. April showers are the giboulées of March and the old saying, ‘Never cast a clout till May is out’ translates there as ‘Don’t take off a stitch until the end of April’.19 A song composed by an anonymous twelfth-century troubadour and probably sung to Eleanor by her favourite minstrels translates as ‘At the beginning of spring’.20 In it, la reina aurilhosa or the April Queen corresponds to the northern Queen of the May, whose fertility ritual of lads and lasses entwining their ribbons around the maypole until their bodies touch is her dance also. Eleanor epitomised the April Queen.




Qui donc la vesés dançar


e son gent còrs deportar


ben pogrà dir’ de vertat


qu’el mond non aja sa par,


la reina joiosa!







[He who sees her lead the dance, / sees her body twist and twirl, / can see that in all the world / for beauty there’s no equal / of the queen of joy!]





But the words of the last verse sound as though they were added on that day in the summer of 1137 when Young Louis, crown prince of the Franks, arrived with an army to claim as his bride the rich and beautiful young duchess of Aquitaine.




Lo reis i ven d’autre part


per la dança destorbar


que el es en cremetar


que om no lo volh emblar


la reina aurilhosa.







[From afar the king has come / come to interrupt the dance / for he fears another man / may boldly seize the chance / to wed the April Queen.]





What were Eleanor’s thoughts on going to bed, the night before the wedding? She had known even before her brother’s death that her body was a tool of policy, to be used in the best interest of the duchy – for which it was far better she should meet the future king of the Franks in the bedchamber than on the battlefield. Girls of her class knew that they, their mothers and sisters, were human brood-mares, whose function was to merge the bloodlines of great ancestors – which is why the sexual integrity of a queen was so carefully checked on marriage and guarded thereafter to prevent any alien seed fertilising her, while for a king to spread his genes far and wide was seen as an ennoblement of the recipients and an enrichment of the race.


Almost as soon as she could speak, Eleanor had known that her high calling was to be the vessel through which the blood of her grandfather William the Troubadour and the nine other Williams who had been dukes of Aquitaine would be transmitted to posterity. Her model, if she needed one, was her ancestress Azalais, the widowed countess of Toulouse who in 979 had saved her county from war and destruction by marrying another Louis, also a crown prince of the Franks.


It must have been difficult for the two teenage daughters of William X to stop talking and get some sleep that hot summer night with the Franks encamped just across the Garonne. Yet although she could aspire no higher than to be married to the future king of France, Eleanor knew that her independence would end at the moment of the wedding. From that moment, authority over her lands would be vested in her husband.


Expecting a warrior prince like her father and grandfather, her heart must have sunk when she set eyes on flabby, blond-haired Young Louis, his cheeks pale from vigil, his blue eyes unable to look a girl in the face. Against that, an entirely justifiable self-confidence must have inclined her to believe that she would soon wean him away from the priests surrounding him. Having been raised in a society with a frank attitude to carnal love – of which he, having been raised in the all-male world of the cloister, knew nothing – she was well aware of the power a woman can wield over the man who lusts for her. And even a few minutes’ formal conversation sufficed to tell her that her intellect far outstripped his.


Yet there was romance of a kind in the air. With all the knights, barons and bishops from the north paying attention to Aelith as sister of their future queen, she was – like any girl of her age in such a position – looking her attractive best. At thirteen she was older than many noble brides, with a fresh young beauty that caught the eye of Louis’ knightly cousin, Raoul de Vermandois. It was a coup de coeur that was to cost a thousand lives and more.


Normal feudal practice after the wedding would have been for the new duke and duchess to go on a tour of Aquitaine, meeting their subjects, confirming gifts and grants of the previous ruler, settling disputes and receiving oaths of loyalty. There were debts to claim and Young Louis’ administrators to be installed for the taxation and governing of the duchy. However, Fat Louis’ ill-health dictated a swift return north, so the vassals of Aquitaine were summoned to witness the marriage and to swear fealty to the new duke in Bordeaux.


To give them time to assemble, it was not until two weeks later – on Sunday 25 July – that the wedding was celebrated in the cathedral of St André.21 Archbishop Geoffroi, flanked by two other archbishops and with Suger in attendance, united Eleanor and Young Louis in holy matrimony, after which the prince put on the coronet of the dukes of Aquitaine – an ornament that was to bring him in the long term little pleasure and great grief.


