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Prologue


The tiltyard, York House, 2 March 1522


The Shrove Tuesday festivities had a theme to them, and that theme was the heart. Palpitating, vulnerable, many times wounded, the symbol was everywhere.


The Earl of Devonshire and Lord Roos jousted in white velvet embroidered with a heart divided in two by a chain. Written on the borders was the motto ‘My heart in between joy and pain’. Anthony Kingston and Anthony Knyvet wore crimson satin with a heart confined in blue lace, and written in gold ‘My heart is bound’. Nicholas Darrel’s black satin was covered in hearts overthrown or rent asunder, and his motto, in letters of silver, read ‘My heart is broken’. But of course, there was only one heart that really mattered, and that was the heart of King Henry VIII.


The courser the king rode on was decked in cloth of silver, records the chronicler Edward Hall, embroidered with letters of gold. His device was ‘a heart of a man wounded’, and his motto declared ‘Elle mon coeur a navera’ – she hath wounded my heart. It was the old passion of uplifting pain, the lover elevated by his adoration of a lady who held him at bay, which had gripped the imaginations of aristocratic Europe for centuries. No wonder a later age dubbed it ‘courtly’ love. No wonder, too, that the Tudors – that grasping, groping, reading dynasty – seized upon it so ardently.


The dynasty’s founder, Henry VII, used Arthurian legend and the tropes of chivalry to sanction Tudor entry into the royal club; Henry VIII saw courtly love as validation for his eventful marital history. And in the end Henry VIII’s daughter Elizabeth would convert its imagery to give a language to her controversial female monarchy.


 


The ritual of the joust, with its carefully choreographed charade of warfare, embodied all the pageantry of the Tudor court. In a world where a king’s ‘magnificence’ was an important function of the monarchical role, parade and even pretence were key. Drama was all. At a feast, the very food might aim as much at provoking wonder as hunger – a cooked peacock ‘in its feathers’ paraded around the hall, or a mythical ‘cockatrice’ (the front half of a capon sewn to the back half of a pig). For their entertainment, visitors might expect to be surprised by some elaborate fantasy, and delighted to pay tribute with suspension of disbelief.


On Shrove Tuesday, after the joust, the king’s chief minister Cardinal Wolsey gave a supper for Henry, his courtiers and the attentive ambassadors. York Place (later the Palace of Whitehall), Wolsey’s great London house, was a byword for luxury and extravagance. Observers noted he had so many eye-wateringly expensive tapestries that he was able to have his walls rehung every week. Tales from the Bible depicted there were as colourful (in every sense) as those from classical mythology; the scenes from daily life – hunting and harvesting, lovemaking and lute-playing – were reimagined into timeless scenes of story. (The great tapestry known as ‘The Triumph of Chastity over Love’, based on Petrarch’s work, would wind up in the king’s collection, ironically.)


At table, vegetable ‘sallats’ and cheeses followed a bewildering array of meats. After all, the cheerless, meatless, season of Lent was about to follow, however expertly king and cardinal’s cooks might dress the eels and salt cod, the sea and freshwater fishes. Next, Wolsey’s guests were led to a great chamber, decked by branches laden with costly wax tapers.


At the end of the room stood a castle built of wood and painted green – the kind of lavish conceit, designed to last just for the night, at which the Tudor court excelled. Long lists in the royal accounts detail expenditure on these brief dramatic spectacles: on tinsel and costume, timber and carpentry. Just a couple of years later, the court would wonder for weeks over the military management of another such pretend castle, delighted to decide that it ‘could not be won by sport, but by earnest’. A latter-day equivalent might be the set for a stage production, or a movie.* But this was half a century before the British Isles’ first playhouse was built in London; and though the Church might excel in both ceremony and popular pageantry, to enact the secular religion of chivalry there was no better stage than this one – no better place to be than the court.


The castle was made up of three towers each hung with a banner – a banner of three hearts rent asunder; of a lady gripping a man’s heart; of a lady turning a man’s heart. The castle was a staple of such pageant-‘disguises’, suggesting either a danger from which ladies had to be rescued, or the lady’s heart itself. A fortress defended by ladies throwing roses had featured in that medieval bestseller of courtly love, the Roman de la Rose. These three towers were occupied by eight women dressed in white satin, with their names picked out in gold. Beauty and Honour, Mercy and Bounty, Constance and Perseverance, Kindness and Pity – the qualities of the perfect courtly lady. If these pageants were the indoor equivalent of the tourney – as much an arena for competition and display – then the difference was that here, women might take centre stage.


Underneath the castle, as if in parody, were eight other ‘ladies’ (boy choristers of the Chapel Royal, decked out in ‘Indian’ dress) with names like Disdain and Jealousy, Scorn and Unkindness. They stood poised to defend the ‘Château Vert’, for now entered masquers: disguised lords in gold caps and blue cloaks, with names that bore tribute to the chivalric virtues. Nobleness, Youth, Loyalty, Gentleness. Their spokesman, Ardent Desire, was dressed ‘all in crimson satin with burning flames of gold’. The knights begged the ladies to come down, but Scorn and Disdain said they would resist, and Ardent Desire gave the order to attack.


As real cannons boomed from outside the building, the knights pelted the castle with dates and oranges. The ladies fought back with rosewater and comfits (though the fake ladies, Scorn and her company, went as far as to use ‘bows and balls’); but ‘at last the place was won’. As Scorn and Disdain fled, the lords took ‘the ladies of honour’ prisoner by the hand and led them down from the castle towers, and they ‘danced together very pleasantly’. The elaborate steps of a court dance reflected the elaborate moves of the game of love, as did the moves of a game of chance or skill. The successful courtier, male or female, had to display their skill at all, and at ‘luf talk’ – love talking, the courtly language – too.


 


But who, at this elaborate festivity, was the ‘she’ who pierced Henry’s heart with the darts of love? It should have been Henry’s queen, Catherine of Aragon, under whose colours he had so often jousted. This joust was, after all, staged to honour ambassadors from her Imperial family. But Catherine was ageing now, facing the end of her thirties, and her childbearing years, with a doughty fortitude marred only by the bitter knowledge she had never presented Henry with a living son.


The ‘she’ could have been Mary Boleyn, whose pliant charms would make her the king’s mistress. But only hindsight notes the presence here – making her first recorded appearance at the English court – of another ‘she’ who would go down in history. A dark-haired figure; not beautiful, but polished to the hard glitter of a gemstone by a youth spent at the continental courts. An accomplished performer and markswoman whose arrows would indeed strike right to Henry’s heart, but who would in the end be herself the one destroyed by the courtly fantasy.


At the end of the evening came the banquet: a final course to the conspicuously recherché consumption. Custards and candied fruits, gilded gingerbread and flavoured spirits of wine. First, however, the masquers all divested themselves of their disguises. To no one’s surprise (however well they might feign astonishment) King Henry had himself been leader of the lords. Beauty was in fact his sister Mary Tudor. Kindness, all too aptly, was Mary Boleyn. Constancy was Jane Parker, soon to marry Mary’s brother George Boleyn, and Perseverance was her sister, that newcomer to court, that expert court performer . . . Her name was Anne Boleyn.


 


 


* Many years ago, when I was working as a film journalist, I visited the set of Braveheart, the movie. It was a night shoot, and the ruins of an Irish castle were standing in for the English subject of a brutal siege. What I remember most vividly is that only by tapping them could one tell the fake walls, created out of fibreglass by the production crew, from the ancient stone reality.










Introduction


This is a book about the Tudors in love – a family whose deadly dramas belie the fact they were besotted with the idea of loving. A dynasty reflecting the late afterglow of the Middle Ages just as surely as they were foreshadowing a modern world, where marriage for love (like a sugar-rich diet, a money-based economy and, eventually, a constitutional monarchy) would come to be the norm.


But it is also a book about the history of ‘courtly love’: that elusive but overwhelmingly pervasive ideal that dominated the life of the European mind for centuries. As such, it may answer some of the most compelling questions about the Tudor dynasty. Why did Henry VIII marry six times? Why did Anne Boleyn have to die? How could Elizabeth I’s courtiers – Leicester, Hatton, Ralegh and the rest – hail her as a goddess come to earth?


