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For my darling and devoted husband, Scott,  
From “Kleines Fraüchen” with “ein Kuss”
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“I love you, those three words have my life in them.”




The State of Princes . . . in matters of marriage [is] far of
 worse sort than the condition of poor men. For Princes take
 as is brought them by others, and poor men be commonly
 at their own device and liberty.

—Anthony Denny, Member of the King’s Privy Chamber and chief body servant to Henry VIII, 1540




Foreword

Everyone loves a royal wedding. Except, perhaps, the bride and groom. Throughout history, most royal marriages were arranged affairs, brokered for diplomatic and dynastic reasons, and often when the prospective spouses were mere children. The perfect royal marriage brought territorial gains to the ruling dynasty’s side (usually the groom’s) and cemented alliances between families and regions. It was of little consequence that the spouses often didn’t meet until their wedding day. Or that they had been in love with someone else and were now compelled to abandon all hope of the personal happiness or emotional fulfillment that might have come from nuptial bliss with another. There is no I in dynasty.

In general, there was one primary goal of a royal marriage: to beget an heir. And for a good part of the past millennium, when much of Western Europe was embroiled in perpetual warfare, it was believed that only a male heir would be able to defend and hold the throne, although a female could legally inherit the throne in England and Scotland. During more martial eras, royal wives who managed to produce only daughters—Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn, for example—were disposed of by their autocratic spouse, powerless to challenge his authority. If execution was no longer an option to ending a problematic or infertile marriage, there was always divorce. Napoleon Bonaparte divorced his first wife, Josephine de Beauharnais, because she failed to bear him a son.

With so many marriages being little more than dynastic alliances,  how did these royals manage to survive their arranged nuptials and make their peace with the world into which they were born? Or did they? Precious few of the notorious royal marriages profiled in this book began as love matches—although they didn’t necessarily stay that way. And for several centuries, if things weren’t working out, the monarch might play the all-purpose, get-out-of-marriage-free card known as a papal dispensation on the grounds of consanguinity. In other words, plenty of unions were sundered after cousins who had received a dispensation to marry in the first place suddenly decided to become appalled and repulsed by how closely they were related when it became expedient to wed another.

With so many intriguing relationships, choosing whose stories to omit was nearly as difficult as selecting which ones to include. Within this volume are some of the world’s most famous royal unions, as they affected and were affected by the historical and political events of the times; it is not intended to provide an overview of world history, to probe with great depth the wars and revolutions that gripped Europe for centuries, or to present full biographies of the principals.

Comparing the selection of a marriage partner to fishing for an eel—that staple of Renaissance diets—Sir Thomas More’s father commented that it was as if “ye should put your hand into a blind bag full of snakes and eels together, seven snakes for one eel.”

In these pages are the snakes as well as the eels—the disastrous unions and the delightful ones; the martyrs to marriage and the iconoclasts who barely took their vows seriously; the saintly and the suffering; the rebels and the renegades—all of whom took the phrases “I do” and “I will” and ran as far as they could go with them, exploring and embracing the broad spectrum of passion, power, and possibilities far beyond the royal bedchamber.




LOUIS VII 1120-1180

RULED AS CO-KING OF FRANCE: 1131-1137

RULED AS KING: 1137-1180

 

and

 

ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE 
1122-1204

 

married 1137-1152

 

 

“I thought I married a king, but I find I have married a monk.”

—Eleanor of Aquitaine, on her husband, Louis VII of France

 

 

WHAT’S IN A NAME? WELL, WHEN YOUR MATERNAL GRANDMOTHER’S is the Countess Dangerosa, one might easily speculate that you, too, could spell Trouble.

The Countess Dangerosa was the mistress of Eleanor of Aquitaine’s grandfather the lusty Duke William IX of Aquitaine, whose bawdy ballads garnered him the reputation as the first known troubadour. Eleanor was the eldest daughter of the duke’s son (also named William) and Dangerosa’s daughter Aenor, by her first husband. After Duke William X died of dysentery on Good Friday, April  9, 1137, the fifteen-year-old Eleanor became Europe’s richest heiress, inheriting much of what now comprises western and southern France—including the regions of Poitou, Aquitaine, and Gascony.

According to Richard de Poitevin, writing in the 1170s, Eleanor was “brought up in delicacy and reared in abundance of all delights, living in the bosom of wealth.” She was quite the catch, even if she’d been a bit spoiled as a girl. Headstrong, willful, high-spirited, and exceptionally intelligent, she was also an acknowledged beauty. Although no physical description of her survives, Eleanor’s father and grandfather were both redheads.

Twelfth-century Western Europe was a feudal society. The king was the ultimate overlord, at the apex of a pyramid of power. Dukes and counts were his vassals, but had vassals of their own in the local barons, whose vassals included knights, and so on down the social food chain. It was also an era in which might made right. If a count or baron could take a neighboring castle—or county—or dukedom—by force and hold it, it became his.