The dimly lit interior of the multi-domed cathedral was garishly painted and gilded floor to ceiling in the fashion of a Roman temple. Emerging into the daylight to the acclamation of the common people and the burgesses, the young couple walked back to the palace in procession through streets strewn with flower petals and bay leaves which filled the air with perfume when trodden on. Yet there were many who whispered that the groom, with the humble demeanour of a novice,22 looked more dove than hawk, and some who said outright as he passed that he was colhon – as stupid as a testicle.


At the wedding feast in the thirteenth-century romance Flamenca the guests ate bustards, swans, cranes, partridges, ducks, capons, geese, chicken and peacocks, bread and pastry, root vegetables and fruit, wafers and fritters, with iced and spiced wines to drink.23 Banquets in Aquitaine often included eighteen dishes of venison, wild boar, game birds, river and sea fishes washed down with spiced wine and ending with fritters and wafers.


One delicacy Eleanor’s guests would have been offered was oysters from the coast of Médoc, praised in verse by Ausonius, the fourth-century Prefect of Aquitania, who judged them fit for the tables of the Caesars. But the atmosphere on her wedding feast was uneasy. The independent barons of Gascony deeply resented their new duke being a foreigner. To them, Young Louis was lo princi del nord – a prince who spoke an alien language, dressed like a monk and was neither warrior nor poet, either of which would have earned him some respect in their eyes. To them, Eleanor’s wedding was a betrayal; she ought to have married one of their kind, a valiant troubadour like her grandfather or at least a man who spoke their own language.


For their part, Louis’ Frankish retinue must have suspected even the food they were offered, seasoned with spices strange to their palates. With bay leaves, mustard, mint, ginger and vinegar they were familiar, and with the use of olive oil and honey to preserve fruit and savoury delicacies, but coriander, saffron, mace, cinnamon and cloves from nearby Spain were new tastes that might conceal more dangerous flavours. How could they trust the cooks when they certainly mistrusted Eleanor’s vassals who had obeyed the summons to attend?


The Pilgrim’s Guide, written in Latin between 1139 and 1173 for pilgrims to Compostela, summed up the northern view of Eleanor’s Gascon subjects as talkative, boastful, lustful, greedy drunkards, who dressed in rags, ate without tables, all drinking from the same cup – and shamelessly slept together, with servants, master and mistress all lying on the same thin and rotten mattress.


The southern image of northerners was even worse. According to the troubadour Bernart Sicart de Maruejols:




Lo frances n’a merces sonque s’en pot


aver d’argent, sens autre drech.


A eles l’abondança e la granda bombança.


Engana e traïson, aqui lor confession.







[Your Frank shows mercy just to those who can pay him. / There’s no other argument ever can sway him. / He lives in abundance; his table’s a feast, / but mark my words, he’s a treacherous beast.]





Weddings are a favourite device of dramatists to provoke outbursts on both sides. Whether the mutual mistrust of north and south erupted into blows and bloodshed on this occasion is unknown. Suger keeps a diplomatic silence, but had there been good news to report, he would have included it in his account. What particularly worried both him and Thibault of Champagne was the absence from the wedding of the rebel count of Angoulême.


Was there some fracas in the streets of Bordeaux, or had rumours reached Suger and Thibault of an ambush in force being planned by him on the journey north? It is hard to account otherwise for the precipitate and furtive departure from Bordeaux of the new duke and his duchess after Arch-bishop Geoffroi had obtained Louis’ charter confirming his father’s grant of freedoms to the Church, now sealed by him as duke of Aquitaine by marriage to Eleanor.24 Bride and groom spent little time at the table, and must have left before their subjects had finished feasting, for they slipped out of the palace and across the Garonne by boat to where Young Louis’ tented camp had already been struck.


The short route back to Paris via Bourges would have enabled Louis to be installed as count of Poitou in Limoges on the way. But either Suger thought it important to win over the citizens of Poitiers, who could turn out to be useful allies of Louis and Eleanor in the struggles with their vassals that he foresaw, or else the count of Champagne had reason to fear an ambush on the road to Limoges. So they rode north along the old Roman road to Poitiers, crossing the Dordogne and pressing on past Bourg to Blaye.


The image of a gracious duchess elegantly mounted aside is misleading. The three-pommelled side saddle was invented for nineteenth-century ladies who wished to go hunting. Although there were earlier women’s saddles facing sideways, these were rigid boxes on which the lady perched with her feet on a board or planchette while the horse was led at walking pace by a groom. This would have been impractical and dangerous for the sort of mileage that Eleanor frequently covered in a day, so she rode astride.