To look at the Tudor saga through the lens of courtly love explains as nothing else has done some of the conundrums about our most intriguing dynasty. To understand the roots of that fantasy, it is necessary to go even further back in time from the Tudor age: to go back more than another three hundred years. But restoring the context of the past – past even to the Tudors themselves – casts a new light on events that otherwise seem strange or inexplicable, viewed solely from today’s perspective.


The rules of courtly love made possible the long courtship of Anne Boleyn by Henry VIII and, in the end, perhaps, brought about Anne’s downfall. A crush on Anne Boleyn is something of an occupational hazard for students of Tudor history. Writing this book, I found myself circling her figure like a wary hunter, afraid the very intensity of my interest would cause my quarry to start up and shy away. But in all the morass of creeds and theories about Anne, the one true heresy, for believers, may be to say that her extraordinary tale is best seen as one chapter in a very long story.


That same courtly creed would – refreshed and reimagined – play a vital part in framing the sovereignty of Anne’s daughter Elizabeth. This would be, perhaps, its last great gasp. But to look at the Tudors from this perspective doesn’t only give us a new angle on the best-known stories. It gives fresh importance to, for example, Henry’s niece Margaret Douglas, and the so-called Devonshire Manuscript: the collection of poems through which she and her friends communicated. It casts a fresh light on Henry’s sister Mary; on his later marriages – perhaps even on his daughter’s husband, Philip of Spain. It gives (corrupted and attenuated though the game had become by then) some understanding of that most puzzling – and hitherto underexplored – relationship of Elizabeth’s last years: her relationship with the Earl of Essex.


Remember the kaleidoscopes that sparked wonder, when we were children? How you shook one, held it up to your eye, and the tiny coloured particles magically reformed into a perfect pattern. Courtly love seems likewise to give a key, a code, to the relationships that shape the sixteenth century. I completed this book against the background of a global pandemic, and personal bereavement. But I was sustained by the sense that never, in twenty years of writing about the Tudors, have I had so strongly the sense of a story that ‘wanted’ to be told.


 


Courtly love began as a literary fantasy – a stylish and stylised game subversive enough to capture the imaginations of the intellectuals, and sweeping enough to be seized upon by many who only dimly grasped its subtleties. Its central image was of the knightly lover bound to serve; without reward if necessary, since his mistress was often already married to someone else, and a lady of higher rank than he.


The fantasy was at odds with all reality, at a time when the law left women wholly subservient to men, and aristocratic marriage was a matter of parental arrangement and property, dynastic advancement and political necessity. But despite – or just possibly because of – that, its hold on the hearts and minds of Europe’s elite never lost its potency. Courtly love was never going to stay within the literary box. As we in our own age of fake news know all too well, there is nothing more powerful than a good story.


The dream of courtly love was born out of a real human need: a dissatisfaction with the harsh constraints that Church and state alike sought to impose on affection and sensuality. If the rules said that marriage was a matter of pragmatism and politics – if sexual desire could be tolerated only in the cause of producing babies – why not conceive different laws, in an alternative, more acceptable, reality? This all-powerful imaginary edifice had already survived for more than three hundred years when it came to form the expectations of the Tudor family. And, perhaps it would outlive them.


 


To offer ‘love’ in the title of a book invites dismissal. It could easily sound like a soft-centred chocolate of an option, mustily perfumed as a violet cream. But the topic of courtly love is, on the contrary, profoundly contentious. In 1936, in his classic The Allegory of Love, C.S. Lewis (a great medievalist, as well as author of the Narnia chronicles) described it as a centuries-long force compared to which ‘the Renaissance was a mere ripple on the surface of literature’. Yet its very existence (other than as a purely literary game) is questioned by many modern historians. In 1968 (and an epoch that prided itself on shaking off the veils from matters of sexuality), D.W. Robertson complained that the whole concept lacked intellectual respectability; that some of his colleagues were ‘teaching medieval texts to the tune of “Hearts and Flowers” ’. Many others would have agreed – though in fact the saga of courtly love is also one of obsession, extreme violence and emotional cruelty.*


Few today would suggest – as was playfully pictured by writers of the twelfth century, and painstakingly described by scholars of many centuries since – that Eleanor of Aquitaine and her contemporaries presided over actual ‘courts of love’; discussing such knotty points as whether love, a matter of the heart’s free choice, could even exist within the humdrum constraints of matrimony. But to dismiss the emotional power of a concept behind the artistic life of four centuries is to deny ourselves access to a whole range of experience. (To say nothing of courtly love’s role in nourishing and colouring the broader vision of romantic love still dominant today.) To disenfranchise ourselves this way seems a particularly odd choice at the moment when – due partly but not wholly to Covid-19 – the world seems to be shrinking or opening up according to our own conception of it, independent of the busy clatter of outside reality.


The emotional creed that governed the Tudors is as worth studying as the laws they passed or the battles they fought. Though maybe the fact that emotion has traditionally been regarded as a female sphere – that courtly love is in theory at least a culture which privileges the feminine – explains some of the scepticism around it. Other approaches to Tudor or medieval history – the military, the diplomatic, the legal or constitutional – tend inevitably to foreground the experience of men, who fought the wars and passed the laws.


The biographical approach does often foreground the stories of the few prominent women whose lives were sufficiently well recorded. But it is often circumscribed by lack of information as to the subject’s inner life, leaving her as two-dimensional as an illustration in a manuscript.


(Some years ago, when writing Blood Sisters: The Women Behind the Wars of the Roses, I was painfully struck by the fact that while we know Cecily Neville – mother to Edward IV and Richard III – had to see one of her sons, Clarence, executed on the orders of another, and a third suspected of murdering her grandsons, the ‘Princes in the Tower’, we have no evidence as to what she thought or felt about it, whose side she was on. Perhaps one reason for our perennial fascination with the Tudors is that the range of available sources turns suddenly from famine to feast, leaving us far less prey to such frustrating uncertainty.)


Instead of querying the validity of the concept of courtly love, we might do better to think in terms of its utility. Utility, firstly, to a Tudor dynasty taking advantage of old stories to give credibility to a new regime. Though with hindsight we may see them as ushering in the modern era, the Tudors’ own urgent desire was to paint themselves as legitimate heirs to a long and noble tradition of medieval monarchy. Whatever far-reaching innovations marked the reigns of Henry or Elizabeth, the past, not the future, was their preferred currency. The courtly creed had utility, too, for the women scrabbling for a place in the adventurous sixteenth century, and falling gratefully upon a code that seemed to give them autonomy – even mastery.


Today, study of the courtly creed has utility, also, for those anxious to find windows into the medieval mind. It allows us the rare chance to stand alongside the Tudors on terms of equality; relishing the same works of historical fiction. They were consumers of the courtly fantasy just as we are. We do not have any illustration of the Siege of the Château Vert in 1522; but we do have the kind of image that inspired it.


The three hundred-odd brilliantly illumined vellum leaves of the Luttrell Psalter, commissioned by a Lincolnshire gentleman in the first half of the 1300s, saw a team of anonymous illustrators let loose on idealised scenes of daily life; on reflections of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s career and chivalry; and on the strange, half-human animal figures with which the Middle Ages expressed the nightmare side of its tenets. But they also showed a Siege of the Castle of Love: an image with its roots in the turrets and baileys of the Virgin Mary’s unassailable chastity. While knights in gilded armour busily attempt to scale the walls of a tower, the ladies ensconced within it energetically (if somewhat ineffectually) defend themselves by throwing flowers. The knights, one feels, probably could take this castle. As for whether they should . . . That was a question which went to the heart of the courtly message; albeit that it seemed to have been resolved in male favour by the sixteenth century.


 


The Siege of the Castle of Love is an image designed less to reflect reality than to invite fantasy. There is another image, a century later, which serves the latter function for me. A panel of the so-called Werl Triptych, painted in Cologne in the 1430s and now in the Prado in Madrid, shows – we think – St Barbara reading. (To find medieval images of female saints reading is surprisingly, and encouragingly, easy.) Engrossed in her book, luxuriously but comfortably dressed, she sits on puffy cushions with an iris in a vase beside her and a glowing fire behind. Outside the open window of her room, in the distance, a tower is being built – the place of her imprisonment; and indeed it is this which identifies the image as St Barbara, whose pagan father enclosed her in a vain attempt to keep her away from the pernicious influences both of suitors and of Christianity.


