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	 ‘Royalty is a government in which the attention of a nation is concentrated on one person doing interesting actions. A republic
is a government in which that attention is divided between many, who are all doing uninteresting actions. Accordingly, so
long as the human heart is strong and the human reason weak, royalty will be strong because it appeals to diffused feeling,
and republics weak because they appeal to the understanding.’


Walter Bagehot The English Constitution

	  

‘It is to be supposed that Henry IV was married, since he certainly had four sons, but it is not in my power to inform the
Reader who was his wife.’

Jane Austen A History of England

		 

		 




INTRODUCTION

Who is the Queen? The King’s wife? Or something more than that? In the period between the Norman Conquest and the accession
of Mary Tudor in the sixteenth century, no woman ruled England as queen in her own right. The role and status of king were
constantly in the process of redefinition, an ongoing negotiation between royal, ecclesiastical and aristocratic powers, but
they remained throughout essentially constitutional, their authority enshrined in and upheld by law. No equivalent constitutional
role existed for the king’s consort. Yet between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, English queenship evolved an identity
of its own, an identity predicated on, but not limited to marriage to the king. The story of England’s medieval queens is
composed of two entwined narrative strands: the first the development of queenly tradition and practice, the second the diverse
lives of the very individual women who controlled, enlarged and manipulated their customary heritage. It is this combination
of the abstract and the intimate, this synthesis of statecraft and the self, which makes the exploration of English queenship
so exciting and so important to our understanding of the evolution of the country. The political, religious, administrative
and cultural history of the emergent English nation cannot be fully considered without reference to the role of the queen;
at the same time, queens are exceptional among women of the medieval period in that we can know them more throroughly as people
than could almost any of their contemporaries.


The story of English queenship begins with a French princess. In the centuries after the collapse of Roman imperialism, Europe experienced a perpetually fluctuating regathering of territorial power. Put simply, such power was achieved by violence,
but the role of kings was increasingly delineated and formalised by religious liturgy. While their status had yet to become
institutional, much less constitutional, a similar process began to arise in the case of queens. As early as 751, evidence
exists of the blessing of queens, while two ninth-century texts, De Ordine Palatii and Liber de Rectoribus Christianis, contributed to the understanding of a queen’s duties. The queen orders the king’s household and maintains his royal regalia,
she distributes provisions and presides in his hall, dispensing rewards to his warriors and gifts to foreign emissaries. There
is also an emphasis on the queen as a model of virtue and a prudent counsellor to her husband. Here already is a sense in
which the office of queen is invested with authority; the ‘rectrix’ of De Rectoribus ‘governs’ and ‘rules’. The first ceremony through which such authority was formally bestowed is the consecration of Judith,
daughter of the French King Charles the Bald, on her marriage in 856 to Aethelwulf, the King of the West Saxons. The twelve-year-old
bride was married to her middle-aged husband at Verberie-sur-Oise ‘and after Bishop Hincmar of Reims had consecrated her and
placed a diadem on her head he [Aethelwulf] formally conferred on her the title of queen, which was something not customary
before then to him or his people’.1

Consecration, coronation. These are the processes which set a queen apart from other women in a mystery she shared only with
her husband. The concept of ‘God’s anointed’ seems antiquated, if not obsolete, in an age when royalty has become for many
something of a tragicomic soap opera, but it is still possessed of tremendous potency even today. When millions watched the
televised coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953, the cameras turned reverently away at the moment of anointing, but one
witness present described the Act of Dedication as ‘the most wonderful thing I ever saw . . . when she lifted the Sword and
laid it on the altar . . . She was putting her whole heart and soul to the service of her people’.2 Though the ceremony broadcast that day from Westminster Abbey had developed in many ways, it was not in essence so different
from the ninth-century rite celebrated in a field in northern France. Very few people may nowadays believe that royalty is semi-divine, but queenmaking connects us, even at this end of this century, with our most atavistic selves.
The Christian appropriation of ancient beliefs about women’s sacred fertility explicitly articulated the connection between
queenship and earlier birth cults; consecration was thus apotheosis. The transformative power of coronation was noted in the
eleventh century by Godfrey of Reims in reference to William the Conqueror’s daughter Adela of Blois who, unlike her older
siblings, born while their parents were a mere duke and duchess, is credited with ‘fully royal blood’. An unruly twinge of
reverence for such beliefs might now be dismissed as embarrassing sentimentality, but there existed no sense of the irrationality
of such a contention for the period in question. Just as the Church was omnipresent for every individual, from peasant to
magnate, so the idea of difference, of selection by God, coloured the concept of the medieval monarch. Though there is ample,
touching, funny evidence for the humanity of medieval queens, it is essential to remember that they were isolated as well
as elevated by consecration. They were unique, they were sacred, they were magical.


Marriage, however, was a much more prosaic matter. ‘Marriages were matters of allies, claims, lands, treasure and prestige
. . . They were affairs between families rather than individuals, an instrument of policy rather than passion.’3 Royal brides were essential diplomatic tools and personal feelings an irrelevance. Henry III set out the official line: ‘Friendship
between princes can be obtained in no more fitting manner than by the link of conjugal troth.’ Yet noble and particularly
royal women have too often been reduced to the status of animated title deeds, significant only in terms of the transmission
of property. At first glance, the characteristic hostility shown towards women exercising any form of power seems to support
this, but if queens were instruments, they were also instrumental. All politics was dynastic politics, that is family politics.
The centre of power was the king and no one, in theory at least, was physically closer to the king than the queen. The absolute
passivity demanded of royal women in accepting their mates should not blind us either to the degree of wealth, power or dynastic
validation carried in the queen’s body, or to the practical powers that individual women could exercise at every level of cultural and political life. More than anything else, it was birth, marriage and death that affected medieval power
structures so, as mothers and wives, queens were the focus and the source of political stability.


These elements converged in the coronation ordo, which outlined two essential dynamics of queenship at the moment of consecration.
Intercession and maternity were channelled through Christian emphasis on women’s special dignity. In the twelfth century,
Abelard wrote of women’s extraordinary status as delineated by Christ, their loyalty during the Passion and their capacity
for prophecy in ‘a demonstration of female authority, precedence and exclusivity in religious life . . . unsurpassed in the
Middle Ages’.4 The cult of the Virgin Mary, Marianism, was a device that sanctified childbirth - so much so that the opening blessing of
the coronation ceremony has been called a ‘fertility charm’, allying the new queen’s childbearing with that of the women of
the elect Davidic line, including the Virgin herself. Maternity was in turn closely associated with intercession, the second
dynamic upon which the ordo ultimately dwelled. Intercession was in some senses a transgressive act, a means by which ‘masculine’
authority was diverted by the power of ‘feminine’ mercy. The Old Testament queen Esther, recast by the Church fathers in the
mould of the Virgin, was a particularly important symbol of female intercession. A petition to Anne of Bohemia in the fourteenth
century sums up the particular role of the queen: ‘Let the Queen soften royal severity that the King may be forbearing to
his people. A woman mellows a man with love; for this God gave her, for this, o blessed woman, may your sweet love aspire.’5 The queen’s merciful love could move her husband to show his human side in what was effectively a skilful division of psychological
labour: she could melt the king’s heart without making him appear weak or indecisive. Yet formal intercession became a ritual
of queenmaking even as its real power to effect change declined: the progress (admittedly detrimental to queenly power) from
a queen as counsellor or adviser to a queen as often merely symbolic intercessor, as in the case of the famous plea of Philippa
of Hainault for the burghers of Calais, can be clearly charted over 500 years of medieval queenship.


How could a queen best make use of her sacred capital? What practical, as well as symbolic differences separated her from other women? Common law recognised three states of female existence,
each of which was defined in terms of masculine authority: maiden, wife and widow. Only as widows could women be officially
released from male guardianship to order their own affairs. Queens, however, enjoyed the status of femmes soles even while their husbands were living, and were therefore more independent before the law than any other married woman. They
could sue and be sued, acquire property, grant land and witness its granting, preside over legal cases, hear oaths, appoint
ecclesiastics and make wills. They could, and did, raise armies. This unique legal status could be employed to manage and
expand their finances, create and control their children’s inheritances and, in some cases, to fight wars. From the regencies
of Matilda of Flanders and Matilda of Boulogne to the much-vilified money-grubbing of Eleanor of Castile, from the successful
revolution of Isabella of France to Marguerite of Anjou’s desperate fight for her son’s crown, English queens used their position
according to both temperament and the exigencies of circumstance. Salic law, whereby claimants descended from the female line
could not inherit a throne, enshrined in France from the early fourteenth century and widely adopted across Europe, was never
applied in England, making English queens exceptional even among their Continental counterparts. Stephen, Henry II, Edward
IV and Henry VII owed some or all of their claims to their female ancestors, while those of Edward III and Henry VI, at the
beginning and end of the Hundred Years War, were derived from their mothers.


Direct claims in the maternal line were the most obvious manifestation of the centrality of queens to royal power, but the
skein of kinship that connected the intermarried royal families of Europe encompassed generations of women. Recent scholarly
work on the importance of the maternal family of Eleanor of Provence and the granddaughters of Eleanor of Aquitaine permit
a fresh perspective on trans-Continental networks of authority and patronage. The fostering of kinship, through marriage alliances,
religious foundations, gift-giving and embassies, bore practical fruit when queens could call in their claims to broker treaties or raise funds and troops. Given the primacy of marriage in cementing such relationships, royal mothers had a particularly
crucial role in negotiating advantageous matches for their children. Queen mothers could be exceptionally influential when
their husbands were absent or deceased, and situations in which mothers literally had to fight for their children were confronted
by Matilda of Boulogne, Marguerite of Anjou and Elizabeth Woodville.


Yet medieval royal motherhood is a contentious issue. Many English queens had to adjust to marriage in their teens, and consequently
to exceptional numbers of pregnancies. Childbirth on progress or campaign was an occupational hazard, and queens had to compromise
their personal maternal inclinations with the huge demands of their public role. Then, as now, ‘working’ women have been criticised
for neglecting or damaging their children, and much retrospective psychologising has been devoted to castigating queens such
as Eleanor of Aquitaine for their lack of involvement with their offspring. Such theorising fits neatly with a concept of
medieval childhood that dismisses bonds of affection between parents and children and claims grandly that ‘the family at the
time was unable to nourish a profound existential attitude between parents and children . . . [parents] cared about them less
for themselves . . . than for the contribution those children could make to the common task’.6 Increasingly, evidence about medieval royal families contradicts this view, demonstrating that while royal women were little
involved in the practical aspects of raising with their culture, they were extremelytheir children, entirely in accordance
attentive to matters of education and upbringing. ‘It is the natural bent of all human beings,’ wrote Bernard of Anjou in
994, ‘to believe that in this lies the largest part of their happiness.’ Love of and delight in children is manifest even
in the pragmatic details of account books, while evidence of maternal grief at the loss of sons and daughters is moving and
poignant. Not all queens were perfect mothers, but nor were they all the cold, distant figures of a historiography that denies
emotional reality. Tiny, intimate portraits such as Matilda of Scotland playing with her little boy in the grounds of Merton
Priory, or Marguerite of France carefully choosing buttons for her sons’ best coats, allow us a touching glimpse of royal motherhood beyond its symbolic and political role.


Such examples also reveal that a queen’s private life was not necessarily loveless. Modern Western hostility to arranged marriages
recoils at the notion that they might produce satisfactory relationships, but such evidence as there is suggests that several
English queens did enjoy loving partnerships with their husbands. Love was certainly not necessary in a dynastic marriage,
but it could and did grow, as between Matilda of Flanders and William the Conqueror, Edward I and Eleanor of Castile, Edward
III and Philippa of Hainault. King Stephen was so eccentrically affectionate as to remain faithful to his wife. But a beloved
queen was also a vulnerable one. Her sexual intimacy with the king was an exclusive power, but it also played on that deeply
rooted Christian fear, fear of the corrupting woman, which in turn tapped into disquiet about foreignness, about the possibility
of a spy in the royal bed. In the 400 years before the Conquest, only two English queens, Judith and Emma of Normandy, were
foreign, compared with sixteen of twenty between 1066 and 1503. International marriages were crucial to the kingdom’s stability
and prestige, but outsiders also represented a threat. Queens were often forced to choose between their blood relatives and
their marital kin, and excessive patronage of foreign connections led to frequent criticism or even, in the case of Eleanor
of Provence, to revolt. Anxieties about the whispering, cajoling woman also militated against the efficacy of the queen’s
role as counsellor or adviser. The effectiveness of ‘intimate persuasions’ was noted by several writers, and Eleanor of Provence
was not shy of advertising her influence over her husband in bed, but queens were simultaneously confronted with a culture
that promoted silence and submissiveness in women. Sages from Aristotle to St Peter acclaimed the virtues of silence, the
Virgin herself was associated with dumb fortitude and civic statutes such as Hertford’s 1486 Ordinance on Scolds laid smalltown
strife at the door of gossiping women. While ritual intercession was glorified, the confidence and trust that developed in
a successful union could arouse profound suspicion.


The physical aspects of a royal marriage were thus a focus for both celebration and apprehension. Since the future of the
realm was explicitly dependent on a queen’s body, on her fertility, her marriage might also call the king’s masculinity into question.
What might be termed the folk memory of primitive fertility beliefs, in which fruitfulness was an assurance of virility and
therefore of prosperity, was translated through the Christian sacrament of marriage into a reflection of the limitations of
the sovereign himself. A barren marriage showed that God was displeased, and boded ill for the nation; conversely, an overly
passionate relationship cast doubts on the king’s masculinity: ‘The nature of the king’s marriage, or rather the extent to
which the king’s use of this sacrament was pleasing to God, was supposed to impinge on the welfare of the realm in a very
material sense.’7 The reputations of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Isabelle of Angoulême were blackened by interpretations of such misgivings, while
Henry VI’s manifest intellectual shortcomings prompted questions as to whether an inadequate sexual bond with his wife, Marguerite
of Anjou, was responsible.