And this was no pleasant day’s ride in the country. Leaving Bordeaux at midday, they covered eighty miles at breakneck speed, changing horses at each river crossing25 or more often, to reach at dusk the safety of the castle of Taillebourg on the north bank of the Charente a few miles past Saintes. There, the young couple could relax and consummate the marriage,26 installed in the private quarters of Taillebourg’s master, Geoffroi de Rancon. It was ironically he, the most loyal of all Eleanor’s Poitevin vassals, who would be the cause of her great disgrace in Turkey on the Second Crusade.


Safety did not mean privacy. ‘Dining in hall’ as at some universities today meant that the nobles were seated at a table on a raised dais with everyone else in the body of the hall. All could see the newly-weds leave the table and enter the adjoining bedchamber, which was certain to be shared on such an important occasion so that no sleight of hand could counterfeit the bride’s virginity. Servants regularly slept in the same room as their masters and mistresses. In the retelling of the legend of Tristan and Isolde by Béroul, a Norman trouvère contemporary with Eleanor, the king and queen sleep in the bed, while Tristan, a dwarf and another person slumber on the floor of the chamber.


After another gruelling eighty-mile ride to Poitiers, Eleanor and her groom were lodged in the Maubergeonne Tower of the comital palace, now part of the law courts. Suger’s report that the inhabitants of the city received their new count and countess with a great show of joy may well be true, for the town-dwelling traders and artisans wanted the peace and stability in which business could prosper and the common people spoke a dialect of la langue d’oïl comprehensible to the Franks. However, before the year was out, the same townsfolk would have good reason to hate their new count. In any case, the proud Poitevin nobility, whose language of choice was Eleanor’s own lenga d’oc, were almost as hostile to Young Louis as the barons of Gascony had been.27


On 8 August, Eleanor’s husband was crowned with the coronet of Poitou in the cathedral of St Pierre during a ceremony staged by Suger in imitation of the coronation of the kings of France at Reims to show the world that a new dynasty ruled the county of Poitou and therefore by tradition the duchy of Aquitaine. Within hours of the ceremony came the announcement of Fat Louis’ death in Paris on the first day of the month. Clad in a monk’s shift and with arms outstretched in symbolic crucifixion on a bed of ashes placed on the floor, the sick king had felt able to give up the ghost in the knowledge that his kingdom was as safe as it was ever going to be with his monkish son on the throne. Young Louis already having been anointed successor, the news automatically made him king of France.


In the space of a few days during her sixteenth summer, Eleanor had risen from being the vulnerable unmarried daughter of a dead duke to be queen of all France.





TWO


Mistress of Paris, Aged Fifteen


[image: Book title]


Within hours of the news from Paris of his father’s death, Louis was confronted by the first crisis of his reign. Profiting from the brief window of opportunity in what they thought would be an interregnum, the citizens of Orleans had formed a commune to take over the government of their city. Splitting his forces, the young king departed with the cavalry and Suger at his side to restore order, leaving Eleanor and her sister to follow more slowly with the infantry under the archbishop of Chartres.


The medieval convention was to call noblewomen beautiful in the same way that courage was automatically ascribed to knights, wisdom to kings and piety to clerics, whether or not merited. However, although there are many descriptions of the appearance and clothing of kings, princes and lesser men in the twelfth century, women were of little interest to the celibate chroniclers.


The quest for Eleanor’s likeness is not easy because the later medieval passion for portraiture had not begun in her time. Luckily, in Aquitaine it was customary to have commemorative heads carved after a change of overlord and placed in churches where the people could see what their new masters looked like. Three heads commemorating the July wedding are now set into the rebuilt wall of the nave of Bordeaux Cathedral. Hidden in the gloom high above an enormous wooden pulpit, Eleanor’s shows her filled with life and spirit on the threshold of a new life; Archbishop Geoffroi looks quietly pleased with his political coup; Louis looks worried already with his down-turned mouth – as well he might, given his hostile reception by the Gascons (plates 2, 8 and 9).


The young duchess wears the coronet of Poitou; the archbishop, his mitre; Prince Louis wears no crown, but what looks like a monk’s cowl. Unfortunately, the nose of the crowned female head has been broken in the distant past, it is badly lit and can only been seen at an angle and with difficulty. Yet this is the face of a strong, intelligent, well-nourished and confident young woman, excited at the great destiny ahead of her.