We can assume the book she holds up to her face is a work of Christian theology – nonetheless, both the book and the open window give the sense of an imagination let free. Too easy an identification with the modern world is of course a historian’s trap, and one that ignores profound differences in attitude and assumption over the centuries. Even so, it is hard here not to think of ourselves – of any bookish, imaginative teenager today.


 


From a triptych in the Prado – and a tower in the fifteenth century – to a provincial Odeon cinema in the 1970s may seem something of a reach. But this is also a book about the long afterlife of the ghost called courtly love; and this particular bookish teenager first encountered it in an atmosphere of shabby carpets and cartons of Kia-Ora, at a Saturday matinee of Camelot, the movie.


First released in 1967, but reappearing year after year, it was my first ‘proper’ movie. I wanted to be Vanessa Redgrave’s Guinevere, in her sparkling white furs and metal-encrusted gauntlets, adored by two men in Lerner and Loewe’s slightly mocking fantasy. I was, crucially, too young to be wholly aware of that mockery. But I wanted those gloves. Medieval meets Space Age, you might say.


I went on, of course, to watch Anne of the Thousand Days, with Geneviève Bujold in the title role making triumph out of tragedy. But mine was the generation that also saw the television advert of a man going to absurd lengths to fulfil his demanding beloved’s wishes. The tag line read: ‘And all because the lady loves Milk Tray.’ From the Tudor court to Camelot is not such a long reach – it is one, indeed, the Tudors themselves made in their day. From the chivalric code to over-sweet confectionery may seem a longer one. But that’s a ghost for you. That’s how it operates. Close the door, bar the windows, but the ghost of courtly love simply will not go away.


For better or worse, the idea – the ideal – still survives, for all that it has been normalised to the point of unrecognisability by story, film and music (both classical and popular: from manuscript to Meat Loaf, you might say). The pervasive influence of the romantic obsession called courtly love still governs us today. Implicit within its long history is the great question: can the magic last? Last within marriage, or its modern-day equivalent, specifically. But its literature tackles, explicitly, other big conundrums. Is love supposed to hurt? Do I have to love someone just because he loves me?


The ghost of courtly love is the guiding force behind some of our most dangerous romantic tenets, as well as some of our most basic traditional courtesies. It was there on the decks of the Titanic, when the ladies took first place in the lifeboats; it is there whenever a man holds open a door for a woman today. There on the tarmac in Casablanca, when Humphrey Bogart hands Ingrid Bergman back to her husband and turns away, ennobled by her love as surely as any knight in story. There when W.B. Yeats lauded the Irish revolutionary Maud Gonne – ‘half lion, half child’, another Helen of Troy, with ‘beauty like a tightened bow’ – who turned from him to another man:


Why should I blame her that she filled my days


With misery, or that she would of late


Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways


Perhaps – to drop from the sublime to the merely royal, if not ridiculous – it was even there when Prince Harry told British courtiers: ‘What Meghan wants, Meghan gets’ . . .


 


That may be one reason we’re so fascinated by the Tudors – that this still-familiar game could there be seen played out to its last, fatal, extremity. But understanding the courtly code also helps us (as women, particularly) understand a good many of our own most fundamental assumptions. The romantic fallacy that still holds us in thrall seemed to offer women power, in an era when in fact they had none. But it concealed at its heart a deadly trap.


While the man had the power of action and of choice, the woman had to be both passive and perfect. Though courtly love managed not to divide women into ‘Madonnas or whores’, it did cast them as either the goal, the prize, the deity, or else the already-gained, the available. The disposable, basically. Anne Boleyn would not be the last to find she had morphed from one to the other in the course of her and her partner’s romantic history. At a moment when we are questioning many of our preconceptions about the relations between the sexes, this is one we need to debate, and urgently. A system of romance that seemed to be validating a woman’s right to her own physical integrity would in the end wind up normalising a ‘token’ resistance – eventually to be overcome – as part of the courtship game. The lady’s elaborately performative denial becomes merely a move on the board.


Though I could not have known it then, as moviemakers set about working their magic on Guinevere and Anne Boleyn, Germaine Greer was preparing The Female Eunuch. The feminists of the mid-/late twentieth century seem to have found it worthwhile contemplating the subject of courtly love in all its complexity. In a chapter entitled ‘The Middle-Class Myth of Love and Marriage’ Greer points out that ‘there was a far different concept of love which prevailed not so long ago, a concept not only separate from pre-nuptial courtship, but quite inimical to marriage’.


Born into the 1960s with which Greer’s feminism is so strongly identified, I belong to the generation who grew up in the knowledge that our mothers had fought for the right to say ‘yes’. To be, indeed, the ones who did the asking. What we lacked was the right to say ‘no’: an issue with which the #MeToo movement is grappling only today. The credo that crept down the centuries from courtly love seemed to promise to give us back that power, albeit that there could be a heavy price to pay.


Though the lady may be cast as the all-important object of the courtly quest, she can be curiously undeveloped as a character in her own right. And anything that positions the woman as chiefly the object of sexual desire, the ‘sex object’, fosters a climate in which sexual violence can take place.*


In the Tudor century, Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier described how a woman must: ‘keep a certain mean very hard [strike a very difficult balance] and . . . come just to certain limits, but not to pass them’. Every date-rape case proves just how hard that mean still is today. Any wonder that this powerfully mixed onslaught of messages could lead impressionable girls astray?


A friend of the young Diana Spencer reported that, in the 1970s, she had him drive her round and round Buckingham Palace. It might be rather fun to marry Prince Charles, she said, ‘like Anne Boleyn or Guinevere’. Of course, Lady Diana’s education was famously limited – but surely she knew how those two wound up? The one headless, the other juggling death at the stake with incarceration in a nunnery. Maybe she did know, but still saw them as figures whose mythic influence gave them a kind of potency. Who might show a directionless, but not unambitious, young girl a way . . . Maybe, since we are of the same generation, she just watched the same movies.


Curiously, Guinevere, just as much as Anne Boleyn, is a leading figure in my story. Two women who refused to stay in their box, you might say.


 


Deal, Kent, January 2021


 


 


* There is, such doubters say, no evidence for its existence beyond the page. I hope to prove that the evidence is there – they were just looking for it in the wrong century.


 


* I can’t but think of the old story of the World War II airmen, and the American who said: ‘In the States we put our women on a pedestal.’ ‘Good idea,’ said the British flyer. ‘You can see their legs better that way.’ Courtly love is all about looking; from Dante glimpsing Beatrice to Snow White in her glass coffin or Sleeping Beauty in her tower, waiting to be spied by the Prince who has broken through the allegorical barrier of thorns.










PART I


Origins


Cortezia, cortoisie: the virtues of the lover as a code of procedure to be followed


 


What so she wills, so will I


When she will sit, I kneel by


John Gower, Confessio Amantis, c.1389










1


Chrétien, the Countess and the Chaplain


12th century


Over the centuries, the Once and Future Queen has appeared in many guises. But the dominant image of Arthur’s Queen Guinevere, the one that has come down to us, was created by Chrétien de Troyes, at the court of the County of Champagne, in the latter half of the twelfth century.


When Lancelot saw the queen leaning upon the window ledge behind the thick iron bars, he greeted her softly. She returned his greeting promptly, since she had great desire for him, as he did for her. They did not waste their time speaking of base or tiresome matters. They drew near to one another, and held each other’s hands.


She was dressed – described Chrétien in his Lancelot – in a spotless white shift and ‘a short mantle of scarlet and marmot fur’: the equivalent, perhaps, of those covetable gauntlets in Camelot! Lancelot boasts that if the queen allows him to enter her room, he will not be prevented by the iron bars. Though the iron slices through the flesh of his fingers, he feels no pain, and forces the mighty bars from their sockets.


The Queen stretched out her arms towards him, embraced him, clasped him to her breast, and drew him into the bed beside her, showing him all the love she could . . . Her love-play seemed so gentle and good to him, both her kisses and caresses, that in truth the two of them felt a joy and wonder the equal of which has never been heard or known. But I shall let it remain a secret for ever, since it should not be written of: the most delightful and choicest pleasure is that which is hinted at, but never told.