Things weren’t much different where women were concerned. Marriage by abduction was a popular way to get a bride. Aenor, about whom little is known, died when Eleanor was only eight years old, so the orphaned teen was at the mercy of predatory nobles who would think nothing of rape as a substitute for an engagement ring. But Eleanor’s father left her lands in trust to his own overlord, King Louis VI of France, until such time as she married, with the tacit understanding that Eleanor would be wed to Louis’s heir.

However, Louis VI’s firstborn son had died at the age of fifteen when his horse shied at a runaway pig and threw him. So the king was compelled to recall his second son, Louis, from the monastery of St. Denis, where he was being groomed to enter the church. The elder Louis had determined that marrying his son to an heiress who would quadruple the size of his kingdom with a simple “I do” beat marrying God any day, so the sixteen-year-old Louis the Young was sent to Bordeaux to wed Eleanor.

Not too many weeks after her father’s death, on Sunday, July 25, 1137, the teens were married at the Romanesque Cathedral of  St. André in Bordeaux, followed immediately by their coronation as Duke and Duchess of Aquitaine. A few days later, they were also crowned Count and Countess of Poitou at the region’s capital, Poitiers.

Although his father was the actual ruler until his death, the youth had become King of France in 1131, in accordance with the French custom of royal heirs being crowned during the older king’s lifetime. Louis the Young, as he was called—to differentiate him from his father, Louis the Fat—was a tall blond stripling with the personality of a permanent penitent.

The meek bridegroom, who had spent much of his life as a “child-monk,” was shy and awkward in company, and at his own wedding reception he was both shocked and appalled by the merry dancing and ribald songs, not to mention his new wife’s unchecked vitality and exuberance during the festivities. Luckily, the couple enjoyed a mutual physical attraction—and Louis remained smitten with Eleanor’s looks until the day they divorced. However, their temperaments could not have been more dissimilar.

As Louis was both quiet and spiritual, Eleanor often took the lead in their relationship, although such aggressiveness defied what was considered the natural order of things. But Aquitanian women were more forthright than most and Eleanor had learned how to manage estates, as well as people from all walks of life, having accompanied her father as he rode through his vast territories collecting his vassals’ tithes and tributes.

Her new husband, on the other hand, although he was considered quite intelligent, wasn’t quite ready for prime time when his father died of dysentery on August 1, 1137, just seven days after the royal marriage. In the space of a single week the sensitive, untested Louis became both bridegroom and king.

And although her formal coronation did not take place until Christmas Day, Eleanor was now Queen of France. Her lands, inherited from her father, became Louis’s domains, although they would revert to her if she became widowed or divorced.

Trusted vassals were placed in control of Eleanor’s provinces and  seneschals, or stewards, maintained her castles and estates, while the new queen, uprooted from her beloved south, moved to her husband’s damp and dreary capital, Paris. Although it was the greatest center of education in Western Europe, the noisy, filthy city of 200,000 souls, densely concentrated on the tiny Ile de la Cité, offered Eleanor a disappointing welcome. The stench of sewage was everywhere, and beyond the crenellated walls that encircled the fortress-like palace many people lived cheek by jowl in dust and mud.

Her family’s castles in the south had boasted airy rooms and a sultry atmosphere with lush gardens and sparkling fountains. The bleakness of Paris proved a startling contrast. So Eleanor immediately set to redecorating, endeavoring to transform the castle and her own suite of rooms into a sophisticated re-creation of her childhood homes. Her improvements, including the tapestries commissioned from Bourges, shutters fitted over the drafty arrow slits, and a startling innovation—a fireplace and chimney built directly into the wall—cost Louis a fortune and earned Eleanor the immediate enmity of her mother-in-law.

Adelaide, the Dowager Queen of France, had little use for this medieval Martha Stewart who dared to question her own interior design sense while running up impressive bills for her extravagant wardrobe and the care and feeding of the troubadours she imported to the conservative north to entertain her entourage. Eleanor required tablecloths to be spread over the dining boards in the Great Hall, ordered the servants to wash their hands before serving meals, and insisted on attention to table manners—and Adelaide felt insulted that what had been good enough for the Capets, France’s ruling family for centuries, wasn’t acceptable to her spoiled and decadent daughter-in-law. What probably galled the dowager queen the most was that her timid son indulged his fifteen-year-old bride in her every whim, and sought, even deferred to, Eleanor’s opinion in everything, including matters of governance—in which, Adelaide conceded, the vivacious Aquitanian girl had more experience than Louis did.