There are several other carved heads said to be of Eleanor. One is in the reconstructed medieval cloister of the Metropolitan Museum in New York, but this is Romanesque sculpture, more symbol than portrait. A carved head at Oakham Hall in Rutland reputed to be of her tells us even less.


The Plantagenet effigies at Fontevraud Abbey, where she was buried sixty-seven years after the August wedding, are among the earliest known. Eleanor’s features there are smooth, with not a wrinkle in sight, because the noble dead were represented in their prime; it was reasoned that on the Day of Resurrection they would revert to the age of thirty-three – Christ’s supposed age at the Crucifixion.1 So how much this proud, intelligent face resembles hers at the age of eighty-two is impossible to guess; it may have been carved several years after her death from drawings or memory. But there is a clue in the open book she holds. This is not a closed missal piously clasped to the breast of an illiterate believer, but a book in the process of being read when she fell asleep for the last time (plate 29).


More informative is a statue at Chartres Cathedral, consecrated in 1260. The Royal or Western Portal2 is older, having been built and carved for the Romanesque church that stood on the same spot until destroyed by fire in 1194. While no one can prove that the life-size queen in her mid-twenties carved here in fine detail is indeed a true likeness of Louis’ consort, the work is dated to 1142–50, when Eleanor was of that age and the only queen in France. The statue’s clothing belongs to the period and, despite a certain impassivity in the features, the high skill of the sculptor is beyond question (plate 3).


The expression on the face is regal, challenging and untroubled, exuding self-confidence and intelligence. Seeing this statue in profile, the damage to the head in Bordeaux Cathedral is doubly regrettable, for the strong nose at Chartres is very distinctive. The hair is elegantly coiffed, but constrained by no modest veil or wimple, as one might expect of a married woman. Its luxuriant femininity must have disturbed the clerics by whom Young Louis was surrounded. The saintly Bernard of Clairvaux refused to look even at his own sister Humbeline, the prioress of Jully, so deep was his horror of sex that caused mankind to be ‘begotten in filth, gestated in darkness and born in pain’.3


Beside this proud queen standing in the Royal Portal as though she owns it and holding an open book to symbolise the literacy of which she was proud, the anguished king is dressed like a monk, his cheeks gaunt from fasting. It is a face racked by guilt, as Louis’ was after the massacre of Vitry – an outrage during his first major campaign after the marriage, to expiate the guilt for which was his main reason for going on crusade. And – it is only a detail, but details count in a search for which records are few – his mouth is definitely down-turned, as in the head at Bordeaux.


In her second marriage, Eleanor was depicted in a stained-glass window she and Henry of Anjou donated to the cathedral being built at Poitiers, but in a very stylised fashion which tells us little; the hair is covered and repairs to the glass obscure much of the facial detail.


Discovered in 1964 in a ruined chapel at Chinon, a short walk from Henry’s treasure castle, is a contemporary mural depicting her on horseback (plate 4). The artist has painted her thirty years older than at Chartres, which would make sense, for the setting is just after the rebellion of 1173–4. While the painting is crude in comparison with the finesse of the carving at Chartres, the face is boldly intelligent, the hair free-flowing and auburn. The colour could be the most important detail, for Eleanor’s granddaughter Blanca of Castile resembled her grandmother and was described as having long brown hair and cool classical looks.


A carved head on the wall of the nuns’ kitchen at the abbey of Fontevraud, whose construction was partly paid for by Eleanor, shows her as an old woman of eighty gazing at another carving either of herself as the girl who married Louis or of Blanca going off to marry another Prince Louis two generations later, which amounts to the same thing (see plates 1 and 5).


So, the nearest description of the bride on her wedding day in 1137 is that she was as tall as Prince Louis and quite broad-shouldered, as befits an accomplished horsewoman. Her face was humorous and alert, framed by long auburn hair flowing freely from beneath the coronet. Her eyes, according to legend, were green and fearless. Indeed, Eleanor’s courage was never in dispute. Nor was her willingness to confront the Church.


After his return from the disastrous First Crusade, her troubadour grandfather William IX had taken for his mistress the countess of Châtellerault, well named La Dangerosa, causing his second wife Philippa to retire to the nunnery in which his first wife Ermengarde already lived! Undeterred by excommunication and the reprimands for this and other outrageous behaviour from the papal legate Giraud, he commented that hairs would grow on the prelate’s bald pate before he would give up the woman he loved, and made his point by bearing La Dangerosa’s portrait on his shield in tourna-ments – in return, he said, for her bearing him in bed.