The strangeness of this strikes like a slap in the face. A married woman about to commit adultery – and with her husband’s best friend – who is yet presented as the very image of beauty and sensitivity? So too, of course, does the absurdity; for Lancelot’s love for Guinevere – courtly love – assumed a degree of infatuation that now looks remarkably like folly.


Earlier in the tale, Lancelot finds a comb by the roadside with a few of her golden hairs caught in it and begins: ‘to adore the hairs; a hundred thousand times he touched them to his eyes, his mouth, his forehead and his cheeks’. He would not exchange them, Chrétien wrote, for a cartload of precious stones. Watching Guinevere through a window, as she passes out of sight, he tries to climb out and shatter his body on the ground below. For her love he submits himself to shame by clambering into the cart usually used to transport a common criminal (an alternative title for Lancelot is ‘The Knight of the Cart’). Guinevere blames him that he hesitated for an instant before doing so. He crawls bleeding to rescue her over a bridge made of a sword blade and, hardest of all, he bows to an order from the queen that, to please her, he should do not his best but his worst in a tournament.*


The Church saw women as daughters of sinful Eve: ‘the devil’s doorway’, in Tertullian’s words; the most dangerous of all savage beasts, according to St John Chrysostom. Yet Chrétien’s Lancelot genuflects as he leaves Guinevere’s bedchamber, as if at a religious shrine. It sounds extraordinary for its own Church-driven, male-dominated medieval society and still gives pause in the modern one – for in fact, of course, the story of Lancelot and Queen Guinevere has been told countless times over the years and is still being retold today.*


Across more than eight hundred years the puzzles of courtly love have never ceased to fascinate. Neither its element of absurdity (for it can indeed sound as though the tongue crept into the cheek early), nor yet its central dichotomy of passion versus principle – or, rather, of where the highest principle or duty truly lies. Yet at a time when in the real world women held the legal status of chattels – when the married lady who took a lover could face the most deadly penalties – a whole international aristocratic society bowed its head and snuffed the heady scent of this most bizarre of fantasies.


 


But what was courtly love? – or fin’amor, or cortoisie, or amour courtois; for the name ‘courtly love’ came into widespread use only in the nineteenth century. A social ritual, a collective fantasy; a game, as witness the analogy often drawn by contemporaries between the chess game and the cult of love. It started as a literary convention, on the lips of the troubadours who flourished in southern France from the late eleventh century, writing in their native langue d’oc. Rock star rebels of their day, we know the names of some 450 of these lyric poets (including some twenty female troubadours, or trobairitz) who often moved in aristocratic society and dared comment freely on society’s rules and religion’s theories.


Soon northern France knew the trouvères, writing in their langue d’oïl; before long the same essential ideas could be seen in Italy and in the German Minnesang. Chrétien de Troyes’s work would be translated not only into German but into Middle Dutch, Old Welsh and Norse. The popular chansons de geste – epic songs of heroic deeds, geared towards a masculine audience – took on the more refined hues of the chansons d’amour; and the romans (romances) which followed blended armed adventure, adoration of ladies, aspiration towards a moral goal, and often elements of the supernatural too.


Courtly love grew out of the conditions of the age in which it was born. (What is interesting here is that some of those conditions would once again find echoes in the Tudor century.) The service a lover owed his lady was modelled on the feudal contract that laid down what a villein owed his lord, or a knight his king. C.S. Lewis pointed out that, etymologically, ‘midons’, a lover’s address to his courtly lady, meant not ‘my lady’ but ‘my lord’. Bernart de Ventadorn, the troubadour who followed Eleanor of Aquitaine to England, promises in one poem to serve his lady ‘as I would a good lord’.


But feudalism itself was changing – declining, some scholars say – in a world that saw a more centralised government, an increasingly money-based economy and, importantly, the promotion of new men into the ranks of the nobility. Such men had a vested interest in a creed that believed nobility was founded in behaviour rather than birth. And such a phenomenon, of course, would fuel the Tudor age.


This was a moment when, in the words of the medievalist D.D.R. Owen, Western civilisation was ‘feeling the need for a reassessment’. There was a shifting, in broad terms, from the general to the individual; a progressive focus on personal feelings, personal conduct – towards what Stephen Greenblatt, writing of the Renaissance era, would call a new ‘self-fashioning’. The so-called twelfth-century Renaissance prefigured Europe’s ‘rebirth’ several centuries later, not least in a new awareness, growing over the coming centuries, of the texts of Classical Antiquity.


The ‘twelfth-century Renaissance’ saw the building of the great Gothic cathedrals, and also the growth of writing in the vernacular, which gave a new market of women readers who would not know Latin. The great game of courtly love was part of a general sweetening of life in a time when people lived better, read more, travelled more. In this age Church and emerging nation states sought to steer the unfettered operations of a mounted warrior class into either the Holy Land Crusades (which paralleled the quests of Camelot) or the safer and more regulated competition of the tournament. Easy to see what useful propaganda the stories of King Arthur and his Round Table could be.


But the compensatory fantasy of courtly love also grew out of a social structure in aristocratic society that was marked by a huge imbalance between the sexes.* In the medieval castle, where even the domestic work was mostly done by males, men could outnumber women by as many as ten to one. In the twelfth century the phenomenon was accentuated by the armies that went to the Holy Land, leaving a lady to rule in her lord’s stead. This imbalance continued to be seen in the royal court, and would later be particularly noteworthy under Elizabeth I who, despite her own gender, preferred her courtiers to be unaccompanied.


At odds with everything decreed on sex and marriage, both by the Church and by feudal society, courtly love was a gesture against what has been called ‘the harsh authoritarian world of masculine kingship’. Kingship both actual and domestic, perhaps. It may be no coincidence that the dream of courtly love was born just as the institution of marriage, juxtaposed with the cult of celibacy, took an ever-stronger hold on society. It was only in the late eleventh century that marriage first became a holy sacrament, to be celebrated only by a priest; that celibacy was required of all clergy. The result was increasingly to disempower women. The most important arrangement of their lives, their marriage, had fallen into the control of a Church which saw them as agents of a sinful sexuality; and they found themselves ever more alienated from learning and scholarship now centred in the new, all-male, universities.


To the Church, Eve was the weak, the sinful, aspect of Adam; yet the lady of courtly literature was exalted as arbiter, adjudicator – ruler, even, and moral superior. Perhaps the blanket rejection of all sexuality displayed by the Church from the twelfth century itself bred a reaction. The thirteenth-century friar Vincent de Beauvais would write that ‘a man who loves his wife too eagerly is an adulterer’: yes, of course adultery was an evil, but so too were the joys of the marriage bed. Small wonder if fallible humans, warned that all pleasure in sex was wrong, decided in that case that one sin was little worse than another.


Courtly love has also been seen as worldly counterpart to the cult of the Virgin Mary – has been called ‘a religion of profane love’. (Roger Boase called troubadours the ‘harbingers of the Reformation’.) The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw a mounting ardour for the Mother of God; an ardour itself couched by male writers in personalised, almost erotic terms. St Bernard of Clairvaux, reforming founder of the Cistercian order, advocated a purer faith in which Mary was to be man’s intercessor with God, and the knights of St Bernard were called the ‘knights of Mary’.


Another theory holds that courtly love ‘grew out of the Cathar or Albigensian heresy’. The Cathars were flourishing in the south of France just when courtly love was born; they were beginning increasingly to suffer persecution when courtly love reached its apogee. Cathars and troubadours both set themselves against the papacy, seeking a return to the ‘simplicity and purity’ of the apostolic Church. The Cathars (says Boase) ‘recommended sexual continence and, in an ideal world, would reject marriage, which legitimised it’. Courtly love, ‘being chaste and adulterous’, perfectly fitted their bill.


Some Cathar beliefs – denying the supremacy of the Pope, the use of prayers for the dead and the existence of Purgatory – echo those of Reformation Protestantism. The Cathar movement owed much to the great ladies who supported it: great ladies would likewise be instrumental in the early sixteenth-century movement for Church reform.