And what of love outside marriage? Infidelity was practically expected of kings, though troops of bastard children in the
kinds of numbers produced by Henry I and John had diminished somewhat by the end of the period. The very presence of the queen
and her ladies in the otherwise male-dominated precincts of the royal palace correlated with her unique symbolic status, but
it also created a public ritual out of every moment of her life. Private acts such as prayer, eating and sleeping were ritualised
into constant affirmations of power. Sexual pleasure, even within marriage, was viewed dubiously by the Church. Christine
de Pisan noted that romance was perilous for women, recommending wholesome activities such as sewing and weaving as distractions
for dangerously idle minds, and writer after writer warned against the sins of illicit love:



A great hunger, insatiate to find

A dulcet ill, an evil sweetness blind,

A right wonderful, sweet-sugared error.8



And in the case of a queen, for whom adultery was treason, solitude was particularly threatening.

Much attention has been given to the position of queens in relation to the dominant literary genre of the period, troubadour
poetry, or the school of courtly love. Until quite recently, such poems were interpreted as a sort of manifesto for the aspiring
adulterer (medieval people, apparently, didn’t do jokes), but courtly love is best understood as an extremely elegant and
complex parlour game, very much a literary movement rather than an ideology. Evidence from ecclesiastical court cases and
contemporary literature shows that adultery was consistently enjoyed by the general population, but troubadour literature,
like Hollywood films today, tells us about people’s dreams, not their lives, and the men and women of the period were certainly
sophisticated enough to tell the difference: ‘While literary texts offer fantasies of personal choice of spouse . . . they largely
reinforce a lay position that marriage is a family affair.’9 Even so, Isabella of France, the only English queen to have lived openly with her lover, defied the Pope himself to pursue
her extramarital relationship with Roger Mortimer. But perhaps a successful affair, like a successful murder, is the one that
no one discovers. Eleanor of Aquitaine, Isabelle of Angoulême and Marguerite of Anjou were accused of adultery, while the
romantic adventures of Catherine de Valois in widowhood had extraordinary consequences for the succession. Perhaps the most
exceptional relationship of all was that between the relatively low-born Englishwoman Elizabeth Woodville and Edward IV. The
handsome prince really did come for Elizabeth, but the outrage surrounding their love match proved that passion was best left
to poets.


Elizabeth Woodville’s marriage scandalised the nation, and her critics were quick to find proof of her unsuitability as a
royal bride in her conduct. The pride and haughtiness which would have been expected in a better-born woman were swiftly translated
in her case into evidence of parvenu arrogance. Similarly, criticism of Henry I’s daughter the Empress Matilda focused on
the aggressive ‘masculinity’ of her demeanour. The Empress’s contemporary and opponent, Queen Matilda of Boulogne, did very similar things - she governed men, raised armies and fought for the crown - but she managed to do so while attracting
praise. Both examples point to the centrality of correct behaviour and manners to effective queenship. In all aspects of their self-presentation, queens had to contend with the contradictory expectations contained
in their anomalous political position, to tread extremely carefully between seemliness and excess. Beauty, for instance, was
seen as the objective correlative of nobility. Indeed, so prodigally are compliments strewn about in the chronicles that it
is very difficult to ascertain what royal women really looked like. All the same, it seems quite likely that beauty would
have been pretty closely confined to the aristocracy, considering their access to better nutrition and hygiene. Given the
appearance of much of the population, details like cleanliness or acceptable teeth could go a long way. The queen’s looks
were part of the king’s magnificence, a manifestation of his power, yet praise of her physical charms also diminished her,
by making apparent her status as a commodity: potential brides were routinely subjected to immodest physical inspections,
and excessive beauty could ignite fear of the over-influential seductress. Since visible splendour was an essential political
tool, gorgeous clothes and precious jewels were ‘an attribute of the royal state, part of the drama of power’10 and as such represented a positive obligation for women, yet the queen had also to be mindful of accusations of extravagance
or rapacity.


As aristocratic elites across Europe began to forge a strong cultural identity, ‘courtly’ behaviour became a prop to the social
order. Violence still governed the world, but it needed to be contained and controlled in order to be effectively deployed.
Hence manners and courtesy, codified and romanticised in chivalric literature, were an essential means of manipulating behaviour.
The minutiae of social conduct - how to sit, stand, enter a room, eat, wash, dance - became crucial signifiers of rank and
prestige. The distinguished French historian Georges Duby described this process of coalescence as ‘the fusion of the aristocracy’,11 and it was one in which women, particularly queens, had a central role. Walter Map depicted the sorry state of Henry II’s
court after the departure of Eleanor of Aquitaine for Poitiers: a squalid, filthy place where the food was uneatable and the
wine so tainted that the wincing courtiers had to filter it through their teeth. Eleanor of Castile took a dim view of the
discomforts of royal accommodation and quickly installed glass windows and gardens and promoted the consumption of fruit. Such ‘women’s touches’ were not entirely superficial. The queen’s presence
demanded, in theory at least, a higher standard of manners and behaviour and, as the exemplar for the court, she was also
in a position to fulfil her role as cultural ambassador. From the impressive promotion of vernacular literature by the Anglo-Norman
queens at the beginning of the period to Elizabeth of York’s familial involvement with the printer William Caxton at its end,
English queens were particularly associated with literary innovation, but they were also influential on the way the court
lived, dressed, ate and entertained. Matilda of Boulogne and Marguerite of Anjou proved that when it came to necessity, a
queen could be no mean general, but military success was increasingly balanced by the status accorded to the civility of a
court, in which art, music, poetry and deportment gave the measure of royal power.


From Saxon times, women had been especially connected with the memorialisation of the dead (as the Sachsenspiel laws under
which Anne of Bohemia was raised makes explicit), so queens were able to continue the tradition of glorifying and sanctifying
their ancestry by initiating and participating as patrons in the most prestigious of all manifestations of power: the establishment
of religious houses. That the Church was the backbone of Western civilisation is no longer a very fashionable view, but tension
between royal and ecclesiastical powers was a source of tremendous energy as well as dissent. In the founding of monasteries
and the sponsoring of new orders such as the Dominicans and the Franciscans, queens found themselves at the heart of the intellectual
debates of their times. They corresponded, and sometimes dared to quarrel, with popes and archbishops and promoted their own
candidates to ecclesiastical sees. Their gifts to the Church not only advanced the arts but affirmed their own status as patronesses
and provided a means of entering the political world even as the expansion of administrative courts reduced their direct opportunities
to act as counsellors.


The briefest assessment of English queens consort demonstrates that they cannot be reduced to mere corollaries of their husbands.
Nor are they easily categorised. As this book hopes to show, it is possible to establish a consistent picture of the development
of queenship itself, but such a picture is constantly straining against individual women’s responses to their position. What
they were not was passive or powerless. What they were, by the nature of their position, is remarkable, in many senses aberrant.
Here they are, an exceptional confederacy: magnificent, courageous, foolish, impetuous - splendid in their royal array.






 

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

Dower and dowry: Dowry was the payment (in money, lands or both) provided by the bride’s family that she brought to her marriage. Dower is
the provision made by a husband for his wife after his death.


Princes and princesses: These titles were not until the fourteenth century widely applied to the children of kings, who were usually styled according
to their birthplace, or as ‘Lord’ or ‘Lady’. However, for the sake of clarity, the terms are sometimes employed anachronistically
to make it clear that the children mentioned are royal.


Court: The date of the existence of a royal court, and of what precisely it consisted, are matters of much scholarly discussion.
Here the term is used purely in a general sense to refer to the place where the king was, or to the circle around him.


Consistency of titles: Many of the figures in this book were known by a number of different titles in the course of their lives. To avoid confusion
they are called by the first and last titles they held, where relevant, e.g., Henry of Bolingbroke/Henry IV, or simply by
the last title they held.


Names: There is much discrepancy in medieval spelling and ‘proper’ names are a matter of taste as well as convention. In the following
pages ‘Eleanor’ is used rather than ‘Alienor’ for Eleanor of Aquitaine, as the sound is similar but the anglicised version
easier on the eye in the English language, while the French spelling of Marguerite of Anjou’s name has been retained since
it is doubtful that anyone in her lifetime called her Margaret. Joanna of Navarre is often known as Joan or Jeanne, but the
contemporary pronunciation is preferred here, as is the traditional spelling of ‘Woodville’ rather than the more accurate
but less easily pronounced ‘Wydeville’. Isabelle of France and Isabelle of Angoulême have kept their French spelling, while
Edward II’s queen, another Isabelle of France, is distinguished as Isabella.
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CHAPTER 1


MATILDA OF FLANDERS



‘The friend of piety and the soother of distress’


Matilda of Flanders never expected to be Queen of England. Initially, she was not much attracted to the idea of becoming Duchess
of Normandy. A story in the Chronicle of Tours claims that when she learned Duke William of Normandy had proposed for her,
she angrily declared she would never marry a bastard, upon which William forced himself into her bedroom in Bruges and soundly
beat her. Another version has the illegitimate Duke dragging her from her horse and pursuing his rough courtship in the roadside
mud. Matilda was apparently so overcome by this display of macho passion that she took to her bed and announced she would
never marry anyone else. The tale ‘may be regarded of more interest to the student of psychology than the student of history’,1 but as with many interpretations of medieval history, what contemporaries could believe had happened is sometimes as revealing
as what actually did.



Matilda was descended from Charlemagne and the Saxon king Alfred the Great and her mother, Adela, was a daughter of the King
of France. Her prospective husband may have been a duke, but his title gentrified a family that was only a few generations’
distance from Viking marauders, whereas her own paternal line, the counts of Flanders, had ruled since the ninth century.
But if Matilda objected to the match, her father, Count Baldwin IV, saw a Norman alliance as a contribution to Flanders’ growing
status as a political power. In the end, that alliance was to become more profitable than the Count could ever have imagined.



Yet when William and Matilda were betrothed in 1049, the status of both Duke and duchy might have made any bride apprehensive. The rights of the dukes of Normandy had been recognised in the early tenth century and William was a direct
descendant of the duchy’s first ruler, Rolf the Viking. After a splendid career of raiding and pillaging in France, Scotland
and Ireland, Rolf (or Rollo) was baptised by the Archbishop of Rouen some time before 918 and settled down to a new life as
a Christian ruler. Five generations later, in 1034, Duke Robert, William’s father, felt sufficiently detached from his pagan
ancestors to set off on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. He died on his return journey in 1035, leaving a seven-year-old boy as
his heir.



The first years of William’s minority rule saw a catalogue of anarchic and brutal violence. The Archbishop of Rouen, Count
Alan of Brittany and the lords Osbern and Turold had been appointed guardians to the boy, but the Archbishop died in 1037,
followed by Count Alan in 1040. The Count’s replacement, Gilbert of Brionne, was murdered a few months later by assassins
in the pay of the Archbishop’s son. Turold was killed at the same time. Then Osbern, who acted as William’s steward, ‘unexpectedly
had his throat cut one night . . . while he and the Duke were sound asleep in the Duke’s chamber at Vaudreuil’.2 The homicidal avarice of competing factions of the Norman nobility keen to take advantage of William’s weakness to seize
lands and power for themselves instilled such fear in the boy duke of the treachery within his own household that he was often
reduced to sheltering in peasants’ cottages.



William’s personal survival was dependent mainly on the historical relationship between Normandy and the kings of France.
The Norman dukes had been vassals of the kings since 968, and in 1031 King Henry I, Matilda’s maternal uncle, had taken refuge
at Rouen during a period of civil war. With the help of William’s grandfather, Duke Richard II, he had managed to recover
his kingdom. When, after a decade of bloody skirmishes, war broke out in Normandy in 1046, William appealed to Henry. Together
they fought the first significant battle of William’s distinguished military career, at Val-es-Dunes near Caen in 1047, against
a rebel army led by William’s cousin Guy of Burgundy. William won, but for the next thirteen years he was to find himself
almost constantly at war.




The marriage between William and Matilda took place towards the end of 1051. In the beginning it was surrounded by controversy.
Although it had been planned in 1049, the match was banned in the autumn of that year by Pope Leo IX at the Council of Reims
on the grounds of consanguinity. Christian marriage as it was to be understood by future generations was a relatively new
invention in the eleventh century, and as part of increasing reforms the Church was anxious to turn a custom into a regulated
institution. Canon law forbade the union of individuals who were related in certain ‘prohibited degrees’, and William and
Matilda were fifth cousins. Family connections were further complicated by a marriage contract between Matilda’s mother, Adela,
and Duke Richard III of Normandy, William’s uncle, before her marriage to Count Baldwin (pre-contract was another invalidating
factor), and by the fact that after the death of Matilda’s grandmother, Ogiva, her grandfather, Baldwin IV, had taken as his
second wife Eleanor, a daughter of Duke Richard II of Normandy. Another theory relating to the papal objection is that Matilda
herself was already married, to a man named Gerbod, by whom she had a daughter, Gundrada, who eventually became the wife of
William of Warenne, first Earl of Surrey. This story has, however, been dismissed as ‘in the highest degree impossible’.3 Nevertheless, the union did not receive a retrospective papal sanction, from Nicholas II, until the second Lateran Council
of 1059.