In what he called An Embarrassing Poem, he explained the problem of choosing between wife and mistress in terms any knight would understand:




Dos cavalhs ai a me selha ben e gen


Bon son e adreg per armas e valen


Mas no’ls puesc amdos tener


que l’us l’autre non cossen.







[I have two purebred horses for my saddle, / fine-spirited and both well trained for battle / but I can’t stable them together / for neither tolerates the other.]





In that horse-obsessed age, the selective breeding that worked well for the most noble of animals was thought to produce the best results in humankind too. William IX therefore ordered his legitimate son to marry his mistress’ daughter by her estranged husband. In this case the breeder’s expectations were fulfilled, with the first-born daughter of that union being of the same independent character and physical toughness as her grandfather. Eleanor’s brother William, who should have inherited the ducal title, was born a year or two later. The second sister, Aelith or Petronilla, was born a year after that.


Eleanor was five when William IX’s death placed her one heartbeat away from wearing the coronet of Aquitaine that she watched her father put on for the first time in Limoges Cathedral. When she was seven, her mother and young brother died. As their father’s feudal duties and military campaigns took him away from home for long periods, a strong bond grew up between the two sisters, with Eleanor becoming very protective towards Aelith. One of her less glorious distinctions is to be the only woman recorded as having unleashed a war in support of a sister’s right to marry the man she loved.


Ruling Aquitaine called for a warrior chieftain perpetually on the move, using diplomacy, bluff and armed force to keep refractory vassals in their place. The southern culture treated women as men’s equals, but this was paratge – an equality of dignity, not power. In practice, a duchess ruling a province so vast and unruly would require a very powerful husband to keep her vassals in order. From the age of seven Eleanor had known that she would one day be the virtual queen of what had once been an independent kingdom, and that while a warrior-duke might have redeemed its former greatness by force of arms, her duty lay in sacrificing her personal freedom in marriage to the most powerful suitor available.


The education she received following her brother’s death was wide-ranging. From her father and his vassals in council she learned statecraft and how to tell a good horse, dog, hawk or man from the bad ones. From her clerical tutors she also acquired literacy in Latin, which was the language of diplomacy and the Church, and in the official language of the duchy, la lenga d’oc.


It says much that the Romans had no word for ‘yes’. The affirmative could be indicated in Latin by ‘thus’; sic has become si in Spanish, Portuguese and Italian. The slightly pedantic mihi placet – literally, ‘it pleases me’ – survives at high tables in a few universities. But commonly the phrase hoc ille, meaning ‘that’s it’, was used. In the language spoken in the north of France, this was corrupted to oïl and later to oui. Hence the correct name of the northern language: la langue d’oïl. In the south of France, hoc ille became simply oc and the language is therefore known as la lenga d’oc. Sister to Catalan and first cousin to Spanish and Italian, it is not a dialect of the northern tongue, but a separate language.


Among Eleanor’s relaxations was the fashionable game of chess recently imported from the East, where the crucial piece that changed the fate of kings on the chequered board was called firz or vizier. First transliterated to vierge – the French for ‘virgin’ – it became in the European game the ‘queen’. Nothing symbolises better than the chess queen, who changes the fate of kings, this daughter of a duke who became queen of France and queen of England and had three sons anointed kings of England.


Although it is convenient to call her queen of ‘France’, Louis’ title was not rex franciae but rex francorum, meaning that he was king of the Frankish people, not the land itself. The idea of nationhood did not yet exist, frontiers were still flexible and the eastern fifth of modern France lay within the German Empire.


Modern genetic research has proven what Strabo and Caesar both knew: the Celts of the north were of a different ethnic stock from the shorter, darker, more relaxed, outgoing and sensuous people of the south. By the twelfth century the differences were greater, due to the entailing Salic law and grim guilt-ridden religion of the Germanic Franks who ruled the north and the more liberal attitude to religion of the Gothic aristocracy ruling the south under Roman law.


Little physical evidence remains of the limes or fortified frontier that separated the two peoples before Rome unified by force what it called the province of Gaul. However, the great north–south divide that split the country in the twelfth century still shows up in the differing patterns of blood groups in the modern population, which coincide closely with the isoglosses or lines on the map of France separating areas where two different languages were in everyday use until recently. Before the introduction of modern farming methods there was a tradition of rotating crops triennially north of the old limes and biennially to the south. Roofs to the south are of canal tiles laid with a shallow pitch; to the north they are steeper, with tiles or slates pinned on.