Courtly love has even been envisaged as an actual survival of the pagan cult of Cybele/Maia, and of a pre-Christian matriarchal tradition in northern Europe in which women were revered for their divine powers, though the evidence is scanty. And it has been seen as evolving out of the folk traditions and ritual dances of Europe, especially those associated with the rites of spring. The troubadour songs for May Day traditionally mocked marriage. The association with spring still informs our picture of love and – at the risk of sounding like a stuck record! – certainly did, as we shall see, at the time of the Tudor dynasty.


But the single most widely accepted theory of courtly love has it imported into the south of France from Moorish Spain, strongly influenced by the culture, poetry and philosophy of the Arabs who for so long ruled much of the peninsula. Discernible links can be seen in music, instruments, rhyme and poetic forms – even in that use of the masculine form for the lady; the stress on ‘the pathological nature of love’, the elevation of the lady and the poet’s submission and the need for secrecy. Even the very verb trobar – to compose poetry, hence ‘troubadour’ – may come from the Arabic tarab, music or song. The immensely influential Persian thinker Ibn Sina (known in the West as Avicenna) had declared in the eleventh century that if a man ‘loves a pleasing form with an intellectual consideration’ – as opposed to ‘an animal desire’ – ‘then this is to be considered an approximation to nobility and an increase in goodness’; while The Ring of the Dove by his contemporary Ibn Hazm displays not only the belief that love ennobles the lover but the same unreasonable demands from the lady that Guinevere would make of Lancelot.


There were myriad points of contact between Moors and Christians, paving the way for exchange of ideas through word of mouth – royal intermarriages, even. In 980 the King of Navarre offered his daughter in marriage to al-Mansur and she ‘subsequently became a fervent convert to Islam’; Richard ‘the Lionheart’ attempted to marry his sister to Saladin’s brother. (Richard I also wrote some eloquent poetry of his own; but in Aquitaine, he stood accused of carrying off his subjects’ wives and daughters ‘by force and making them his concubines’ – afterwards handing them on to his men. There was a dark side to chivalry.)


There were Moorish musicians in every princely retinue, and two Christian royals celebrated their marriage in the palace of an Arab prince. Of course, over the coming centuries, Moors and Christians often found themselves in conflict; culminating in the late fifteenth century when Ferdinand and Isabella drove the Moors from Spain. But Catherine of Aragon, Ferdinand and Isabella’s daughter, grew up among the fountain-rich gardens, redolent of Moorish poetry, they left behind: the gardens of the Alhambra.


The different theories do not necessarily contradict each other. It took a concatenation of different circumstances to spawn this extraordinary social movement. Courtly love was born out of contradictions and anomalies.* Oddly enough, that very flexibility within the framing of courtly love may allow it still to be relevant today.


Their exaltation in the literature of courtly love led to no actual, direct improvement in women’s lot; legally, economically or physically. The men who listened complacently to these stories seem to have felt no impulse to translate their moral into an inconvenient actuality. Unless, unless . . .


Unless the stories led to an awareness of possibilities; if not in the knight’s mind, then at least in the lady’s.


 


As courtly love reached outwards, different strands would be woven into the tapestry; but one of the broadest strands would remain that of the Arthurian stories – not only those of Camelot but of Tristan and Iseult.


The story of King Arthur as such was already long familiar before Chrétien de Troyes’s version, albeit that he added romance into the mix. Legends of King Arthur may date back to a fifth- or sixth-century Celtic war leader, defending Britain against Saxon invaders. But they had been given huge credibility for the medieval age by the Welsh cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth and his Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain). Written probably in the 1130s, Geoffrey’s work reads to us very clearly as a work of fiction. But at the time it was received as the first authoritative and historically veracious version of the Arthurian story.


Geoffrey’s work was a bestseller. It survives today in some two hundred medieval manuscripts, when most texts have come down to us in just two or three surviving manuscripts, and even the Canterbury Tales centuries later in only eighty-four. Geoffrey makes little play with Arthur’s queen, Guinevere – albeit that her adultery, and her infertility, play a part in the downfall of his kingdom. But in fact she too had featured in the earliest stories: often a sorceress, a wonder worker; a figure of anger and potency. A roll call of Arthur’s great queens features in the medieval manuscripts of the Welsh Triads – ‘Gwenhwyvar daughter of Guryt Guent, Gwenhwyvar daughter of Uthyr son of Greidiaul, and Guenhuyvar daughter of Ocvran the Giant’. But it is only with Chrétien de Troyes that Guinevere becomes just the romantic heroine any medieval lady might long to be. And it is only with Chrétien that her lover Lancelot (like Camelot itself) enters the story.


From the first tales Guinevere was abducted time and time again: by Melwas, the otherworldly ruler of ‘the summer country’; by Arthur’s nephew Mordred – with or without her consent. (The earliest stories of Guinevere’s adultery partner her with Mordred, not Lancelot. It is Mordred who, in one notably gruesome legend, ends shut up in a cell with the corpse of Guinevere, until forced to dine off her decaying body.) When she consents to her abduction or seduction she is condemned for it, a traitorous wife and danger to the kingdom. In Chrétien’s story, too, Guinevere is abducted, to be rescued by her husband’s greatest knight. But since theirs was a game played by the new rules of courtly love, she and Lancelot are not deemed guilty for their ensuing adultery, but honoured for their ardour.


It was, of course, very often left unclear whether the passion of courtly lovers did end in actual, physical adultery. The noble early troubadour Jaufre Rudel was noted for developing the concept of amor de lonh, love from afar – but he could also write: ‘Me, I prefer loving and trembling for the one / Who does not refuse her reward.’ The literature of courtly love presented slightly different faces in different territories, from the ‘how to’ manuals of France to the later spiritual elevation of Italy. But there could be contradictions even within the same story.


Time and again the Arthurian tales see a lady in jeopardy coming to a knight for protection, which she receives; yet ladies simultaneously figure also as jousting prize and object of barter. Courtly love offered both threat and opportunity to women – or rather to ‘ladies’, since courtly love took little account of women from the lower ranks of society.


And the lady who is the object of a courtly writer’s obsessive regard can herself be curiously underidentified, as if the writer’s own dilemmas, his emotional development, preoccupied him more urgently. One noble troubadour, Raimbaut d’Aurenga, compares himself to Narcissus, who fell in love with his own reflection. As if, indeed, the honour he could win in loving were not in the end more important than the lady . . .*


But there was one noble lady without whose patronage, and that of her family, the courtly love story would never have found its voice.


 


Much is uncertain about Chrétien’s text, but one thing he makes crystal clear. His introduction to his Lancelot declares the ‘matter and meaning’, the ‘matiere’ and the ‘san’, had been suggested to him by his patroness Marie, Countess of Champagne, daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine by her first husband, Louis VII of France. In best courtly style, in the prologue to his Lancelot Chrétien figures himself obedient to the commands of Marie (‘ma dame de Champaigne’) ‘as one who is entirely hers’.


Born in 1145, the young Marie had been left in the custody of her father when her parents’ marriage was dissolved. Louis’s need to assure the alliance of the powerful county of Champagne saw her betrothed to Count Henri ‘the Liberal’, whose terrain was increasingly important for the exchange of goods like cloth and dye; of luxuries like furs, spices, drugs, coinage – and ideas. Marie was sent to Champagne to be educated at the convent of Avenay and, in 1164, became its countess.


The court at Troyes was emerging as an important literary centre. Like her husband, Marie was a patron of letters: his preference, however, was for religious texts in Latin while she was more interested in the vernacular. Gace Brulé, one of the first and most noted trouvères to sing of courtly love, did so at the Champagne court.


Just before Marie’s husband Henri went on pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 1179, the court was visited by the Welshman Walter Map. He had come from England, where he was credited with having written or translated, at the king’s request, a prose Lancelot. He could certainly have disseminated the Arthurian tales. In Henri’s absence Marie was left as regent: a role she would once again fulfil on behalf of their young son (Henri having died shortly after his return in 1181).


Chrétien’s poem was probably composed just before or during Henri’s pilgrimage but there is a lot we don’t know about Chrétien, including his relation to Marie. She instructed him to write the Lancelot: the fact that after having written some six thousand lines he abandoned it, leaving another writer to finish the last thousand, is often taken to suggest he found the topic offensive. There may just conceivably be another reason.