According to the chronicler William of Jumièges, Matilda’s parents, Adela and Baldwin, did not consummate their marriage until
1031, which suggests that Matilda could have been no older than about nineteen when she married William. Since there is no
evidence that she was the eldest of their four children, she might well have been considerably younger. Whatever her personal
opinion of the match, both her father and her bridegroom were sufficiently keen on it to defy papal sanction, and Count Baldwin
brought his daughter to Eu, where the wedding was celebrated. Afterwards the ducal couple travelled together to Rouen.



What were the motivations behind William and Count Baldwin’s arrangement? Matilda’s father was in the process of reorienting
his small but strategically important country with the aim of distancing it from the German-controlled Holy Roman empire and forging stronger links with France, as evinced by his own marriage to the French princess Adela. Having become one of
the principal vassals of the King of France, he saw his ambitions further consolidated by the marriage of Matilda’s brother
Baldwin to Richildis, the widow of the Count of Hainault, in 1049. Having fought unsuccessfully against Flanders in the settlement
of Richildis’s inheritance, and concerned by constant skirmishing along the Flemish-German border, the German Emperor, Henry
III, was apprehensive about a Norman-Flemish alliance which would diminish his influence still further. (Since the current
pope, Leo IX, owed his throne to the Emperor, it is unsurprising that he agreed to return the favour by opposing the marriage
between William and Matilda.) Normandy could also prove a powerful ally against the English crown, which was at the time hostile
to Flanders: King Edward had summoned a fleet to serve against Count Baldwin on the Emperor’s side if necessary. In his turn,
Duke William was conscious of his own hitherto vulnerable position, dependent as he was on the continued cultivation of the
goodwill of the French King and a small group of loyal aristocrats. He was frequently in conflict with the lords of Arques,
Ponthieu and the Vexin, who periodically aligned themselves with Count Eustace of Boulogne, one of Count Baldwin’s most rebellious
vassals. The marriage with Matilda would thus provide both William and Baldwin with a mutual reinforcement of power to subdue
the rebels whose territories lay between their lands. Further, it has been suggested that Matilda’s impeccable bloodline went
some way to enhancing William’s own prestige and eradicating the stain of his illegitimacy.



That William was known to his contemporaries as ‘the Bastard’ and not ‘the Conqueror’ is not in doubt, but the implications
of this status in terms of the eleventh century need to be examined carefully. The chronicler Orderic Vitalis’s claim that
William ‘as a bastard was despised by the native nobility’ may be dismissed as an anachronistic judgement from a later age.
Contemporary perceptions did not necessarily stigmatise or even fully recognise illegitimacy. The regularisation of ecclesiastical
marriage was still very much an ongoing process, and William’s grandfather, Duke Richard II, had been the first of the line
to make a Christian marriage, at the turn of the previous century. His sons continued to take concubines, as was still the prevailing custom,
and William’s father, Duke Robert, did not make a dynastic marriage. His concubine Herleva of Falaise, William’s mother, was
the daughter of Fulbert, ‘the chamberlain’, which was not necessarily a high office at the time. That William was sensitive
on the subject of his birth was clearly known, as the soldiers of Alencon were to find to their cost, but this may have been
more to do with his maternal grandfather’s profession than his mother’s unmarried status. Fulbert was a skinner, though he
appears in some accounts as a ‘pollinctor’, which in Roman usage meant undertaker. When William besieged the castle of Alenccon,
the troops ‘had beaten pelts and furs in order to insult the duke’4 with his grandfather’s dirty, menial origins. William had the hands and feet cut off thirty-two of them.



(The ancestry of the English kings was, incidentally, still good for a giggle a century later. Henry II, having quarrelled
with the bishop of Lincoln, refused to greet him at a picnic one day. The King was mending a leather bandage on his finger
with a needle and thread and the bishop, daringly trying to amuse him, remarked: ‘How like your cousins of Falaise you do
look.’ Luckily for the bishop, Henry fell about laughing.5)



Norman chroniclers do display discomfort with William’s birth, as well as with his defiance of the papal ban on his marriage.
Flouting the authority of the Pope was a highly risky form of disobedience, since it could provide rebels in the duchy with
a religious sanction for political disloyalty. William, however, had been dodging traitors for most of his life, he was a
brilliant military strategist and he was possessed of an extremely powerful will. William of Malmesbury recounts how, in the
aftermath of his mother’s life-threatening labour, the newborn William was left on the floor of Herleva’s room while she was
cared for. The tiny baby grabbed at the rushes covering the floor with such strength that his attendants predicted he would
‘become a mighty man, ready to acquire everything within his reach, and that which he acquired he would with a strong hand
steadfastly maintain against all challengers’.6 So William wanted Matilda of Flanders badly enough to defy the Pope, and he got her.




The prestige of Matilda’s ancestry was obviously considered a sufficient compensation for someone of William’s relatively uncertain
status, as she brought no dowry of land or titles to the union. The desirability of an elite bride was based on the power
of her male relations, her wealth and her lineage, and the first two attributes did not necessarily outweigh the third. Ancestry
-specifically maternal ancestry - was also to be the principal factor in the choice of the next English queen, the bride of
Matilda’s son Henry.



At the time of their marriage, William was in his early twenties and Matilda, as has been noted, probably in her late teens.
He was a tall man by the standards of the day, about five feet ten, clean shaven and short-haired in the Norman style. Matilda,
by contrast, was tiny, just four feet two inches tall. William of Jumièges describes ‘a very beautiful and noble girl of royal
stock’ while Orderic Vitalis declared that she was ‘even more distinguished for the purity of her mind and manners than for
her illustrious lineage . . . She united beauty with gentle breeding and all the graces of Christian holiness.’ Conventional
tributes such as these appear so frequently that it is difficult to attach much real meaning to them, but William and Matilda
were sufficiently attracted to one another for their first child, Robert, to be born within three years of the wedding. They
would go on to have three more sons and at least five daughters. Accounts concur that the marriage was happy, and that very
happiness was crucially to affect the structure of political power in Normandy and, eventually, in England.



Aristocratic marriages were not made in the expectation of affection. Matrimony was the primary means of advancing family
and dynastic interests. A woman of Matilda’s status was required to marry as the concerns of her family directed, but this
did not mean she would be merely handed about Europe like a diplomatic doll. All eleventh-century politics were family politics,
and political legitimacy was dependent not only on military power but on claims of blood, and therefore on women. A particular
emphasis was placed in dynastic marriages on the role of the wife as a ‘peace-weaver’, a mediator or intercessor. In the Anglo-Saxon
poem ‘Beowulf a match is arranged between the children of two enemies, Hrothgar and Froda, ‘to settle with the woman a part of his deadly feuds and struggles’. Even if women were no longer
carried off as booty from the battlefield as they had been a few centuries previously, in an extremely violent society the
grace and good manners of an aristocratic wife were vital to the domestic interactions of powerful men:




The woman must excel as one cherished among her people and be buoyant of mood, keep confidences, be open-heartedly generous
with horses and with treasures, in deliberation over the mead, in the presence of the troop of companions, she must always
and everywhere greet first the chief of those princes and instantly offer the chalice to her lord’s hand, and she must know
what is prudent for them both as rulers of the hall.7




The country where Matilda had grown up was considered an extraordinarily violent region even by the standards of the time.
In comparison with France and England it was a primitive, backward area - Dudo of St Quentin claimed that when the Scandinavians
were offered the province by Charles the Simple, they rejected it in favour of Normandy. A twelfth-century account, The Life of St Arnulf, describes the state of Flanders in the eleventh century: ‘Daily homicides and spilling of human blood had troubled the peace
and quiet of the entire area. Thus a great number of nobles, through the force of their prayers, convinced the bishop of the
lord to visit the places where this atrocious cruelty especially raged and to instruct the docile and bloody spirit of the
Flemings in the interest of peace and concord.’8 These turbulent conditions hampered development. No town had a population more than 5,000 and there were few stone buildings.
Nevertheless, the mid-eleventh century saw the beginning of an increasing prosperity which would make Flanders one of the
most important European centres of commerce and culture in the centuries to come. By the fifteenth century, it was ‘completely
founded on the fact and course of merchandise’9 and the centre of mercantile activity was Bruges, already in Matilda’s time a key port. In 1037, her parents had been in
the city to greet a famous visitor, the exiled Queen Emma of England.




A dynastic connection between Flanders and England had been established in the ninth century. Judith, the daughter of Charles
the Bald, became England’s first consecrated queen in 856 on her marriage to Aethelwulf, King of the West Saxons. After Aethelwulf’s
death, Judith was briefly married to her own stepson before eloping with Baldwin ‘Iron Arm’, the first Count of Flanders.
Their son, Baldwin II, married Aelfthryth of England, a daughter of Alfred the Great, the first monarch to be recognised as
ruler of all England. Matilda was descended from both England’s first anointed queen and one of its greatest kings.



When Emma, daughter of Duke Richard I of Normandy, married Aethelred of England nearly 150 years later, she was able to take
advantage of the growing customary power attached to the role of queen. In 973, Aelfthryth, her mother-in-law, had been consecrated,
and after her death the new queen became ‘the axis around which English politics turned’.10 Extraordinarily, Emma was crowned queen twice, as after Aethelred’s death she married Cnut of Denmark, who reigned from 1016
to 1035. The conflicts between the children of these two marriages led to Emma’s exile in Flanders and formed the background
to Matilda’s own coronation as queen of England.



Emma’s marriage to Aethelred was influenced by the Viking descent of the Norman dynasty. Within a century of the 911 grant
of Normandy to Rolf the Viking, Scandinavian language and customs had largely died out, and the duchy was Christian, but the
Normans retained some loyalty to their seafaring, pillaging cousins. In 996, Richer of Reims was still referring to the Norman
duke as ‘pyratum dux’ and in the year 1000 a Viking fleet was permitted to shelter over the winter in Normandy before crossing the Channel to raid
England in the spring. As late as 1014, a pagan horde led by Olaf and Lacman was received in Rouen to recover from its exertions
in laying waste to a large area of north-western Gaul. The alliance created by Emma’s marriage put a stop to such attacks
on England, at least temporarily. By 1013, England was again under threat from a Danish force, and Aethelred, Emma and their
sons, Edward and Alfred, took refuge in Normandy as the invaders swiftly overcame the north and east. Aethelred returned in 1014, but died two years later, in April 1016. As well as his two children with Emma, he left an elder son, Edmund, by
his first wife. Edmund, who became known as ‘Ironside’ for his fierce resistance to the Danes, succeeded in driving the invaders
north of the Thames, whereupon it was agreed that the kingdom would be thus partitioned. But Edmund himself died in November
1016 leaving Cnut, the newly elected Danish ruler, as king of England. The following summer, Cnut married Emma. He also had
two children with an Englishwoman, Aelfgifu, Swain and Harold ‘Harefoot’. It was decided that the rights of the couple’s previous
children should be waived in favour of a son from the new marriage, and a boy, Harthacnut, obligingly appeared.



Emma is the first and only pre-Conquest English queen of whom an image survives. In the Liber Vitae of the New Minster, Winchester, Cnut and Emma present a gold cross to the abbey. Emma wears a diadem and is styled ‘Regina’.
Her biographer sees the illustration as especially important in the development of queenship, noting the ‘special status of
the king’s wife, as queen, that is as a consecrated person and as an office holder’.11 Until she became queen dowager, Emma was the richest woman in England, and established herself as a leading patron, commissioning
illuminated manuscripts from Peterborough and her own (highly flattering) life story, the Encomium Emmae Reginae. In the frontispiece to this work, Emma is shown crowned and seated on a throne beside her sons Edward and Harthacnut, but
her figure is larger than theirs. Enthronement is quite uncommon in eleventh-century representations, usually reserved for
Christ or other heavenly figures and only just beginning to be used for kings. Emma proved herself adept at managing the new
status that the illustrations accord her, succeeding in placing both Harthacnut and Edward on the English throne.



When Cnut died in 1035, Emma suffered a blow to her ambitions when Harold Harefoot was chosen as regent while Harthacnut was
absent in Denmark. Emma was able to maintain control for a time in the old capital of Winchester, where she retained Cnut’s
treasure and was supported by Godwin, Earl of Wessex, who had become Cnut’s most trusted adviser. Her sons by Aethelred, Edward
and Alfred, chose this moment to sail from Normandy, where they had remained in exile following their father’s death. Harold Harefoot did not even pretend to believe
their claim that this was an innocent visit to their mother. Edward was prevented from landing at Southampton, but Alfred
managed to get to Dover. At this point Earl Godwin switched his allegiance from Emma to Harold Harefoot and Alfred, ‘the blameless
Aetheling’*, was murdered at Ely.12 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports what happened next: ‘Here Harold was everywhere chosen as king and Harthacnut forsaken because he was too long in
Denmark, and his mother . . . was driven out without any mercy to face the raging winter; and she then came beyond the sea
to Bruges, and there Earl Baldwin received her well.’13


The Encomium Emmae gives a fuller description of Emma’s presence at Bruges, which suggests something of the city Matilda knew as a child: ‘The
latter town is inhabited by Flemish settlers and enjoys very great fame for the number of its merchants and for its affluence
in all things upon which mankind places the greatest value. Here indeed [Emma] was . . . honourably received by Baldwin, the
marquis [sic] of that same province and by his wife.’



Emma was active in Bruges, working to establish Harthacnut’s right to the throne. In 1039 he finally arrived, with a large
fleet, to join her and they spent the winter as Count Baldwin’s guests. When Harold Harefoot conveniently died in the spring
of 1040, Emma and Harthacnut returned triumphantly to England. For two years, she once again enjoyed power as Mater Regis
(queen mother), until Harthacnut died after a drinking session at a wedding celebration in Lambeth in 1042. Emma had always
championed him above her other sons, but now she was obliged to negotiate a relationship with Edward, who had joined his younger
brother in dual kingship a year earlier, and now became sole ruler of England. According to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Edward had a low opinion of his mother’s wavering loyalties, and deprived her of most of her wealth. Emma died at Winchester
in 1052, just after Matilda of Flanders became Duchess of Normandy.