In Julius Caesar’s description of the province of Gaul, Aquitaine was that third which lay between the Pyrenees and the River Garonne; Augustus extended its borders northwards to the Loire and eastwards to the Massif Central, but the ethnic and linguistic boundary ran from the Atlantic to the Alps.


South of the line there had been no necessity during the pax romana to concentrate power in fortified cities. Far from the unconquered barbarians menacing the vulnerable north-east of the empire, life in the south-west had been lived in a few unwalled cities and many villas, where each local chieftain ruled several thousand dependants in the area surrounding his palace, within which he lived in Roman style with hot and cold bathing facilities and central heating. Although by Eleanor’s time this golden age was only a memory, the independence of each local chieftain continued.


Like the Nile, both major rivers of Aquitaine enjoy a prevailing wind blowing upstream. Drifting down with the current and sailing up with a favourable wind, traders penetrated deep inland since prehistoric times. But where traders could go, so could raiders.
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Map of Isogloss. To the north of the dotted line la langue d’oïl was spoken; to the south, Occitan.


With the collapse of the Roman Empire, the rich and fertile province that had been the posting of choice outside Italy for administrators and soldiers became an irresistible target for every invader. Its perimeter reduced, walled and turreted towards the end of the third century, Bordeaux was nevertheless sacked by the Vandals twice and by the Visigoths and Franks.


Devastation continued with the Muslims carving their way north with fire and sword in 732 at such cost to life and property that the Occitan place name Sarrazins still means a ruined house. Charles Martel stopped the Moors at Poitiers and pursued them southwards, leaving Bordeaux in ruins again. Pepin the Short repeated the destruction in 768, after which it was the turn of Vikings, based in their off-shore colony on the whaling island of Noirmoutier, to sail their drakkars up the rivers to pillage and burn city, monastery and farm alike. Bypassing the high, thick walls now surrounding Bordeaux, they rowed and sailed and rode up the Garonne Valley halfway to the Mediterranean, looting what was movable and destroying everything else as far inland as Toulouse.


On their return visit in 848, the Northmen sacked Bordeaux so thoroughly that thirty years later ‘none of the faithful any longer have a roof over their head’4 – according to the bull of Pope John VIII authorising the bishop of the city to abandon his diminished flock and move his see to the much safer city of Bourges in central France. As a result of this repeated destruction and reconstruction, Bordeaux dwindled to little more than ruins of baths and temples, part of the aqueduct and the remains of the amphitheatre. Yet, if just about everything material left by the Romans in the south-west was destroyed in the repeated devastation, two things survived: the system of law and the pagan tolerance of other customs and beliefs. In the local tongue, this was called convivença.


By the time of Eleanor’s birth improved climate and relatively stable government under successive dukes of Aquitaine had produced a slow-burning population explosion in the depopulated duchy. New towns were being built in open country and forest cleared for pasture and arable use. Although not on the scale of the bastides of the following century, they attracted inhabitants by enfranchising anyone who could reach them, a precious inducement to serfs otherwise tied to their owner’s land until death. An astonishing 25 per cent of place names of the south-west date from this period,5 as do the thousands of large and small Romanesque churches that dot the landscape.


Gradually the old Roman vineyards6 were being replanted and new ones brought into production. The cartularies recording gifts to religious foundations bear witness to a resurgence of viticulture around Bordeaux, on the eastern side of the Gironde and in the triangle of Entre Deux Mers7 between the lower reaches of the Dordogne and Garonne.


Yet although Eleanor’s lifetime fell within what is called ‘the medieval warm period’, when temperatures were several degrees milder than today and the vineyards of southern Britain were more extensive than they would ever be again, reaching further north than Ely in Cambridgeshire, this warmer weather did not necessarily bring good harvests: the lack of winter cold to kill off pests and disease meant that famine was an ever-present possibility. Medieval varieties of cereal produced extremely low yields by modern standards. Deducting taxes and/or a tithe to the Church, plus the seed for sowing, left little of the meagre harvest for food.


A dry spring and summer meant a poor harvest; a damp autumn saw grain crops rotting on the stalk. Two bad years in succession meant a choice between watching children and old people starve and having insufficient seed to plant the following spring. In time of conflict, the age-old defence tactic of scorched earth combined with Vegetius’ maxim ‘First destroy his land, then attack the enemy’, meant not only hunger for the combatants but also a spiralling death-rate among the peasantry after hostilities ceased.