Marie had an English half-brother, Henry, son of her mother Eleanor’s second marriage to Henry II of England. Known as ‘the Young King’, he died before he could come to England’s throne. He is remembered chiefly as the high-profile star of the new-fangled knightly tournaments – and as a footnote to the tale of his great knight, William Marshal: described by his biographer Thomas Asbridge as ‘Lancelot come to life’; and elsewhere, in that old ‘push me pull you’ between fact and fiction, as inspiration for some of the Lancelots now reaching the page.


Marshal was a landless younger son who (as in so many of the Arthurian stories) had risen through his valour, his honour and, yes, his ambition to become, in the end, the right-hand man of five kings. And Marshal was said to be sleeping with Marguerite, the Young King’s queen. There is no surviving evidence for this, and indeed we know of the stories only through the angry refutation of them in a biography commissioned by William’s descendants. But there did come to be a bitterness between the Young King and his erstwhile friend; while Marguerite was, in the spring of 1183, just before her husband’s early death, sent away to France.


Is it possible Chrétien abandoned his subject (or edited it, and invented a colleague on whom to cast the blame) less because of distaste than because it had suddenly got too hot to handle? He wrote several other Arthurian stories and in two of them Guinevere appears as an eminently courteous and conformable queen, devoid of any controversial adulterous elements. Chrétien’s Yvain or Le Chevalier au Lion, in which the hero abandons and then wins back his wife, can be interpreted as subverting the ideas of courtly love: his Arthurian romance Cligès contains an explicit rejection of adultery.


Yet Chrétien’s lovers in the Lancelot think and speak through the tropes of troubadour song. And Lancelot’s actions have the force of moral weight behind them. When he rescues Guinevere simultaneously from a (false) accusation of adultery and from captivity in Logres, the act means he also sets all of Arthur’s subjects free.


But does Chrétien also show a trap for women here? Though much is made of the protection of ladies, the custom of the land of Logres decrees that any knight can take – rape! – a lady if he can defeat the knight escorting her. And, again, the devotion he depicts in his Lancelot is so abject that critics have asked whether Chrétien was elevating courtly love to its ultimate form – or whether he was, rather, making fun of it.


The same doubt applies to the other great writer of courtly love whose career depended upon Champagne’s Countess Marie.


 


The signature of one Andreas, a court official, appears as witness to nine charters at Marie’s court in 1182–6. We cannot be sure that this is the ‘Andreas Capellanus’ (Andrew the Chaplain) who wrote what has since become known as De Amore (On Loving) or De Arte Honeste Amandi (The Art of Courtly Love); but the frequent references in the book to Marie and her circle – the fact that the author would be regularly described as a royal chaplain over the centuries immediately following – suggest it as a strong possibility, and generations of scholars have taken it as such.


Andreas envisages Marie, with her mother Eleanor and other ladies of note, presiding over actual ‘courts of love’. In a slightly later work by another author, Meraugis de Portlesguez, Guinevere will tell her husband that ‘all judgements in matters of love are mine’.


These famous courts of love, however, probably existed only as a literary conceit. (And no evidence actually places Eleanor in Marie’s company at this time.) But in Capellanus’s fantasy the lady judges are called on to give judgement on knotty points such as whether love, as understood by the courtly creed, is even possible between husband and wife. Marie’s judgement was that – since true love must be given freely, rather than constrained by duty – it is not: but Ermengarde de Narbonne, judging another case, declared more tactfully that ‘feeling in marriage and true love between lovers’ are simply two different things.


Five judgements were attributed to Ermengarde, heiress to the Narbonne viscountcy, a powerful political and cultural player who numbered the Viking prince and later saint Rognvald II among her admirers. Rognvald was also a poet, writing of her:


Golden one, Tall one


Moving in perfume and onyx


Witty one, You with the shoulders


Wrapped in long silken hair


Another adjudicator was Eleanor of Aquitaine’s niece Isabelle, Countess of Flanders and (in tandem with her husband Ralph) the ruling Countess of Vermandois. But Isabelle’s life illustrates the different treatment of adultery meted out in literature and in life.


A twelfth-century chronicle describes how, when Ralph discovered Isabelle was having an affair, he had her lover beaten to death and seized control of her lands: this, only a few years before the probable date of Andreas’s writing. Did the very power of courtly literature derive from an attempt to restore to women in fantasy what reality denied them?


Andreas based the first two parts of his book upon the Ars Amatoria (The Art of Love), written by the Roman poet Ovid almost 1,200 years before. Throughout the Middle Ages – and well into the Tudor age – Ovid was very frequently cited, copied, commented upon. Indeed, the amorous imagery he uses is still in currency: arrows, wounds, flames of desire. The enduring common sense of much of his advice on love (don’t ask how old she is, he tells his male readers, and don’t forget her birthday) should not make us forget that Ovid is remembered as a cynical writer with an eye for comic effect. The advice Andreas gives is so extreme, the dilemmas he poses so recondite, that, as with Chrétien, doubt has likewise been cast on his seriousness. Was he really trying to satirise/critique the extremes into which love can lead?


It is in this context that we have to read the actual ‘rules’ with which Andreas decorates what is in effect an instruction manual. From Book One:


5. Remember to avoid lying completely.


6. Do not have too many privy to your love.


7. Be obedient to mistresses’ commands in all things, and always be eager to join the service of Love.


It was, after all, Andreas who ruled that:


12. When practising the consolations of love [i.e. sex] do not go beyond the wish of your lover.


But that lover, whose body was her own to give or withhold, could only be a lady, or someone of a certain rank. Andreas also wrote that the courtly lover who found himself enamoured of women of the lower orders should ‘not hesitate to embrace them by force . . . use a little compulsion as a convenient cure for their shyness’. Along with love at first sight – love as ennobling, love as pain – the idea that there are people (women) who matter and those who don’t is another belief enshrined in the courtly code, and since absorbed into our very bloodstream. And that door, once opened, could never be pushed shut. Later medieval literature at once exploring and exposing the courtly tradition would see cases – like the collection of texts which make up the Carmina Burana – where even the adored beloved (once forced, resisting, into sex) would prove to have enjoyed it really.


It was Andreas who tackled head-on the question of whether courtly love involved sex at all. Chaste love, he says, ‘goes as far as kissing on the mouth, embracing with the arms, and chaste contact with the unclothed lover, but the final contact is avoided, for this practice is not permitted for those who wish to love chastely’. By contrast, ‘compounded love’ – still worthy, but one step down from chaste – allowed outlet ‘to every pleasure of the flesh, ending in the final act of love’.


It is indeed possible that Andreas Capellanus in the latter half of the twelfth century was making as sophisticated a riff on an established idea as Camelot librettist Alan Jay Lerner in the latter half of the twentieth. But the often-made, always worth repeating, point is that satire requires an accepted belief of which to make mockery. If no one recognised what was being held up to laughter, the joke could only fall flat. Moreover, the Arthurian myths that walked hand-in-hand with the dream of courtly love were about to take on another identity: as tools in the real world of Plantagenet propaganda and popularity.


 


In 1190 monks digging in the grounds of the abbey at Glastonbury in Somerset – the ‘summer country’ of Arthurian myth – claimed to have identified the grave of King Arthur and Guinevere. Inside the grave was a large stone cross which, said Gerald of Wales, ‘I have seen.’ On it was carved: ‘Here lies buried the famous King Arthur with Guinevere, his second wife, in the isle of Avalon.’ The male skeleton was said to be of gigantic size; the female to retain some trace of lost beauty. Gerald described how a lock of golden hair was found, but ‘when a certain monk snatched it greedily with his hand and raised it up, at once all of it crumbled into dust’.


There was, of course, a backstory here. On the one hand Avalon (from the Celtic demi-god Avalloc, who ruled the underworld) was where in some stories Guinevere was imprisoned by King Melwas in his castle on Glastonbury Tor. Rising sheer from the Somerset Levels, the Tor still broods over the site where, legend says, Joseph of Arimathea buried the Holy Grail; a place of Celtic pagan worship targeted by the first Christian missionaries, and still the focus of awed talk about ley-lines and earth energies.


On the other hand, more prosaically, in 1184 the Norman abbey at Glastonbury had been consumed by fire. Of the magnificent structure completed just decades before, only one chamber and the bell tower remained standing amid the ashes. The monks had urgent need of money for a rebuild.