Matilda was perhaps no more than a tiny child when Emma visited Bruges, and there is no evidence that the Queen of England saw her, though, given the length of Emma’s stay and the
‘honourable’ reception she received from Count Baldwin and Countess Adela, it is perfectly plausible that she was presented
to their children. The triangular political relationships between Normandy, Flanders and England continued in the next decades,
and Emma set a powerful example of what a politically astute and determined woman could achieve. She had effectively governed
as regent in Wessex during Harthacnut’s absence in Denmark, she had obtained wealth and position as a patron, and though her
life ended rather flatly, she did live to see two of her sons crowned king.



Very little is known of Matilda’s childhood in Flanders, but Queen Emma was not the only influential woman from whom she might
have drawn an example. The last centuries of the first millennium witnessed an extraordinary concentration of women’s poweras
part of the emerging dominance of the Christian church. Royal abbesses were at the forefront of the new monastic movement,
both as a trans-European phenomenon and in the country of which Matilda would eventually be queen, where it is estimated that
fifty religious houses appointed their first abbess from a royal family. Royal blood was an ‘essential prerequisite’ for sanctity.14 Bede’s eighth-century Ecclesiastical History observes the vital role played by Saxon women in the conversion of their male kin to Christianity, enumerating royal missionaries
such as Bertha, wife of the Kentish King Aethelred; her daughter Aethelburh, who married and converted King Edwin of Northumbria;
Eanflaed, Edwin’s daughter, and Hilda, his great-niece. The foundation and patronage of abbeys was a potent symbol of royal
authority, and far from being a retreat from the world, the religious life offered women an active role in dignifying the lineage
of their houses. ‘The holiness of such women redounded to the honour of their male kin and the lineage they shared . . . a
daughter or a sister in a convent was not a woman “disposed of”, but a woman put to work to add sanctity and legitimacy to
newly, often nefariously acquired lordships.’15


A strong connection between the religious life and female scholarship was also current at the time. It was suggested to Matilda’s daughter, Adela of Blois, that learning was one way
in which daughters could surpass their fathers, devoting their leisure to cultivating knowledge and a love of books. Early
education was very much a domestic, maternal responsibility, and one that was taken seriously. Throughout the medieval period,
an extensive clerical literature advises mothers on proper childcare and education and as early as Asser’s ninth-century Life of King Alfred, this was emphasised in Saxon England. The writer notes that ‘with shame be it spoken, by the unworthy neglect of his parents
. . . [Alfred] remained illiterate even till he was twelve years old or more’. But Alfred’s mother, Osburgh, ‘a religious
woman, noble by birth and by nature’, gave Alfred and his brother a book of Saxon poetry, saying, ‘Whichever of you shall
the soonest learn this volume shall have it for his own.’ When Alfred succeeds, his mother ‘smiles with satisfaction’.



The cult of the Virgin, which was to play such a resonant part in contemporary conceptions of medieval queenship, also connected
royalty, sanctity and learning. An engraving from ninth-century Mercia shows the Queen of Heaven holding a book, connecting
three dynamics which were to be central to Matilda’s own conduct and the manner in which she raised her children. The northern,
pagan concept of the queen as wise and judicious counsellor to her husband was absorbed, in Christian education, into St Paul’s
edict in I Corinthians on the duty of wives to influence their ‘unbelieving husbands’ - an obligation adopted by Matilda’s
Saxon predecessors with evident success. There was a new tension between the dynamic, evangelising role of the queen as a
source and symbol of sacred power and the injunction, also found in St Paul, that Christian wives should be meek, passive
and silent. Later stipulations on the education of women suggest that Matilda would also have been exposed to this new conception
of her wifely role. In the influential manual The Book of the Knight of the Tower, Geoffrey de la Tour-Landry suggested that women’s learning should be limited ‘to the virtuous things of scripture, wherefore
they may better see and know their salvation’. The fifteenth-century commentator Bartholomew Granville16 stressed the importance of deportment to the well-bred woman’s character. Her carriage should be erect, but her eyes modestly cast down; she should be ‘mannerly in clothing, sober in moving, wary
in speaking, chaste in looking, honest in bearing, sad in going, shamefast among the people’. Writers from the end of the
period such as Giles of Rome and Christine de Pisan concurred that spinning, sewing and embroidery were ideal activities to
keep girls from idle and potentially sinful imaginings.



Extrapolating from these two slightly variant traditions, it is not possible to do more than give a sense of the intellectual
atmosphere in which Matilda of Flanders was raised, though evidence of her character and activities can be stretched to support
the theory that she was successful in creating a role combining both active pious queenship and suitably modest personal conduct.
Literacy in Latin had been a notable feature of the Flemish court, and since Matilda’s daughters could certainly read the
language, it seems likely that she too had some knowledge of it, which in turn suggests that her own mother had favoured a
‘royal’ education. Writing, however, was extremely uncommon among laywomen, and it is probable that Matilda, like her daughter-in-law,
used a clerk for her letters. What other practical skills she acquired is not known, though the thirteenth-century French
romance Silence suggests that appropriate accomplishments for girls of her class were music, particularly the harp and viol, and embroidery.
Matilda’s daughter-in-law, Matilda of Scotland, was to be a patron and promoter of the skills of English needlewomen, and
while the nineteenth-century writer Agnes Strickland’s assertion that the Bayeux Tapestry was made by Matilda of Flanders
and her ladies has been proved false, Matilda did leave some fine work in her will, and her husband certainly patronised one
Leofgeat of Wiltshire, who is recorded as making gold embroidery for the King’s use. Saxon needlework is one example of the
cultural validation that was as essential to the Norman project of conquest as military might, in that the Anglo-Saxon past
was reclaimed and absorbed into a new tradition.



However profound were the wider implications of such activities, there was much more to Matilda’s life than sitting around
sewing. Aristocratic women were the principal managers of their family’s households and estates, particularly in a time when
their men were often absent for long periods on campaign. Their effectiveness in applying themselves to a role that might be seen
as the equivalent of running ‘a major business enterprise’17 is borne out by the frequency with which they were named as executrixes in widowhood. Whatever the precise details of Matilda
of Flanders’ early training, it seems to have equipped her well for life as a ruling duchess and a successful, fully engaged
consort.



Matilda appears as William’s consort in a charter to Holy Trinity in Rouen in 1053. By then, the marriage had directed an
important change in William’s policy and family attitudes. As a minor, he had relied on the older generation for support,
particularly his uncles, Mauger, archbishop of Rouen, and William of Arques. As William grew more confident and emotionally
involved with Matilda, he began to redefine his family more intimately, in terms of his own growing children. In a pattern
that would become a familiar problem to English princes, he also began to favour his own contemporaries over his senior relations.
By 1052, both uncles were in open opposition to William and in 1053, William of Arques staged a revolt. Matilda was now faced
with an experience common among aristocratic brides: a conflict between her husband and her natal family. William’s relationship
with Matilda’s uncle, King Henry of France, had been an important motivation for their marriage, but this aspect of the alliance
had turned sour when Henry reconciled with William’s arch-enemy Geoffrey, Count of Anjou. Normandy was now isolated between
hostile Angevin and French territory, and Henry was keen to profit from dissent within the duchy. In response to his uncle’s
opposition, William besieged the fortress of Arques, and Henry led a relief force to the rebels. William succeeded in forcing
Henry to retreat, and William of Arques went into exile in Boulogne, where he died. Archbishop Mauger was obliged to retire
after a Church council at Lisieux in 1054, and withdrew to Guernsey, but William’s difficulties with Henry continued.



The French King made another attempt on Normandy in 1054, sending a divided army to the north and south of the River Seine.
William faced Henry in the south, sending his cousin Robert of Eu to confront the northern column. Robert achieved a spectacular
victory at Mortemer and once again Henry was repelled, but he continued plotting with Geoffrey of Anjou and in 1057 Normandy was attacked yet again. The French and Angevin forces invaded
from the south and pressed towards the Channel, laying waste to the countryside en route. William met them at the estuary
of the River Dives at Varaville, where a high tide split the enemy forces. Their battalions cut in half, Henry and Geoffrey
could only stand helplessly on the bank and watch as William massacred their army. Both Henry and Geoffrey died in 1060, by
which point William had already begun a long campaign to secure Maine as a border province.



Such a compression of military events might give the impression that William and his peers spent most of their time hacking
at one another on the battlefield, but this would be to misunderstand the nature of medieval warfare and to neglect the significant
cultural and economic development of Normandy in the 1050s. Despite the near-permanent military commitments of the duke, he
was not engaging in pitched battles on a regular basis. Europeans were notoriously cautious in war, as a twelfth-century Arab
commentator noted,18 and it was prudence as much as bravery that won campaigns. So when diplomacy failed, siege warfare - taming the enemy by
hunger and isolation, or strategies such as taking important hostages - was tried. Outright armed combat was avoided as far
as possible: it was only as a last resort that a commander would risk his men’s lives in large numbers or, worse, that of
his prince.



So while the Normandy Matilda knew was certainly dominated by her husband’s armed struggles to control his aristocracy and
expand and secure his borders, it was able concurrently to develop peacefully and profitably. A distinct ‘Norman’, as opposed
to Scandinavian or French, identity was becoming clearly established. The towns of Rouen, Bayeux and Caen were expanding -
a Jewish community of artisans and merchants was founded in Caen around 1060 - and the duchy was profiting from the wine-growing
regions to the south as tuns were shipped down the Seine to supply Britain and the north. There was also something of a religious
revival. Normandy had been Christian as far back as the fifth century, but owing to the Viking incursions, by the first decades
of the tenth, there were no monasteries remaining. William’s grandfather, Duke Richard, restored the monastery of St Michel in 965, and by the eleventh century, Benedictine
abbeys were flourishing at Préaux, Lyre, Corneilles, Conches and St Georges-de-Boscherville, in addition to William and Matilda’s
own foundations at Caen. St Stephen and Holy Trinity were created in response to the papal recognition of William and Matilda’s
marriage in 1059. The papal edict was revoked on condition that William and Matilda each performed a penance of building and
endowing a monastic house ‘where monks and nuns should zealously pray for their salvation’.19 Matilda’s foundation, Holy Trinity, was functioning under its first abbess (appropriately named Matilda), by the end of the
year, with a choir of nuns to sing the daily offices. The abbey was finally consecrated in 1066.



That year is, of course, the one that everyone knows: 1066, the year of Hastings, the year that English history really ‘began’.
Throughout the first fifteen years of Matilda’s marriage, the man-oeuvrings and manipulations that led to the battle of Hastings
were fitting gradually into place. Edward the Confessor, the English King, had married Edith, the daughter of the powerful
Earl Godwin, in 1045,but by 1051 the marriage was still childless. Having spent much of his life in Normandy, the King’s loyalties
to the duchy were strong, and he began to build up a faction of Norman retainers at the English court, possibly as a check
on Godwin’s influence. Nevertheless, in September 1051, Godwin was confident enough to openly defy Edward and events came to
a head. The Godwin family was outlawed, Godwin himself fled to Flanders, continuing the tradition of the province as a refuge
for disaffected English ambition, and Edward repudiated his wife, leaving the English throne without even the possibility of
a successor.



Some historians accept that William of Normandy visited England at this juncture, and while there is very little reason to
believe that such a visit took place, it is agreed that Edward offered William the English crown. Robert, the former abbot
of Jurmèges in Normandy and subsequently, as part of Edward’s pro-Norman policy, archbishop of Canterbury, passed through
Normandy on his way to Rome, bringing the promise of the succession and hostages to confirm it. (These hostages were Wulfnoth,
Earl Godwin’s son, and Haakon, his grandson, and they were to remain in Normandy for thirteen years.) Later stories included the
presentation of a ring and ceremonial sword. There were, however, other strong contenders for the throne. The children of
Edward’s sister Godgifu, Countess of the Vexin, had an interest, as did the descendants of Edmund Ironside, whose son Edward
‘The Exile’ returned to the English court in 1057 but died shortly afterwards, leaving a son, Edgar Aetheling, as the claimant
for the house of Wessex. And it was still possible that Edward might have children of his own.



In 1052, everything changed again. Godwin was begrudgingly restored to favour and Queen Edith was fetched out of the convent.
Godwin died the following year, and his son Harold became Earl of Wessex, assuming his father’s role as the second man in
the realm. It was too early for William to risk a confrontation, and for him the decade was one of consolidation. He waited
patiently for his chance and, in 1064, the winds of opportunity finally blew.



They blew Earl Harold and his party to the coast of Ponthieu, a neighbouring county of Normandy, where they were immediately
imprisoned by the local lord, Count Guy. The purpose of Harold’s journey is unknown, despite the claim of later Norman sources
that he had been sent as an envoy to reaffirm Edward’s promise to William and retrieve the hostages. When storms deposited
Harold at Ponthieu, William was conveniently able to deliver him from captivity, and the two men spent the summer together.
Though Harold was effectively a prisoner, everyone politely maintained that this was a friendly visit. Whatever might have
been in the two men’s hearts, there was no outward manifestation of rivalry, indeed ‘there is every likelihood that a good
time was had by all’.20 William was anxious to impress his guest with his status as a great prince and his jewels, silks, furs and plate were much
on display. He also took the opportunity to introduce Harold to Norman military tactics in a short campaign against Brittany,
in which Harold acquitted himself admirably. But beneath the displays of amity, William was intent on furthering the purpose
he had been harbouring for over a decade. At some point before his return to England, Harold swore an oath to uphold William’s
claim to the English crown, an oath which also included the promise of marriage to one of William and Matilda’s daughters. The scene is depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry, with Harold placed between
two altars holding sacred relics, which he touches with his hand as William, seated on a throne and holding a sword (the sword
supposedly sent by King Edward?) looks on.