However, Louis’ first demonstration of kingly power at Orleans was more a show of force than a campaign. The dissidents punished, he continued to Paris, where Eleanor joined him, installing herself and her personal servants in the palace of the Capetian kings. It was a comfortless Merovingian fortress at the western end of the Ile de la Cité where her lavish lifestyle and exuberant personality disturbed the sober household headed by her pious mother-in-law, Adelaide de Maurienne. The once-powerful dowager queen had little reason to welcome a daughter-in-law whose arrival deprived her of her dower lands. After a short battle of wills, she retired to one of her own castles in Champagne and married a minor noble by name of Mathieu de Montmorency, leaving Eleanor the only queen on the Ile de la Cité.8


There she scandalised the establishment by her sheer exuberance, her unbridled curiosity, her gai saber and the introduction of southern culture in the shape of poets and musicians playing on the traditional instruments such as flutes and tabors and bagpipes, and also the plucked and bowed stringed instruments introduced from the East – rebec and viol, cithara and fiedel – that concerted together for the pleasure of the ear and the delight of idle minds with no thought of praising God.


The young queen made it easy for her enemies to criticise her use of cosmetics and jewellery, ignoring the jibes from Clairvaux against ‘the beauty that is put on in the morning and taken off at night’.9 A born leader of fashion, her own extravagant dress incited the ladies of her court to wear garments of fur-lined silk, a material that had reached the west only in the previous century, transforming the cut of fashionable clothes in the process. Over linen shifts that were the only female undergarments, their ankle-length underdresses had close-fitting embroidered sleeves that peeped through the floor-length sleeves of their overgarments, buttoned back at the cuff to reveal the richness beneath. On their wrists were bracelets of gold to match the settings of the gemstones in their earrings. Their overdresses not only reached to the floor, but trailed on it behind them, with sleeves worn so long they were often knotted up out of the way. The origin of Cinderella’s mislaid slipper was the footwear worn by Eleanor and maids-and ladies-in-waiting, fashioned not from verre, meaning glass, but the homophone vair, which is the soft fur from a squirrel’s belly that kept their elegant feet insulated from the chill of stone-flagged floors in the palace on the Ile de la Cité.


Good Christian men then required women to disguise their curves and hide their hair. Yet instead of modest, all-obscuring wimples suitable for married women, Eleanor and her ladies wore fashionably draped veils of fine linen held in place by bejewelled circlets, revealing as much as they hid. We owe the description that fits so well the statue at Chartres to a description by saintly Bernard of Clairvaux of the behaviour and dress at court, when warning nuns how they should not behave and dress. Of the ladies likened to snakes for dragging the trains of their dresses behind them, he upbraided those ‘not so much adorned as burdened with gold, silver and precious stones in regal splendour’.10


Much of the time, Eleanor ruled the palace because Louis kept to his old habits, returning to the cloister of Notre Dame whenever his kingly duties permitted, observing the offices, fasting and making vigil like any monk. If his regal status brought him to the forefront occasionally to read the canticles – Benedictus at Lauds, Magnificat, the canticle of the Virgin Mary, at Vespers and Nunc Dimittis at Compline – he eschewed any distinction of dress and maintained an attitude so humble and self-effacing11 that no stranger attending the services would have guessed he was the ruler of the Franks, those bellicose Germanic warriors who had swept out of the Rhine Valley and subdued the former Roman province of Gaul in the fifth and sixth centuries.


Sharing the monks’ privations did not mean that he forewent much in the way of creature comforts. With no table linen or individual plates in the royal palace until Eleanor introduced such luxuries for herself and her ladies, a place setting at table consisted of a drinking vessel and a knife to hack off portions of meat or skewer vegetables, which were then placed on flat breads used as plates12 and afterwards eaten by the servants. The windows of the palace were narrow and few for defensive reasons but still a source of draughts in winter, being closed with wooden shutters until the queen introduced glazing in her apartments.


Beneath the palace foundations were vestiges of hypocausts dating from the Roman city, but the only heating above ground level before Eleanor arrived was by charcoal braziers, whose carbon monoxide fumes could be lethal in enclosed spaces, and open wood fires in the centre of large and high-ceilinged public rooms with a hole above through which the smoke could escape, but which also let in wind and rain. There was virtually no privacy on the Ile de la Cité until the advent of the masonry fireplace, seemingly introduced by her, or at any rate shortly after her arrival. Built against a wall with a mantelpiece supporting a chimney through which smoke could escape without letting in too much weather, this new architectural device altered for ever the communal lifestyle of early medieval times by enabling small private rooms to be heated, so that a lord or his lady could at last keep to their private apartments without freezing.