Gerald described how Henry II himself, shortly before he died in 1189, told the monks where to dig, based on ‘some evidence from his own books’. Henry was second husband to Eleanor of Aquitaine and first king of England’s new Plantagenet dynasty. What better propaganda coup to bolster his line than to link it to England’s most enduring myth? (Three centuries later the same benefits would draw a visit from Henry VII.) The ever-troublesome Welsh, just across the water from Glastonbury, might also learn that the ‘once and future king’ of whom they boasted was safely dead and in no position to contest Henry II’s throne.


Henry and Eleanor’s son Richard ‘the Lionheart’ found yet another way to use the story, and the sword also found within the grave. Stopping at Sicily on his way to the Holy Land in 1191, he exchanged gifts with Sicily’s ruler Tancred. Tancred gave him fifteen galleys and four transport ships; Richard gave Tancred ‘Excalibur’. To contemporaries, it clearly seemed a fair exchange. It was certainly an extreme example of how fiction could be taken as – could be pressed into the service of – hard, cold political fact.


This would prove to be a game the Tudors in their turn would play with mastery.


 


 


* Today one might urge him to get a grip, yet that last trope was plausibly repeated in A Knight’s Tale of 2001, a Hollywood movie starring Heath Ledger. 


 


* See Appendix: The Many Faces of Guinevere.


 


* The same imbalance may lie behind the simultaneous rejection of and reverence for women (white, virtuous women) in that unexpectedly courtly form, the traditional Western.


 


* Many such anomalies are inherent in the attitudes of the Church itself. Diarmaid MacCulloch points out that the Church which proclaimed the supremacy of celibacy also set up and licensed brothels – on the theory, voiced by Thomas Aquinas, that ‘even the most splendid palace must have a sewer system to survive’. MacCulloch describes how supposedly celibate monks were responsible for a flood of homoerotic poetry. ‘The Church had always said that homosexuality was one of the greatest sins. Now the clergy were openly glorying in sin.’


 


* As Reay Tannahill put it: ‘If some mischievous nineteenth-century time traveller had whisked the Lady away and replaced her with the Regiment or the Flag, the medieval knight would probably not even have noticed.’
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Realpolitik and the Roman


13th century


There is one queen whose name has already appeared here several times – as mother, as wife, as patron and as aunt; and, appropriately, as a figure of Andreas Capellanus’s fantasy. But Eleanor of Aquitaine certainly deserves better than to figure as a mere adjunct to anyone else’s story. A quarter of a century before Chrétien de Troyes wrote for Marie de Champagne, the Jersey-born Norman poet Wace, translating Geoffrey of Monmouth into the vernacular, presented his work to Marie’s more famous mother, Eleanor. She is often credited with having brought the idea of courtly love to England in her train; and credited, too, with having helped inspire the popular portrayal of King Arthur’s Guinevere. Chrétien’s early works display detailed parallels with her English court.


Eleanor’s grandfather, William IX of Aquitaine, had been one of the first troubadours, writing of how his lady’s (‘midons’) wrath could kill, her joy could make a sick man well. (He also wrote: ‘God let me live long enough to get my hands under her cloak!’; so much for the idea that courtly love was always chaste and non-physical. His thirteenth-century biographer wrote that he was ‘one of the most courtly men in the world as well as one of the greatest deceivers of ladies’.)


Much about Eleanor’s life provoked controversy in her own day. Her journey to the Holy Land with her first husband, King Louis of France, provoked rumours she had had an affair with her own uncle along the way. Her subversive desire, and her very presence, were linked to the failure of the crusade; just as, in the same way, any involvement with women could jeopardise the quest of an Arthurian knight. When Eleanor joined with her sons in rebellion against her second husband, King Henry of England, she was warned by the Archbishop of Rouen that she ‘would be the cause of a general ruin’; much as Guinevere brought down Camelot. D.D.R. Owen noted ‘a progressive degrading of Guenevere’s [sic] character that seems to parallel the worsening of Eleanor’s reputation in popular esteem’. And it was after Eleanor died in 1204 (following sixteen years’ imprisonment, and adventures stretching into her old age) that the ‘black legend’ surrounding her really got under way.


It was the Minstrel of Rheims who, around 1260, invented an affair between Eleanor and the Muslim leader Saladin. (More plausible stories describe her having an affair also with her husband Henry’s father, Geoffrey.) Elizabethan tale would even suggest that it was she – rather than her daughter-in-law – who had an affair with William Marshal, frenemy to her son the Young King.


Another wholly fictional story of Eleanor’s murdering her husband’s mistress, ‘Fair Rosamund’, first appeared in the fourteenth century, though the most famous version was not perfected until two centuries later: the one in which Eleanor tracks Rosamund through the maze at Woodstock and offers her the choice of dagger or poison. This Rosamund might consider herself lucky, at that. One fourteenth-century version, the French Chronicle of London, had her roasted naked between two fires, then left to bleed to death in a hot bath with venomous toads on her breast. Curiously enough, the fictional Guinevere was about to suffer the same technicolour violence.


 


It is possible Eleanor of Aquitaine had been initial patron and planner of a group of long French prose Arthurian romances composed at the beginning of the thirteenth century by an anonymous author, or authors, and known as the Vulgate Cycle.


By now, Arthur’s queen had two possible faces: the dark and the light. The Vulgate’s way of dealing with the problem was to have two Guineveres: the ‘true and false Guinevere’, the latter being an illegitimate half-sister of Guinevere’s who seduces the king and makes false accusations against the real queen, whom Lancelot must defend.


The false Guinevere’s accusations lead to the real queen being sentenced to having the skin of her scalp flayed off:


because she made herself queen and wore a crown on her head that she should not have worn. And afterwards, she shall have the palms of her hands sliced off, because she was consecrated and anointed, as the hands of no woman ought to be unless a king has married her faithfully and properly.


When Guinevere and Lancelot are found together, Arthur sentences her to death at the stake. But this harshness meets with universal disapproval; Arthur himself, after all, had said that rather than see Lancelot depart from his court, he would allow him to love the queen. The virtuous real Guinevere – ‘si douce, si debonnaire, et si franc’ – always forgives Arthur his harshness and unkind treatment; yet, though the different tales that make up the Vulgate Cycle do not always speak with one voice, it is definitely the adultery of Guinevere and Lancelot that prevents Lancelot’s achieving the Grail, and indeed that brings down Camelot.


The idea of courtly love – the shadow, even, of Arthur’s Guinevere – haunts English queenship. Another of Eleanor’s daughters-in-law – wife to King John of Magna Carta fame – may have been a later patron of the Vulgate Cycle. Dark rumours would cling to the beautiful Isabella of Angoulême; though, as with so many youthful royal brides, it’s hard not to feel she had excuse for any perceived transgressions.


Married to John in 1200 (at an age that might have been anything from fifteen down to nine), she was forced to lodge in the households either of one of John’s mistresses or of his discarded ex-wife Isabella of Gloucester, who had been set aside on a pretext to open the way for a different political alliance.* Small wonder if the second Isabella felt the need of support. During her first pregnancy she requested the presence in England of her elder half-brother Peter de Joigny. The rumours would be that they were having an affair.


A contemporary chronicler would declare that Isabella ‘has often been found guilty of incest, witchcraft and adultery, so that the king, her husband, has ordered those of her lovers who have been apprehended to be strangled with a rope in her own bed’. This report should be taken less as signifying Isabella’s certain adultery (for which there is no real evidence), than the blurring of fact and fiction in these reports – or rather, the way in which fact could be given the probably fictional but ever-credible gloss of a woman’s blame.


That said, when John died in 1216, Isabella not only decamped back to France, but there married a man engaged to her daughter . . . Her son Henry III’s wife Eleanor of Provence would not be the last royal bride to be accused of excessive promotion of her relatives and plumping of her own purse. Hated by many of her husband’s subjects, a focus for howling discontent during the rebellions of the 1260s, she was nonetheless sufficiently trusted by her husband to be left as his regent when he was abroad.