Harold’s estimation of the value of his oath was demonstrated when King Edward died on 5 January 1066. The next day, the newly
consecrated royal abbey at Westminster saw the funeral of one king and the coronation of another: Harold. He took Ealdgyth,
sister of Morcar, the Earl of Northumbria, as his wife. It was a smooth succession, suggesting it had been arranged in advance,
but Harold was immediately beset by challenges. At stake was not only the future of the English crown, but the orientation
of the country towards either Scandinavia or Latin Europe, and the consequent balance of both ecclesiastical and political
power in western Europe as a whole. The crucial figures involved were Harold himself, his brother Tostig, Harald Hardrada,
King of Norway, and Duke William of Normandy.



By the summer of 1066, William was preparing for war. The English expedition brought new and important responsibilities for
Matilda, who was to act as his regent in the duchy in his absence, in the name of their son Robert, who was now fourteen.
Something of William’s long-term plans for the attempt on the English throne may be discerned in the fact that he had officially
designated Robert as his heir in 1063, suggesting that he knew he was to risk his life and hoped to ensure a trouble-free
succession. Three years later, as the troopships were under construction in the shipyards and the massive organisation of
men, horses and supplies was underway, William called a great assembly where he proclaimed his son as his heir before his
chief magnates and extracted an oath of fidelity. Three counsellors were appointed to guide Matilda in William’s absence,
Roger of Beaumont, Roger of Montgomery and Hugh d’Auranchin. Matilda was to demonstrate her political capabilities more fully
in the future, but it is significant that during the critical period of the expedition, Normandy, ‘a province notoriously
susceptible to anarchy’,21 suffered no major disturbances, despite being left in the nominal charge of a young woman and a boy. Matilda also contributed
directly to the venture with the gift of the Mora, the large and brightly decorated ship in which William himself set sail for the English coast.



Harold was aware of the challenge to his crown being mobilised across the Channel, but he was faced with more immediate problems.
Tostig had been made Earl of Northumbria in 1055 after his father’s reconciliation with King Edward. He was deeply unpopular,
and ten years later the Northumbrians rebelled against him. Tostig was exiled to Flanders and replaced by Morcar, soon to
become Harold’s father-in-law. Shortly after Harold’s succession, Tostig attempted to revenge himself by mounting a series
of raids along the English coast, but was driven up to Scotland, where he made a treacherous alliance with one of Harold’s
far more powerful rivals, the King of Norway. Harold Hardrada now proclaimed himself the rightful heir of King Cnut and set
out with a huge fleet to make a bid for the throne. Tostig swore allegiance to him and their combined forces managed to take
possession of York in September 1066. Harold moved his army northwards with spectacular speed and attacked the invaders at
Stamford Bridge, to the north-east of the city. It was a magnificent victory. Tostig and Harold Hardrada were killed and only
twenty-odd Viking ships were left to limp back to Norway.



Yet once more, Harold had to move fast. The Norman forces had landed at Pevensey on 28 September and were now encamped at
Hastings. There was no option but to swing his exhausted men round and make for the south coast. The two armies met on 14
October.



The only contemporary account of the battle to have survived in English is the ‘D’ version of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is a brief and poignant description of the passing of a world:




Then Earl William came from Normandy into Pevensey, on the eve of the Feast of St Michael, and as soon as they were fit, made
a castle at Hastings market town. This became known to King Harold and he gathered a great army and came against him at the
grey apple tree. And William came upon him by surprise before his people were marshalled. Nevertheless the King fought very
hard against him with those men who wanted to support him, and there was great slaughter on either side. There was killed King Harold and Earl Leofwine his brother, and Earl Gyrth his brother and many good men. And the French
had possession of the place of slaughter.





King William I was crowned at Westminster on Christmas Day 1066. The ceremony was a crucial reinforcement of the legitimacy
of his right to the throne. William needed to show that he held the crown not only by right of conquest, but as the true heir
to an unbroken line of succession. The choice of the Confessor’s church at Westminster was a part of this declaration of legitimacy,
and Westminster became the coronation church for almost every subsequent English monarch. The tenth-century Saxon rite was
employed, with two notable modifications. The congregation was asked, by the archbishop of York in English and the bishop
of Coutances in French, for its formal assent to William’s rule, a question that was incorporated into following coronations.
And the Laudes Regiae, a part of the liturgy that had been used at the coronation of Charlemagne and on the highest Church holidays ever since,
were sung. Pre-Conquest, William had been named in the Laudes as ‘Duke of the Normans’, after the French king. Post-Conquest,
he is referred to as ‘the most serene William, the great and peacegiving King, crowned by God, life and victory’. Life and
victory, vita et Victoria, is a Roman formulation, while serenissimus is the antique imperial title: William was evoking the most ancient authorities to support his new status. No mention was
made in the post-1066 Laudes of the king of France, implying that he and William were now equals. As William’s consort, Matilda of Flanders was associated
in this declaration of majesty, and thus the queen’s role was publicly formalised as never before.



William sailed back to Normandy in 1067. At Fécamp in April, he displayed the English royal regalia and had the Laudes performed at the most splendid Easter court the duchy had ever seen. He returned to his new kingdom the following year and
sent for Matilda, who arrived with the bishop of Lisieux as her escort and was crowned by archbishop Aldred at Westminster
on the feast of Pentecost, 11 May 1068. Once again the Laudes were sung, and Matilda was anointed as well as crowned. The use of holy oil on the monarch’s person marked a moment of apotheosis,
of spiritual consecration. Unction symbolised the unique relationship between the anointed and God. The coronation ordo used for Matilda
incorporated three important new phrases: ‘constituit reginam in popolo’ - the Queen is placed by God among the people; ‘regalis imperii . . . esse participem - the Queen shares royal power; and ‘laetatur gens Anglica domini imperio regenda et reginae virtutis providential gubernanda’-the
English people are blessed to be ruled by the power and virtue of the Queen.22 The power of English queens consort was always customary rather than constitutional, but Matilda’s coronation reinforced
the rite undergone by her ancestor Judith, which transformed queenship into an office.



A counterpoint to Matilda’s arrival in England was the departure of the mother figures of the two most important Anglo-Saxon
dynasties. Gytha, the mother of King Harold, and the Confessor’s queen, Edith, sailed to St Omer in Flanders with ‘the wives
of many good men’,23 while Agatha, the widow of Edward Aetheling, and her daughters Margaret and Christina left for Scotland after Matilda’s coronation.
The ‘D’ version of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle juxtaposes the departure of the Englishwomen and the arrival of the new Norman queen in a manner which highlights the significance
of blood ties and marriage to political legitimacy. For the Saxons, 1066 represented ‘an almost total dispossession and replacement
of the elite’,24 and that dispossession was marked not only by the redistribution of lands to William’s supporters but by the dislocation
of the carriers of Saxon blood, the women themselves. Chronicle ‘D’ anticipates the role of women in disseminating the bloodline
of the conquerors through marriage, Orderic confirms that Matilda travelled with an entourage of Norman noblewomen and a study
of post-Conquest nomenclature shows that the process of melding Saxons and Normans into a new race was well advanced by the
end of the twelfth century, by which time nearly all English people bore ‘Continental’ names. (The major chroniclers of the
period, William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon and Orderic Vitalis himself were all products of ‘mixed’ marriages.) Thus
the picture painted by Chronicle ‘D’, of the sorrowing Saxon womenfolk making way for the wives and mothers of the next Norman generation, becomes a symbol
of victory and defeat which emphasises the centrality of women in dynastic power structures.



As the stark description of ‘D’ makes clear, the Conquest was a domestic as well as a military triumph. Marriage to Saxon heiresses
was a significant means of obtaining greater control of Saxon lands. The Domesday Book records that 350 women held lands in
England under the Confessor, their combined estates amounting to 5 per cent of the total area documented. Two per cent of this
was held by Queen Edith, the Confessor’s wife, and his sister Godgifu, and the majority of the rest was divided between thirty-six
noblewomen. For women who chose not to go into exile, the convent offered a refuge from marriage to an invader. The archbishop
of Canterbury, Lanfranc, was concerned about the number of Englishwomen who had gone into hiding in religious houses. Matilda
of Scotland, the granddaughter of Edward Aetheling, spent much of her childhood in two convents, perhaps as a means of protecting
her from Norman fortune-hunters, though the possibility of her having betrayed an implied vocation was to cause controversy
in her marriage to Henry I. The eventual ruling of the archbishop of Canterbury on the matter was based on Lanfranc’s judgement
that women who had taken the veil to protect themselves ‘in times of lawlessness’ were free to leave the cloister.



At the time of her coronation Matilda was pregnant with her fourth son, Henry, the only one of her children to be born in
England. She and William went back to Normandy for Christmas 1068, but the Norman victory in his kingdom was still insecure.
A huge uprising, headed by Edgar Aetheling, broke out in North-umbria, and William had to return to deal with it. That Matilda,
now heavily pregnant, joined him on the expedition is proved by the birth of Henry at Selby in Yorkshire. The ‘harrying of
the north’, as the campaign became known, appalled contemporaries with its ruthlessness. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports variously that William’s troops ‘ravaged and humiliated’ the county, ‘wholly ravaged and laid waste to the shire’,
or just ‘completely did for it’. Matilda showed great fortitude and loyalty in accompanying her husband at this dangerous
time, and the journey she made shortly after her son’s birth all the way back to Normandy, where she took office as William’s
regent, attests to her physical bravery and determination. Normandy would prove to be the main focus of Matilda’s activities for the rest of her life, but she did take
an interest in her newly acquired English lands. With the aid of her vice-regal council she managed her estates effectively,
granted charters and manors - including two, Felsted in Essex and Tarrant Launceston in Dorset, in 1082, to provide the nuns
at Holy Trinity, her monastic house at Caen, with wardrobes and firewood - and founded a market at Tewkesbury.



The manor of Tewkesbury provided the setting for another legend. Before the Conquest, Tewkesbury was held by the Saxon lord
Brictric, who was said to have caught Matilda’s eye at her father’s court in Flanders while on an embassy from Edward the
Confessor. Apparently Brictric did not return her interest, but Matilda neither forgave nor forgot and, after Hastings, supposedly
demanded the manor from her husband and proceeded to throw Brictric into prison at Winchester, where he died in mysterious
circumstances two years later. That Brictric owned the property, and that it passed to Matilda, who granted it to Roger de
Busci before her death, may be ascertained from the Domesday Book, but this also confirms that Brictric (who, since he inherited
the manor in 1020, might be assumed to have been rather old on his presumed ‘embassy’ in the 1050s) had died before the lands
were granted to the Queen. Another story that portrays Matilda as sexually jealous and vengeful tells of William dallying
with a woman, and Matilda having ‘the lady in question hamstrung and put to death’.25 Again, it is hard to imagine that Matilda might forget herself so far as to murder a mere mistress, and indeed William was
reputedly faithful to her. All the same, these tales, like that of Matilda’s feisty refusal of William’s suit, suggest the
perception of a certain force of character, and it is deliciously tempting to imagine the mighty Conqueror quailing before
the temper of his tiny queen.



There is no doubting the strength of character revealed by Matilda’s determination to use her position as regent of Normandy
to fight for justice in her homeland. In 1067, her father had died and was succeeded by his son, Baldwin VI, who successfully
annexed the Hainault inheritance of his wife, Richildis. Matilda’s younger brother Robert had married Gertrude, the widowed Countess of Frisia, several years before, and on Baldwin VI’s death in 1070 he invaded Flanders, which was being held by
Richildis, as regent, for her son Arnulf. Since Normandy and Flanders were both French vassal states, Matilda united with
the King of France to go to her nephew’s aid, sending Anglo-Norman troops under the command of William FitzOsbern, Earl of
Hereford. This was very much a Norman initiative: William did not intervene in his capacity of king of England. On 22 February
1071, Robert defeated his nephew and sister-in-law, and little Arnulf was killed on the battlefield at Cassel. Matilda was
outraged by what she saw as Robert’s cruelty, and she blamed him for the loss of her commander, FitzOsbern. However, though
Hainault was granted to Arnulf’s younger brother Baldwin, since Philip of France now accepted Robert as Count of Flanders,
she was obliged to concede defeat. Robert the Frisian remained a thorn in William of Normandy’s side. Along with Geoffrey
Martel, Count of Anjou, and Conan, Duke of Brittany, Robert ‘hatched many plots against me, but though they hoped for great
gain and laid cunning traps they never secured what they desired, for God was my help’.26 William might have tried to claim Flanders for his wife, as her inheritance, but given the continued struggle to hold Normandy
and England, and the grudging support of the French for Robert the Frisian, he judged that a campaign in Flanders would overstretch
his resources.



Like all contemporary rulers, Matilda lived a peripatetic life, moving constantly through her lands with her own household,
hearing petitions, overseeing her accounts and convening courts. Her progresses may be followed through her charters, the
number and frequency of which are evidence of her personal power. Matilda’s special place in confirming and adding her approval
to William’s grants confirm her unique superiority over even the most powerful male magnate. However, business activities
did not prevent her from taking considerable interest in her children’s education. Matilda and William had four sons: Robert,
Richard (who died in 1075), William, known as William Rufus for his red hair, and Henry; and five daughters: Agatha, Cecily,
Adela, Constance and Matilda. All were remarkable for their level of education - Matilda clearly did not believe that learning should be confined to men. Adela, who married Stephen of Blois
in 1083, became a noted literary patron, displaying her skills at the transportation of the relics of the Empress Helen, the
mother of the first Christian Roman Emperor, Constantine, in 1095, when she read aloud the inscription on the new reliquary
for the company. William Rufus and possibly Henry were tutored by Archbishop Lanfranc, and Henry ensured that his own daughter,
the Empress Matilda, was educated enough to understand government documents written in Latin.