West of the palace buildings and extending to the tip of the island was a triangular area of gardens planted with herbs, fig trees, olives, cypresses, vines and shrubbery, beyond which the divided waters of the Seine rejoined to flow seawards. Though a pleasant enough place, opened on occasion to commoners, it was hardly compensation for an energetic and vivacious teenage queen, accustomed to range throughout the length and breadth of Aquitaine.


Among the few escapes from this claustrophobic existence was an occasional day trip to the abbey of St Denis, a dozen miles north of Paris, where Suger had just started construction of a great basilica with no expenses spared, in the belief that everything excellent and beautiful should be used to glorify God. For this, he received regular admonitions for his excessive love of luxury and magnificence from the ascetic and saintly Cistercian abbot of Clairvaux.13 Occasionally too there was a pilgrimage to Sens, where William the Mason’s masterly use of the ogive or broken arch in the new cathedral of St Etienne14 had been Suger’s inspiration to build in the new style that would later be dubbed Gothic.15


The shops in Paris had not changed since Roman times. Open-fronted, they resembled lock-ups in an Arab souk, with their wares spilling out into the street, in the middle of which ran the open drain. Cows and small flocks of goats were driven into the city to be milked directly into customers’ receptacles – the only way to be certain the milk was fresh. Traffic in Paris was as chaotic as it had been in Rome when Augustus banned wheeled vehicles, not only because they caused frequent accidents and obstructed the narrow streets but also because the daily accumulation of dung from draught animals was such that stepping stones were needed for pedestrians to cross busy thoroughfares dry-shod.


On the Ile de la Cité knights, barons, abbots and rich merchants on horseback forced a passage through streets no wider than two spans of a man’s arms between wagons bringing merchandise into the city and others carrying away the daily quota of waste and excrement; often the same cart would be used for both purposes and the river downstream was an open sewer. The side streets were even narrower, the timber-framed houses of lath and plaster leaning over them from both sides to gain maximum space on the upper floors at the cost of perpetual gloom for passers-by.


Pedestrians pushed between the mounts of the mighty with priest, pilgrim, poor student, potboy and ash-covered penitent treading the same filth underfoot as the most learned and famous teachers in the world. Here and there scavengers with rakes and brooms shifted the rubbish ineffectually from place to place until it was eventually tipped into the Seine, on whose surface floated the aloof and immaculate swan, the royal bird of the Capetians so unlike its Aquitain counterpart, the proud and colourful peacock.


The most congested areas were where traffic converged to cross the two offset stone bridges that linked the island to the north and south banks of the Seine, each protected by a chatelet or small castle at the landward end. The Grand Pont led from the royal palace to the hustle and bustle of the business quarter on the right bank; the Petit Pont led from near the parvis16 of Notre Dame to the left bank whither the schools had moved to escape the physical and metaphysical lack of space on the island.


Beneath the bridges, floating water-mills whose design had not changed in a thousand years were moored to grind grain for palace and city, an activity forbidden on Sundays because its noise disturbed the faithful at prayer. Washerwomen knelt on the wet flagstones of the sloping quays summer and winter, beating clothes on flat stones as they washed them without soap in the river water. Above their heads, cramped apothecaries’ shops were stocked with the repertoire of Hippocrates and Galen: therapeutic herbs, but also narcotics like opium, henbane to cure contractions, toothache and hysteria – and squill, an extract of lilies used as an expectorant, cardiac stimulant and diuretic. They also sold viper toxin, the dried and crushed excrement and organs of various animals, and worse. Moneychangers in booths on the bridges bought and sold all the coinage of Europe and farther afield, weight and purity of the metal deciding the rate of exchange.


Paris had around 50,000 inhabitants when Eleanor arrived there. Before the end of the century it would number half as many again, with the constantly expanding commercial area on the Right Bank pushing outwards into the vineyards and orchards and fields. There the butchers had their slaughter-houses, the odiferous fellmongers cleaned and prepared the hides and skins which the tanners converted into leather for the shoemakers, saddlers, clothiers, armourers, the makers of furniture and mugs and buckets and a host of other objects in daily use. Their stinking effluent of offal, oak bark and dog’s excrement mingled in the streams running down to the Seine with the fermented urine from the fulling mills, which is why these activities were usually grouped together.
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