The well-educated Eleanor had grown up familiar with the literature of the Provençal troubadours, of which her father was a patron, and would herself purchase expensive volumes of romance. Her daughter-in-law and successor as queen of England – another Eleanor, but this time of Castile – likewise came from a deeply literary court; she would be a patron and promoter of books, Arthurian romance included. (She was, however, also another queen who loved money even more than myth.) Her husband Edward I, the ‘Hammer of the Scots’, who took away their Stone of Scone, took also a keen interest in Arthur: he wrote to the Pope urging his claim to be ruler of all the British Isles as his ‘ancestor’ had been. In evidence he cited Geoffrey of Monmouth.


In 1278 Edward and Eleanor travelled to Glastonbury for the reopening of the much-disturbed grave of Arthur and Guinevere, which they would have relocated to a site near the High Altar. Edward took back ‘Arthur’s crown’ from the defeated Welsh king Llywelyn, and may have drawn on the Roman link to King Arthur in the siting and design of the castles he built to keep Wales subdued. But with the succession of his son Edward II in 1307, and Edward’s marriage to Isabella of France, English royal life – and the interest of the royal family in the Arthurian myth – would take a sharper turn.


 


This Isabella would subsequently be blamed as ‘the She-Wolf of France’, but was arguably forced into violent action by her husband’s thraldom to a succession of favourites. Married as a twelve-year-old to a husband in his twenties, she saw the property and position that should have been hers bestowed by the infatuated Edward on Piers Gaveston, a star of the tournament Edward arranged to display Gaveston’s prowess.


When Gaveston was murdered by her husband’s enraged lords in 1312 the stage seemed set for Isabella, still in her teens, to take her rightful place at his side: mother of Edward’s son; living pledge of his relationship with France; diplomat between her natal and her marital country. But when Edward fell instead under the sway of the powerful and brutal Despensers, father and son, Isabella found herself once again sidelined and under threat, her lands confiscated, her children taken from her care.


Edward then made the strategic mistake of sending Isabella on an embassy to France, accompanied by their young son, England’s heir. From France, Isabella wrote to Edward an extraordinary letter: ‘I feel that marriage is a joining of a man and a woman, maintaining the undivided habit of life, and that someone has come between my husband and myself trying to break this bond.’ She took to wearing a luxurious version of widow’s weeds and declaring that her husband’s deeds meant their marriage was ended as definitively as though he were dead. Invoking the help of her French family, Isabella – in her son’s name – offered herself as figurehead to the many outraged by the Despensers’ rule. She did so with the backing of one particular disaffected lord, Roger Mortimer, who, it soon became clear, was now Isabella’s lover.


In the name of the young prince, Isabella and Mortimer swept through England carrying all before them. As the prose Brut chronicle put it: ‘folk of this country had to her consented’. Alas, with Edward II imprisoned (to be murdered, it was said, by means of a red-hot poker), it soon became clear that the rule of Isabella and Mortimer was as rapacious as that of the Despensers had been. Peace was eventually restored to the country only when the seventeen-year-old Edward III staged his own coup against his mother’s lover. Mortimer went to the gallows at Tyburn, but Edward declared that his mother had merely been deceived by Mortimer’s wiles. Isabella enjoyed an extravagant lifestyle for almost three more decades before her death in 1358.


Chronicler Geoffrey le Baker recorded Isabella as a ‘ferrea virago’, ‘a woman who aped a man’, abandoning her female virtues to become as hard as iron. But this may not be how she saw her role in fact and fantasy. She was fascinated by the Arthurian stories: in Paris, her mother’s books had included a number of romances and a volume of Arthurian legends beautifully bound in white leather. Many years later Isabella would be able to lend the French king two romances, of the Holy Grail and of Sir Lancelot. Equally fascinated was Isabella’s lover Mortimer: a year before his fall he had played King Arthur to Isabella’s Guinevere at a spectacular tournament, celebrating afterwards at a Round Table. It would, however, be Isabella’s son Edward III who, swearing to institute a new Round Table, in 1348 set up the chivalric Order of the Garter.


The romantic preoccupations of Isabella’s family would have dreadful consequences in reality. It was said to be Isabella herself who, on a visit to Paris in 1313, told her father the king that she thought she detected signs of adultery in two of her brothers’ wives. The wife of a third brother, indeed, had been guilty of concealing the assignations they had enjoyed with their lovers in the Tour de Nesle. The two royal ladies had their heads shaved and were immured in underground dungeons. Their lovers were castrated, flayed alive and broken on the wheel before being decapitated. In France, it has been said, both the public credit given to women and the popularity of courtly literature underwent a sharp decline after the Tour de Nesle affair.


 


Courtly love was by now being mocked in the fabliaux, the comic and often scurrilous songs sung by jongleurs in the marketplace, not troubadours in the castle. Here women might be portrayed as lewd, lazy, lustful . . . Less serious a condemnation than that made by the Church, maybe, but as enduring.


But the thirteenth century had seen another major new player in town – and the greatest, to go by sheer popularity in its day. The Roman de la Rose, topping even Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History, survives in some three hundred manuscript copies in different languages (a few of them created after the advent of printing, in the Tudor era). This was a book-length poem of around twenty thousand lines; the first four thousand or so written by one Guillaume de Lorris by 1230, and the subsequent sixteen thousand or so by Jean de Meun more than forty years later, in the 1270s. Or so says Jean de Meun in the text, anyway. We have no other information concerning de Lorris; nothing, even, to confirm his existence.


The story – told in the first person – is an account of a dream the narrator had a few years before, in the month of May. Walking through a beautiful garden he comes across the wellspring of Love and sees therein the reflection of a perfect rosebud. As he gazes he is shot by the god of Love, ‘the arrow passing through the eye and into my heart’. Surrendering himself to Love’s domination, he becomes obsessed with plucking the rose. The allegory is obviously the courtly lover’s pursuit of his lady.


But upon this slight framework – as de Meun took up the tale – was plastered an enormous weight of discourse on a range of subjects from science to philosophy. The volume of information is such that the Roman may have been used by readers almost as an encyclopaedia. It covers, particularly, the nature of women, of whom de Meun took a more jaded view than courtly predecessors had done. The dreamer gets advice from Nature and from Genius; help from Fair Welcome; impediments to his progress from Rebuff, Fear and Shame. The latter part of the poem even includes translations of part of the sixth-century Christian Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy (later translated also by Elizabeth I). Three centuries later Thomas Middleton wrote in his play The Changeling that Love ‘has an intellect that runs through all . . . brings all home into one mystery’.


Less certainly, it has been suggested that the Middle Ages saw desire itself as in effect a sixth sense. The ‘Lady and the Unicorn’ series of tapestries from around 1500 adds to five tapestries representing the five senses an infinitely debated sixth, which sees the Lady in front of a tent, emblazoned with the words ‘Mon Seul Desir’. And indeed the whole tradition of – the value perceived in – courtly love makes more sense if it is viewed as a medium for other perceptions about the world.


But scholars cannot agree on the Roman’s meaning. Was Guillaume de Lorris writing a straightforwardly courtly text? Did Jean de Meun merely continue the lover’s journey in the more worldly spirit of later decades, or was he actually writing against the whole concept of courtly love, undermining the earlier part of the work, for all he claimed to be its continuator?


Or, even, was de Lorris himself poking a little fun, with his bizarrely explicit instructions for the lover, as explicit as those of Capellanus? Instructions, like those of Capellanus, echoing Ovid: ‘Beautiful garments and adornments improve a man a great deal . . . You should have fine laced shoes and small boots and get new ones often, and you must see that they are so close-fitting that the vulgar will go around arguing over the way you are going to get into or out of them.’


De Lorris described his poetical dreamer challenged by Lady Reason, who came down from her tower to defend chastity and try to dissuade the dreamer from plucking the rose at all. In the thirteenth century there was a great debate over chastity. The Church’s scholars could not agree. Was fornication necessarily a sin, since without it mankind would die out? Was it permissible, but only for procreation – or might (as the thirteenth-century theologian Richard Middleton put it) ‘moderate pleasure’ be allowed? In the Roman, Nature complains that man was failing to use the ‘tools’ he had been given for the purpose she intended: fathering children to continue the human race. But all the contradictions of the debate are there. ‘Love is hateful peace and loving hate . . . a sin touched by pardon but a pardon stained by sin . . .’
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