Matilda’s daughters were educated at her Holy Trinity foundation at Caen and received instruction from a monk who was a well-known
orator. Cecily entered Holy Trinity as a novice in 1075, eventually becoming abbess in 1113. Holy Trinity’s brother house,
William’s foundation of St Stephen’s of Caen, provided a link with the reforming tendencies in Church practices championed
by Lanfranc, first as abbot of St Stephen’s and then as archbishop of Canterbury. Lanfranc’s ardent faith was spiritually
inspiring to William and his queen. Matilda’s household, like her husband’s, was strict in its observances, and Matilda heard
Mass every day. She and William were enthusiastic supporters of Lanfranc’s mission to revitalise the Church, which William
recognised as a potentially significant means of uniting his new realm. Between 1072 and 1076, Lanfranc organised a series
of reforming councils to regulate the English Church according to Norman practices, forbidding simony (the sale of church
offices), ruling against clerical marriage and determining episcopal sees. William’s martial persona is so overwhelming that
his spiritual side is often neglected, but it was relevant in his marriage to Matilda in that ‘this ever devout and eager
worshipper’27 believed in the Church teachings on marriage propagated by Lanfranc, and broke with four generations of family tradition
by never producing a bastard.



Sharing her husband’s piety, assisting in his government and managing his Norman lands, Matilda was in many ways an exemplary
queen and the sense of her marriage is of a strong and successful partnership. However, she was also prepared to defy her
husband and set her own political judgements against his. In 1077, Matilda’s eldest son, Robert ‘Curthose’, rebelled against
his father, and Matilda secretly supported him. Robert’s discontent stemmed from what he saw as unfair treatment following the Conquest.
In 1063, Matilda and William had witnessed the charter for ‘Robert, their son, whom they had chosen to govern the regnum after
their deaths’,28 a strategy for affirming the loyalty of William’s magnates to his heir of which his own father had made use in 1034.In 1067,
Robert effectively became ‘acting’ duke of Normandy, but when, in 1071, William began to make annual visits to the duchy after
a four-year absence, Robert resented his father’s resumption of his ducal powers. Orderic described Robert as a ‘proud and
foolish fellow’, but his mother loved him enough to involve herself in the quarrel. In 1077, Robert took his grievance to the
King of France, who granted him the castle of Gerberoy as a base to fight a campaign against his father. William besieged
him there for three weeks in 1079, but returned unsuccessfully to Rouen, the two were reconciled and Normandy was regranted
to Robert. Matilda sent money from her own revenues to help Robert, and a Breton monk, Samson, later told Orderic Vitalis
that he had been dispatched to William by Matilda to try to persuade him of Robert’s case. The family were reunited at Breteuil
in 1080 for the betrothal of Matilda’s daughter Adela to Stephen of Blois, an event which marked not only the alliance between
Blois and Normandy against the threat of the Angevins, but the end of the rebellion, the castellan of Breteuil having been
one of Robert’s backers.



William does not appear to have held Matilda’s support for Robert against her; indeed, such maternal loyalty was laudable,
if unwise. Orderic Vitalis recounts her speech to her husband in words that, though unlikely to have been recorded verbatim,
convey a sense of the devotion expected of royal mothers: ‘O my lord, do not wonder that I love my first-born with such tender
affection. By the power of the most high, if my son Robert were dead and buried seven feet in the earth and I could bring
him back to life with my own blood, I would shed my lifeblood for him!’



In 1082, Matilda accompanied her husband to meet his half-brother, Odo of Bayeux, at Grestain, where their mother Herleva
was buried, to make arrangements for an abbey there. Odo had been a longstanding ally since his appointment to the bishopric
in 1052 and had played an essential role in the Conquest. He was a swashbuckling churchman of the pre-reform era, enormously rich,
a father and a mace-wielding warrior. William relied on him greatly, and had given him the earldom of Kent and the vice-regency
of England in the 1060s and 1070s, but by 1082, Odo was becoming a threat. Having built up a strong personal faction in England,
he came up with a plan to get himself elected pope and began spending huge amounts of money to achieve his ambition. After
the meeting at Grestain, Odo left for England to embark for Rome, a journey William had expressly forbidden. The King himself
arrested his brother as he was about to sail from the Isle of Wight, and Odo spent the rest of his life in the Tower of Rouen.
William was quite prepared to be ruthless with members of his own family, and Odo had been a far more loyal servant to him
than his son Robert. So was his reconciliation with Robert, who had gone as far as to take up arms against him, perhaps an
indication of Matilda’s pacifying influence?



The King and Queen were back in Normandy early in 1083 for Adela’s wedding. Matilda did not live to see the marriage of another
daughter, Constance, to Alan of Brittany in 1086. By the summer of 1083 she was ill, and that November she died. William was
with her as she dictated her will and made her confession. Matilda left the contents of her chamber, including her crown and
sceptre, to Holy Trinity, where she wished to be buried. She also gave generously to the poor from her deathbed, an example
William followed in 1087. He had not married Matilda with the expectation of making her a queen, and it has been suggested
that had he not taken a wife until after 1066 he might have sought a more illustrious match, yet their marriage had in some
ways been instrumental to the Conquest. Without Matilda’s alliances and, more importantly, her blood, William may not have
been able to retain Normandy so effectively, or to prosecute so vigorously his claim, and that of his legitimate sons, to England.
And without her capable regency, he might not have been able to hold both his realms post-Conquest.



William was reportedly wretched at her death. Despite the bride’s early objections, the marriage of William the Bastard and
Matilda of Flanders was undoubtedly a success, both emotionally and practically. It also permitted Matilda to establish a model of active queenship so influential on her immediate successors
that the consorts of the Anglo-Norman kings are seen to this day as representing the zenith of English queenly power.








CHAPTER 2


MATILDA OF SCOTLAND



‘Enduring with complacency’



Edith of Scotland was a true Anglo-Saxon princess. Her mother, Margaret, was the daughter of Edward ‘the Exile’, son of Edmund
Ironside, and his wife Agatha. Edith’s grandparents had left their Hungarian refuge for Edward the Confessor’s court in 1057,
and though Agatha had been widowed shortly afterwards, she remained in England with her children, Edgar, Margaret and Christina,
through the events of 1066. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle implies that they were present for the coronation of Matilda of Flanders at Pentecost in 1068, as it was not until the summer
that the family departed the uncertain atmosphere of Westminster for the protection of King Malcolm of Scotland. Malcolm persuaded
Margaret to become his wife. She resisted at first, declaring she preferred to remain a virgin, the better to serve God, but
eventually overcame her reluctance and, in spite of sacrificing her virginity and producing eight children, still achieved
sainthood after her death. Edith, the fifth child and her first daughter, was born in 1080. Queen Matilda of Flanders and
her son Robert Curthose were her godparents. Like William of Normandy, Edith supposedly asserted her regal ambition early:
during her baptism she grabbed at Queen Matilda’s veil and tried to pull it towards her own head, a gesture which, with hindsight,
was naturally considered to have been an omen.



Edith’s childhood can be glimpsed through the Life of St Margaret of Scotland, a biography of her mother which she commissioned as queen. Evidently Margaret was an extremely pious woman, but she and her
siblings were also sophisticated, bilingual and educated, and she had a great influence on the somewhat rustic Scottish court. Margaret loved books and studied the Bible diligently, and though her husband was illiterate, there is a touching
image in the Life of St Margaret of King Malcolm holding his wife’s book as she reads. He surprised her with gifts of rich bindings for her books, and while
she ‘delighted more in good works than the possession of riches’1 she was mindful of the show of magnificence required by her station. She encouraged foreign merchants to visit Scotland with
previously unheard-of luxury goods, decorated the royal halls with hangings and rich gold and silver plate and smartened up
both the appearance and the manners of the King and his retinue, forbidding his men to go plundering when they rode out with
her husband.



The picture of Margaret as a mother is sketchy, but unusually intimate for a royal woman of the time, suggesting that her
daughter contributed her own recollections to the memoir. Margaret admonished her children and had her steward beat them if
necessary, but as a result they reputedly had very good manners, and were brought to their mother ‘very often’ for religious
instruction in simple language that they could understand. The Life also shows Queen Margaret sitting the children of the poor on her knee and feeding them mashed-up food. Edith’s tremendous
regard for her mother creates a strong image of a warm and happy early childhood.



This changed, however, in 1086, when Edith and her younger sister Mary left for the abbey of Romsey to be educated under the
supervision of their Aunt Christina. Edith spent the next six or seven years ‘in fear of the rod ofmy Aunt’2 who treated her harshly, slapping and scolding her cruelly, and constantly made her feel as though she were in disgrace.
Christina also stirred up a great deal of future trouble for her niece by forcing her to wear a heavy black veil. Edith reported
that ‘That hood I did indeed wear in her presence, chafing and fearful . . . but as soon as I was able to escape out of her sight
I tore it off and threw it in the dirt and trampled on it. This was my only way of venting my rage and the hatred of it that
boiled up in me.’3


There is something delightful in this picture of the cross little princess stamping on the symbol of her stern aunt’s authority,
but Edith had the self-discipline and intelligence to keep her rebelliousness sufficiently in check while she acquired an extremely good education. Before 1093, the girls moved to Wilton
Abbey, gratefully leaving Aunt Christina behind to grow old at Romsey. Both convents were centres of women’s learning and
literacy, where, according to William of Malmesbury, ‘letters were trained into the female heart’. At the turn of the twelfth
century, Wilton accommodated between eighty and ninety women and had a distinguished association with the daughters of the
old Anglo-Saxon aristocracy. Edward the Confessor’s queen, Edith, had retired there before her death in 1075, as a contemporary
of the well-known ‘English poetess’ Muriel. Among the abbey’s treasured relics were a nail from the True Cross, a portion
of the Venerable Bede and the body of St Edith, which made it a popular destination for pilgrims. The house had been rebuilt
in stone by the Confessor’s queen, and St Edith’s shrine boasted an impressive alb embroidered with gold thread, pearls and
coloured stones. Anglo-Saxon needlework was highly prized, and in later life Edith continued to patronise the art with which
she had grown up in the convent.



Edith’s education at Wilton was not confined to traditionally feminine activities. The convent’s rigorous intellectual tradition
may be seen in the reading list prepared for Eve of Wilton, who went on to become a well-known anchoress, or holy recluse,
in France. Eve began her training in 1065, aged seven, and when she left as a young woman was considered capable of reading
St Augustine and Boethius, among many others, in Latin. Edith’s first language was English, but she perfected her French at
Wilton, and she, too, learned some Latin. She read both the Old and New Testaments, the books of the Church fathers and some
of the major Latin writers, familiarity with whom she was later to demonstrate in her letters. The house was a sort of cross-cultural
finishing school where the daughters of conquered and conquerors met - Gunnhildr, the daughter of King Harold and his gloriously
named mistress Eadgyth Swan-Neck, was also a pupil there, and the training Edith received was a good preparation for the new
Anglo-Norman world in which she would be required to move.



By 1093, it seems, Edith’s parents considered her ready to enter this world, as they betrothed her to the Breton magnate Alan
the Red, Count of Richmond. Before the marriage could take place, however, politics intervened. In the August of that year, Edith’s
father, King Malcolm, was present at the dedication of Durham Cathedral, after which he was summoned to Gloucester by William
Rufus to hold a council with him. ‘But then when he came to the King, he could be entitled to neither speech with our King
nor to the covenants which were earlier promised him.’4 Affronted by such disrespectful treatment, Malcolm returned to Scotland, stopping to visit his daughter at Wilton on the
way. William Rufus had been at the convent the same week and had seen Edith dressed as a nun. When her father arrived to find
his daughter wearing the veil, he ripped it from her head, tore it into pieces and trampled it to the ground, declaring he
would have her marry Count Alan rather than become a nun. He rode off to Scotland with her immediately, where they arrived
to find Queen Margaret unwell. Still smarting at the English King’s behaviour, Malcolm then ‘gathered his army and travelled
into England, raiding with greater folly than behoved him’.5 A party led by Robert Mowbray, Earl of Northumbria, surprised him, and both Malcolm and his son and heir Edward were killed.
When Queen Margaret heard the news, her illness worsened and, on 16 November, within three days of losing her husband and
son, she, too, was dead.



Edith was now an orphan and, it appears, a runaway. Her husband-to-be, Alan the Red, had also visited Wilton that turbulent
summer, and it is not known whether he saw Edith there. It is quite possible she had already left, as, perhaps to console
himself, he ran off with King Harold’s daughter Gunnhildr. Anselm, the archbishop of Canterbury, now stepped in to take charge
of this scandalous situation. Gunnhildr had confessed to him that she had decided to become a nun, and the archbishop wrote
to her threatening her with damnation if she did not go back to Wilton. Although Alan the Red died before he and Gunnhildr
could make it to the altar, she was obviously determined that the religious life was not for her, since she married his brother,
Alan the Black, instead. Edith, meanwhile, perhaps inspired by Gunnhildr’s obstinacy, also refused to return to the convent.
Although she had been seen in the veil on several occasions, she always maintained that she had never intended to profess herself a nun. When Anselm instructed Osmund, bishop of Salisbury,
to see that this ‘prodigal daughter of the King of Scots whom the devil made to cast off the veil’6 was retrieved for the Lord, she defied him.



Edith did not return to Wilton, and between 1093 and 1100 she disappears from the chronicles. After her father’s death, the
Scottish crown was claimed by his brother, Donald, whose son Duncan seized the throne before being murdered by Donald’s supporters.
In 1096, Edith’s uncle, Edgar Aetheling, led an army against Donald and succeeded in placing her brother Edgar on the throne
as Edgar I. Edith’s whereabouts during these dangerous times are unknown. It has been suggested that she may have spent time
at the court of the English King, William Rufus, who had perhaps considered her as a possible wife during her time at Wilton.
And when she re-emerges, it is no longer as the prodigal princess but indeed as a royal bride, and with a new, Norman-friendly
name: Matilda. Her husband-to-be, however, was not Rufus, but his younger brother Henry.



The division of the Conqueror’s inheritance had left Henry in an ambiguous position. He received a large sum of money and
an interest in the lands of his mother, Queen Matilda, but no marriage had been arranged for him and he had no clear political
role. He supported his elder brother William who, though not the Conqueror’s first-born son, had been his choice to succeed
him as king, in his ambition to reunite the Anglo-Norman realm, an aim William went some way towards achieving when Robert
Curthose departed from Normandy on the first crusade in 1095. Robert and William had already recognised each other as heir
if either should die without a son, and now William took the opportunity to govern Normandy in Robert’s absence in exchange
for a large loan to support his expedition. Henry had been periodically in conflict with William, but at the time of the Normandy
agreement they had made peace, and he appears as a member of William’s household, leading a squadron of knights in one of
the endless Norman border skirmishes. Despite the apparent accord between the brothers, more than one commentator has claimed that Henry planned to murder his brother, and that, in the summer of 1100, he grabbed his chance.



What is not in doubt is that William Rufus was killed in a hunting accident in the New Forest on 2 August, and that by the
next day, Henry had persuaded the officials of the King’s castle at Winchester to give up both the castle and the royal treasure
it contained, then ridden hard for London, where he was crowned king at Westminster by the bishop of London and issued a ‘Charter
of Liberties’ which promised just government. One of Henry’s first acts as king was to send for Archbishop Anselm, who was
in exile. Another was to propose to the princess of Scotland.



Perhaps it is Henry’s very decisiveness that has subsequently cast suspicion on his conduct. His swift response to the crisis
of William’s death preserved the throne for the Norman dynasty without conflict, and it is tempting for historians to argue
that this speedy reaction must have been part of a calculated coup. Yet fatal hunting accidents were commonplace - Henry and
William’s own brother Richard had died this way, as had one of Robert Curthose’s illegitimate sons - and none of Henry’s contemporaries
suggested that there had been anything untoward in William’s death. At the time the only controversy was the new King’s proposed
marriage.



Both Williams had been kings of England but, thanks to his Yorkshire birth, Henry was an English king. A marriage to a descendant
of the ancient Wessex line would not so much legitimise the Norman claim as augment the perception of a continuity of rights
being fostered by the Norman chroniclers. The nine-month reign of ‘Earl’ Harold, to which rank he had been demoted, was being
presented as an aberration, a brief usurping of the crown, with William of Normandy signifying a return to the ‘true’ line
of English royalty through his claim as Edward the Confessor’s designated heir. In terms of Norman propaganda, a marriage
between Henry and Edith should have been understood as the union of two members of the same house, not as the representative
of a conquered dynasty bestowing her royal bloodline on the conqueror, which was, of course, what it was. Whatever the official
line, Henry was aware that Edith’s blood would transmit powerful rights to an heir and enhance his popularity with his English subjects. The Norman magnates, having ‘adopted’ Edward the Confessor as their forebear, could hardly object without
undermining their own presence. Edith’s Scottish connections increased the chances of a truce on the perennially troublesome
northern border, which would release funds and men for service in Normandy and the Welsh marches.



The political motivations for the match were sound enough, but the chronicler William of Malmesbury kindly suggests that Henry
was actually in love with Edith. If Edith had indeed spent time at William Rufus’s court, it is possible that Henry could
have met her there. It is also suggested that Henry’s education included a period at Salisbury, as a pupil of Bishop Osmund,
who was charged with retrieving the runaway princess, and that Edith might have attracted his attention at this time. William
of Malmesbury is understated about Edith’s looks -her beauty was ‘not entirely to be despised’ - but Henry loved her so much
that ‘he barely considered her marriage portion’. The objection to the match was Edith’s purported commitment to become a
nun.



Edith’s self-confessed rejection of the hated veil forced upon her by her Aunt Christina makes it clear that, however pious
she might have been, she was determined to take up a place in the royal world to which she was born. But the evidence of witnesses
who had seen her wearing the veil counted against her. It was Edith herself who took the initiative of arranging a meeting
with the newly returned Archbishop Anselm. Disgusted by the idea that a genuine religious vow might be broken, he declared
he ‘would not be induced by any pleading to take from God his bride and join her to any earthly husband’.7 The two met at Salisbury and, after hearing Edith’s own account, Anselm agreed to call an ecclesiastical council to decide
the matter, and representatives were sent from Canterbury and Salisbury to make enquiries. A significant factor in the council’s
decision was the ruling by the previous archbishop, Lanfranc, that Anglo-Saxon women who had taken refuge in convents at the
time of the Norman Conquest were not to be held as sworn nuns when they emerged from hiding. The council concluded that ‘under
the circumstances of the matter, the girl could not rightly be bound by any decision to prevent her from being free to dispose of her person in whatever way she legally wished’.8


On 11 November 1100, the Anglo-Saxon princess became a Norman queen. When exactly Edith became Matilda is uncertain, but the
adoption of her godmother’s name signalled her intention to break with the past and reinforce her closeness to her new marital
family. She and Henry were married by Anselm on the steps of Westminster Abbey. Before he performed the ceremony, the archbishop
recounted the story of the religious controversy and invited any objections. According to Eadmer, ‘The crowd cried out in
one voice that the affair had been rightly decided and that there was no ground on which anyone . . . could possibly raise
any scandal.’



From a contemporary perspective, fertility was perceived as a sign that a marriage was blessed by God, and in February 1102,
Matilda (having earlier suffered a miscarriage) gave birth to a daughter, also named Matilda, at the royal manor of Sutton
Courtenay. A son, William, was born before the end of September the next year. A prophecy made on William of Normandy’s deathbed
made the birth of the prince especially joyous to the new royal family. Archbishop Anselm recorded that in 1066 England had
been about to be delivered to its enemies as a punishment for the sinfulness of its people (an interpretation shared by The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle). The realm would only be secure when ‘a green tree shall be cut through the middle and the part cut off being carried the
space of three acres, shall without any assistance become united again with its stem, burst out with flowers and stretch forth
its fruit, as before, from the sap again uniting’. The green tree represented the royal house of England, the three acres
Harold, William and William Rufus, and the reunification was the marriage of Henry and Matilda, its fruit the new baby boy.
The prophecy recalls the stark image of the hoary grey apple tree on the battlefield of Hastings, the reminder of so much
death being transformed into an emblem of new and promising life.



In twelfth-century England, ownership of land was of paramount importance in the acquisition of wealth and prestige. The records
of lands held by Matilda of Scotland permit much greater insight into the customs that would be established for English queens than do those of Matilda of Flanders. Surprisingly, in that
she was the sister of a reigning king and the daughter of another, William of Malmesbury suggests that Matilda brought little
or no dowry to Henry, though since she did possess some lordship rights in the north, this may have been exaggerated to emphasise
Henry’s disinterest in the financial element of their marriage. Matilda’s dower estates were principally granted from those
lands held by Queen Edith, Edward the Confessor’s widow. Though it has been argued that there was no consistent pattern of
grants to Anglo-Saxon queens, there was a perceived tradition that certain properties were the prerogative of the queen, and
the fact that Henry chose to grant such properties to Matilda suggests he wished to incorporate her into that tradition.



Matilda’s ability to control and manage her estates set a vital precedent for queenly power. One such estate was the abbey
of Waltham, which was worth £100. The abbey remained part of the queen’s holdings well into the century - both Matilda and
Eleanor of Aquitaine drew servants from among its canons, while Isabelle of Angoulême and Eleanor of Castile made use of its
revenues. Matilda of Scotland was personally involved in the abbey’s dealings; indeed, the charter by which Henry granted
the property to her mentions the ‘queen’s court’ held there. Charters and land exchanges were conducted in Matilda’s name
and between 1108 and 1115 she gave permission for the canons to hold a fair. Another property that became associated with
English queens was the convent of Barking, which was granted to Matilda of Boulogne in the next reign and provided Eleanor
of Provence with five months’ worth of revenues during her widowhood. Matilda of Scotland received rents and tithes from Barking,
improved the nearby roads and made the house responsible for the upkeep of a bridge she had constructed, assigning the revenues
of her nearby manor of West Ham to pay for its maintenance.



Matilda was also the owner of substantial property in London. Henry’s grants to her in the capital may also have had a political
motive, since some Londoners had not forgotten their allegiance to Matilda’s uncle Edgar Aetheling at the time of the Conquest
and remained emotionally loyal to the Wessex line. As a representative of that line, Matilda would be better able to retain their support, and her management of her London possessions
was astute in this respect. A charter of donation to Westminster Abbey explicitly states that the gift was made ‘at the prayer
of Queen Matilda’, a site near Aldgate was made available in 1107-8 for a new house for the Augustinian canons, and sixty
shillings per year from dock revenues were diverted to build a hospital for lepers at St Giles. These docks acquired the name
of Queenshithe, which remains today. Later queens followed Matilda’s example by using their rights to the toll on disembarked
goods to fund charitable projects. Adeliza of Louvain endowed Reading Abbey with one hundred shillings per year from her Queenshithe
revenues, while Matilda of Boulogne contributed from them to her hospital foundation St Katherine by the Tower.



Leprosy was a particular focus for Matilda’s compassion. She was the benefactress of a ‘leprosarium’ at Chichester and possibly
the patron of the hospital of St James at Westminster (textual sources attribute the foundation to Henry II, but archaeological
evidence dates the building earlier than his reign), while her leper hospital at St Giles was still caring for fourteen sufferers
at the time of the dissolution of the monasteries in 1539. Matilda’s parents had publicly washed the feet of several hundred
paupers as part of their Lenten devotions, and Matilda followed in their footsteps in her own humble ministrations to lepers.
Her brother David described a scene in her apartments at Westminster:




The place was full of lepers and there was the Queen standing in the middle of them. And taking off a linen cloth she had
wrapped around her waist, she put it into a water basin and began to wash and dry their feet and kiss them most devotedly
while she was bathing them and drying them with her hands. And I said to her ‘My lady! What are you doing? Surely if the King
knew about this he would never deign to kiss you with his lips after you had been polluted by the putrefied feet of lepers!’
Then she, under a smile, said ‘Who does not know that the feet of the Eternal King are to be preferred over the lips of a
King who is going to die? Surely for that reason I called you, dearest brother, so that you might learn such works from my example.’9




There is something a little too didactic about this anecdote for it to be entirely authentic, perhaps, but it tells us something
about both Matilda’s reputation among her contemporaries and their expectations of their queen. It illustrates the connection
between piety and that other important element of queenship, the role of intercessor or ‘peace-weaver’, the Christian duties
of compassion and charity mingling with the role of mediator with the earthly representative of God’s power, the king. Matilda
showed that it was possible for a queen to combine a public demonstration of religious devotion with an effective political
function.



Matilda played a significant part in the development of the Anglo-Norman Church, which was undergoing a period of problematic
evolution in relation to the papacy that was to become known as the Gregorian or investiture controversy. While it centred
on the issue of ecclesiastical investiture, it had far broader implications for the relative roles of spiritual and temporal
powers in England and throughout Europe. The eleventh century had seen many attempts to clarify and consolidate canon law,
of which the sacrament of secular marriage that influenced the subsequent reputation of William the Conqueror was one. Other
disputes concerned clerical marriage and the sin of simony, or the sale of Church offices. As early as 1059, the papal see
had decided that secular leaders had no right to determine the election of popes, since the Church was founded on the authority
of God alone. Traditionally, rulers had had the power to invest prelates, and to receive homage from them for their temporal
powers, that is, the lands and revenues they controlled. Henry I’s involvement in this controversy was further complicated
by the variance between Norman and English practices. Archbishop Anselm had gone into exile to avoid conflict with William
Rufus and, although Henry had recalled him on his accession, Anselm, who had attended the Council of Rome in 1099, felt morally
unable to condone the prevailing conventions of investiture in England and Normandy. In 1102, a compromise was reached whereby
Henry was able to appoint bishops so long as Anselm himself was not required to consecrate them, but this soon broke down. Matilda’s own chancellor, Reinhelm, gave back his ring and staff of office rather
than accept what he saw as uncanonical consecration, while William Giffard, a candidate for the see of Winchester, refused
to allow the ceremony to proceed. In spring 1103 Anselm felt obliged to leave once more for Rome to seek papal advice.



During the two and a half years of Anselm’s absence, Matilda corresponded with him. Her letters are the earliest in existence
known to have been written by an English queen. Though they are not in her own hand - a clerk wrote them on her behalf - they
display ‘a scholarship rare among laymen and quite exceptional amongst laywomen’.10 Her efforts to mediate between the archbishop, her husband, and the Pope, Paschal II, required not only a sophisticated understanding
of the theological questions at issue and their political repercussions, but also a great deal of diplomatic discretion. Matilda
signalled her support for Anselm just before his departure for Rome, when she witnessed a charter at Rochester which she signed
‘Matildis reginae et filiae Anselmi archiepiscopi’,but she was also aware that she could not afford to alienate Henry. The King had claimed the revenues of Canterbury for
himself when Anselm left, on the grounds that the see was vacant, but Matilda was able to get him to set aside a personal
allowance for the archbishop. However, when Henry extracted further sums of money from the clergy a few years later and they
begged the Queen to intervene, she wept and insisted she could do nothing. She knew that success meant concessions, that she
could not afford to overplay her hand without losing her influence over Henry.



Anselm confirmed his awareness of that influence when he wrote: ‘Counsel these things, intimate these things publicly and
privately to our Lord the King and repeat them often.’11 The perceived intimacy of husband and wife was one of the most powerful (and occasionally feared) elements of queenly power,
and Matilda declared herself ready to make use of it. She encouraged Anselm: ‘Farther, frequent, though secret consultation
promises the return of the father to his daughter . . . of the pastor to his flock.’ She claimed that she was ‘skilfully investigating’
Henry’s heart and had discovered that ‘his mind is better disposed towards you than many men think; and I favouring it, and
suggesting wherever I can, he will become yet more courteous and reconciled towards you’. Matilda appeared confident of her power to
persuade her husband. ‘As to what he permits now to be done, in reference to your return, he will permit more and better to
be done in future, when, according to time and opportunity, you shall request it.’



Henry’s understanding of the investiture issue was that it represented a diminishing of the royal prerogative, and he was
reluctant to give way. In 1104, the Pope threatened to excommunicate him. Matilda had written to Paschal, describing the ‘lugubrious
mourning’ and ‘opprobrious grief’ the realm of England was suffering from the lack of its ‘dearest father’, Anselm, and pleading
in high-flown classical rhetoric for the archbishop’s return. Now, as excommunication was mooted, Anselm urged Matilda to
‘beg, plead and chide’ Henry to change his position. A compromise was eventually agreed in which Henry gave up his powers
to invest prelates but retained the right to receive homage for ‘temporalities’, a concession in ecclesiastical terms, but
one in which the secular powers of the crown were arguably augmented.



Matilda’s involvement in the investiture controversy demonstrates a degree of confidence between King and Queen that is reinforced
by the political responsibilities Henry assigned to her. The first six years of his reign were dominated by his ambition to
retain control of Normandy. In 1101, he had made peace with his brother Robert in the treaty of Alton, but in 1105 he began
the conquest of the duchy in earnest. After the battle of Tinchebrai in 1106, where Robert was taken prisoner, Normandy was
his. It has been estimated that Henry spent 60 per cent of his time in Normandy,12 and Matilda, the designated head of his curia, or council, frequently acted as regent of England during his absence. That
a woman should fulfil such a role was not perceived as odd by contemporaries: ‘The sources reveal the Queen intimately and
actively involved in the public affairs of the kingdom, and none of the writers of these sources exhibit any surprise or dismay
that this should be the case.’13


Charter evidence is particularly important in ascertaining Matilda’s status. Her earliest public attestation took place in
1101, at the same time as Henry granted her the abbey of Waltham. Matilda pardoned the canons of Waltham the sum they had previously paid to the see of Durham for work on the cathedral there.
In the sixty-five charters she witnessed during the first eighteen years of Henry’s reign, her name is placed above that of
the bishops, second only in status to the King himself (the only exception being a charter to the Conqueror’s foundation of
St Stephen’s Caen, where Matilda appears after two kings, Henry and her brother Edgar King of Scots). Many charters feature
clauses concluding with the words ‘per reginae Matildis’, which has been interpreted as an indication that the Queen supervised the document between the council and the clerks’
office to ensure that its contents accorded with what had been decided.14 Matilda also issued at least thirty-three charters of her own, and a smaller group ‘clearly shows the Queen acting with what
amounts to vice-regal authority’, sending out writs in her own name. The second-ever mention of the English exchequer, in the
Abingdon Chronicle, describes a sitting of the exchequer court at Winchester in 1111, presided over by Matilda while Henry was in Normandy. As
in the case of Matilda of Flanders, the cross-Channel division of property in the Anglo-Norman realm made shared rule both
necessary and natural, and Matilda of Scotland’s career represents a high point in the opportunities for medieval women to
exercise public power.



Cultural patronage was a vital element of such powers, and one of Matilda’s first demonstrations of this was the commissioning
of the Life of her mother, St Margaret of Scotland, which may have had a didactic as well as a hagiographic purpose, serving as a ‘mirror’
(in the sense of model or guide) of the virtues of the perfect princess for the young queen to emulate. Matilda certainly
succeeded in imitating Margaret in her piety and her desire to regulate the Church, but she seems to have been less successful
at reconciling her own inclinations towards simplicity and humility with the grandeur that was both expected of her and indeed
obligatory as a manifestation of royal authority. In a pre-literate, highly visual culture, opulence and magnificence were
essential badges of power, and as such were considered necessary virtues. St Margaret herself had recognised this in her attempts
to spruce up the Scottish court, and Matilda may have been aware of the example of her erstwhile namesake, St Edith of Wilton, a holy Kentish princess who dressed splendidly even as a nun. When
St Aethelwold reprimanded her for her worldliness, Edith replied that spiritual purity could sit just as well under silks
as rags and continued to show off her beautiful gowns. Matilda, though, was ‘possibly somewhat uninspired in matters of style’.15 In fact, her Norman courtiers thought her rather a bore.



The glamour and sophistication associated with royal courts naturally led to their condemnation by moralists as places of
licentious behaviour. Margaret of Scotland had been aware of their potential for scandal and kept it in check: ‘None of her
women were ever morally degraded by familiarity with men and none ever by the wantonness of levity.’16 The showiness and self-indulgence of the Anglo-Saxon court, it was implied, constituted one of the ‘sins’ for which the English
had paid at the Conquest. William of Malmesbury draws an unflattering comparison between the clean-shaven, ‘delicate’ and
economical Normans and the ‘fantastically appointed English’, who adorned themselves with masses of gold jewellery, drank
to excess and sported tattoos. Forty years later, though, the contrast was less apparent: long hair was in, absurdly pointed
shoes were fashionable for men and women’s gowns required extravagant amounts of fabric, their sleeves trailing on the ground.
Elegant ladies painted their faces and bound their breasts to achieve a slimmer figure. In the midst of this finery the Queen
seemed dowdy. Marbod of Rennes ventured tactfully: ‘You, o Queen, because you are, fear to seem, beautiful,’ but the outfit
Matilda wears on her seal had been out of style for a generation before she was crowned. (The dress shown on the seal is probably
a copy of one belonging to Matilda of Flanders, and it is similar, too, to a gown in which Henry’s sister Cecily, the abbess
at Caen, is depicted elsewhere.)



The atmosphere at Henry and Matilda’s court was very different from the racy environment of the unmarried Rufus’s reign, and
William of Malmesbury suggests that Matilda was blamed for the change. Although Malmesbury’s 1066 portrait sneers at the English
for their extravagant appearance and behaviour, it was Matilda’s Englishness that was now perceived as dull. At their traditional
crown-wearing at Westminster a few weeks after their wedding, Henry and Matilda were nicknamed Godiva and Godric, two unambiguously English names that would have had old-fashioned and
stuffy connotations. The fact that Matilda’s first language was English may have been a positive advantage to Henry, whose
own grasp of the tongue is uncertain, but French was the language of social status, of the elite, and the very fact that Matilda
spoke English at all provided the snobbish with a reason to look down on her.



The difficulty of reconciling piety and the sophisticated behaviour expected of a courtier had formed part of the background
to Matilda’s education at Wilton. ‘Courtly love’, the term used to describe the elegant, mildly licentious literature that
had such tremendous cultural influence in Europe from the twelfth century onwards, is particularly associated with the legend
of a later English queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine, but long before Eleanor supposedly presided over her ‘courts of love’, the
ideas, if not the form of the literature were being discussed in the Anglo-Norman kingdom. There are as many definitions of
what precisely its ethos was as there are scholars to debate it, but in essence the genre is concerned with the idealisation
of a married mistress by the poet, who worships his beloved and performs all manner of elaborate deeds in an attempt to win
the merest mark (sometimes considerably more) of regard. The tradition later melds with the cult of chivalry and knightly
honour, producing a romantic dreamworld of valiant knights and beautiful ladies that maintains a vague but potent grip on
modern-day perceptions of medieval life. Muriel, the poetess who was particularly honoured by her burial next to the relics
of the Venerable Bede at Wilton, was described in a pre-1095 poem addressed to her by Baudri de Bourgueil as a beautiful young
noblewoman who eschewed marriage and wealth to devote herself to virginity in the convent. A monk poet, Serlo, wrote to Muriel
praising her choice and explaining the conundrum that a lady in ‘society’ could not be both elegant and virtuous since, in
a world where marriages of convenience ruled, a woman who did not take a lover would be looked down on as ill-bred or provincial.
This was precisely the dilemma ritualised by the troubadour poets. Given the veneration of Muriel’s memory at Wilton, it is
likely that Matilda encountered this conundrum during her training there. Much to the disappointment of the court, Matilda inclined to virtue, but the connection with Wilton and Muriel strengthens
the association of Matilda with a prototype of the courtly lady who was to become such a significant cultural entity in the
following centuries.



Her contemporaries may have considered her a failure in the glamour stakes, but Matilda’s intellectual legacy is satisfactorily
enduring. One of her passions was architecture, and if her taste in clothes was conservatively ‘English’, the buildings she
loved were uncompromisingly Norman in their awe-inspiring grandeur of scale. She has links with the abbey at Waltham, rebuilt
by architects whose style was influenced by the designers of Durham Cathedral, Abingdon Abbey, Selby Abbey, Merton Priory
and the church at St Albans, all either Norman foundations or rebuilt in the Norman style after the Conquest. Neither her
Augustinian foundation of Holy Trinity Aldgate, of which the Queen’s confessor, Norman, was the first prior, nor her leper
hospital survives, but contemporary accounts note their fashionable style and size. While ‘it is unquestionably true that
Matilda shared the Norman passion for erecting large buildings’,17 she also took an interest in projects of a more domestic scale, building the first arched bridge in England, over the River
Lea at Stratford-le-Bow, where previously there had been only a dangerous ford. The bridge was endowed with land and a mill
to keep it in repair and was still in use in the nineteenth century. At Queenhithe, Matilda added a bathhouse with piped-in
water, along with a set of public lavatories - appealingly pragmatic, if not exactly the sort of undertaking normally associated
with courtly ladies.



More conventionally, Matilda was a keen patron of music and literature, the former being among her main enthusiasms, according
to William of Malmesbury. The musician William LeHarpur was given tax relief on lands granted to him by the King, and the
Norman minstrel Rahere, who had performed for William Rufus, continued to work under Henry. Henry himself has preserved an
historical reputation for learning, his nickname, Beauclerc, attesting to his literacy, but ‘it has long been recognised that
the epithet . . . is something of an exaggeration, and that the credit for court sponsored literary and artistic activity
in the first quarter of the twelfth century belongs to Henry’s wives rather than the King himself18


The context of Matilda’s own literary interests is that of the ‘Twelfth-century renaissance’, ‘the first age since classical
antiquity when the intellectual emerges as a driving force’.19 As with the later, best-known Renaissance, there is a good deal of dispute about when this new intellectual current began
to flow, of what exactly it consisted and the degree to which contemporaries were aware that they were part of it, but essentially,
as the cohesive concept of ‘Christendom’ emerged after the Gregorian reforms, both Church scholars and the secular elite had
a ‘lively awareness of doing something new, of being new men’.20 The authority of the Church fathers was being challenged by a modern sensibility to the possibilities of analysing rationally
the natural world and man’s place in it as the link between the created universe and the divine power. Christian humanism
was beginning to take form. This exciting intellectual energy manifested itself in systematised administrative and canon law,
a rapidly expanding interest in books and libraries, developments in vernacular literature such as the courtly romance, a
sense of historical writing as a discrete genre (this particularly strongly in the new Anglo-Norman kingdom with the works
of Malmesbury, Orderic Vitalis and Geoffrey of Monmouth), the development of the famous ‘schools’ at Laon, Chartres and Paris
and increasing opportunities for exposure to Jewish, Arabic and Greek science after the reconquest of Toledo from the Moors
in 1085. Man’s relationship with Christ was also reconfigured, with the Saviour considered for his human as well as divine
qualities, and hence a greater emphasis was placed on His suffering and sacrifice. Such radical ideas often led to accusations
of heresy, but the figure of Christ as Redeemer contributed to the development of the cult of Marianism, which became a particularly
dominant motif in the representation and understanding of English queenship. Anselm was one of the innovative churchmen who
popularised such thinking and Matilda was also close to his pupil, Gundulph of Rochester. Gundulph revered Mary Magdalene
and promoted Marianism, celebrating the Feast of the Immaculate Conception before it was universally recognised. The celebration
of the women in Christ’s life highlighted a gentler, more compassionate Christianity, but Marianism also elevated the simple village girl of the New Testament to a Queen of Heaven,
frequently depicted in the glorious raiments of her earthly counterparts.



While patronage and religion were closely linked, the world of international scholarship was closed to women. Latin was the
official language of scholarship as well as of government and the Church, and though Matilda and her sister-in-law Adela of
Blois did have some knowledge of Latin, the everyday language of the ruling class was French. So the area in which noblewomen
were best able to participate in the new sensibility was that of vernacular culture. Matilda commissioned a French translation
of a Latin poem, ‘The Voyage of St Brendan’, which has been described as a ‘Celtic version of the classical odyssey poem’21
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