Adelaide blinked first, moving to another castle. But her démenage  had little effect on an ever-widening rift within the royal marriage. Odo de Dieul, Louis’s secretary, and later his chaplain, described the king’s life as “a model of virtue,” noting “worldly glory did not cause him sensual delight.” While his queen entertained the age’s greatest musicians and poets, the pious Louis spent much of the day on his knees in prayer. Eleanor bedecked herself in silks and furs, painted her face, and adorned her neck, wrists, and ears with gold, while Louis felt most at home in a hair shirt.

Their world was a violent one, despite her efforts to civilize it in even the smallest of ways. Many of Louis’s vassals were both ambitious and ruthless and he was not a decisive ruler. At every turn, Eleanor endeavored to toughen up her husband and turn him into a strong sovereign. A contemporary chronicler, William of Newburgh, described Louis as “a man of warm devotion to God and of extraordinary lenity to his subjects . . . but he was rather more credulous than befits a king and prone to listen to advice that was unworthy of him.” It’s not clear to whom William referred, but as it was considered unnatural for wives to offer political counsel, it’s quite possible that the barb was aimed at Eleanor. Whenever Louis tried to impress her by acting like an authoritative overlord, the result was a complete turnaround from tyro to tyrant—unchecked outbursts of temper that invariably led to rash, ill-considered behavior, which he invariably regretted.

In the summer of 1141, Louis tussled with a vassal over the man’s adulterous affair with Eleanor’s sixteen-year-old sister, Petronilla, and had another disagreement with the vassal’s equally powerful brother over the appointment of a bishop. As a result of the latter dispute the Pope excommunicated Louis; and during a turf war between the king and his rebellious vassals, an entire village of innocents was slaughtered inside the church at Vitry-sur-Marne. Mortified by the carnage he had unleashed, Louis underwent an even stricter course of penance, replacing his regal garb and flowing blond tresses with a monk’s coarse robes and the circular fringe of a tonsure.

The king’s increasing asceticism immensely exacerbated the existing problems within his marriage. As it was, his raging physical attraction to Eleanor was more of a curse than a blessing; he felt guilty every time he went to her bed because it violated his fervent belief that copulation was supposed to be for the getting of heirs, an obligation and duty, not an eagerly anticipated act of enjoyment. The untoward stirrings within his loins therefore required more, and stricter, penance. His conjugal visits, already infrequent, grew even fewer. Religious holidays and feast days were taboo. So were Sundays. And like many men and women of his day, Louis was convinced that performing in anything other than the “missionary” position was punished by three years’ penance; failure to follow any of these connubial rules would result in deformed babies or lepers.

Consequently, Eleanor wasn’t able to uphold her end of the marriage contract, since it was her job to bring forth children. “I thought I married a king, but I find I have married a monk,” she complained, frustrated sexually and dynastically.

And she wasn’t the only one unhappy with the marriage.

Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux, as ascetic as Louis, began to question the union’s validity, expressing his misgivings as early as 1143. Although Louis’s mentor Abbé Suger had given them a dispensation, Eleanor and Louis were fourth cousins, related within the prohibited degrees of consanguinity. The unhappy Eleanor silently noted Bernard’s doubts; they would bear fruit one day.

The following year, 1144, the twenty-two-year-old Eleanor received a scolding from the disapproving Bernard, who demanded that she “put an end to your interference with affairs of state.” Eleanor’s response took him utterly by surprise. The queen admitted, quite sincerely, that she delved into politics because her life was otherwise empty; in the seven years since her wedding, she had not been able to conceive a child.

Bernard softened immediately, and struck a deal with the distraught queen. According to the Vita Tertia, Fragments of a Life of Bernard of Clairvaux, by Galfredas Claras Valensis, the cleric told Eleanor, “My child, seek those things which make for peace. Cease to stir up the king against the Church and urge him to a better  course of action. If you will promise to do this, I in my turn will promise to entreat the merciful Lord to grant you offspring.” His words had an immediate effect on Eleanor. Later that day, Louis and his rebellious vassal Count Theobald of Champagne signed a peace treaty, quite possibly due to Eleanor’s pressure on her husband. Soon, Eleanor became pregnant, bearing her first child, a daughter, Marie, in 1145. But because France was under Salic law, where only males could inherit the crown, Louis remained without a successor.

His soul was still tormented by the fiery debacle in the church at Vitry-sur-Marne. So, he seized his chance to make reparations when he received word that on Christmas Eve 1144, the Moslem Turks had captured Edessa, one of the four Christian states surrounding the Holy Land, comprising the region known to Europeans as Outremer.

Here was Louis’s chance to become a Crusader. Ignoring Abbé Suger’s advice to remain in France and continue trying to beget an heir, Louis took the Cross on Easter Sunday 1146. To the surprise of many, the adventurous Eleanor was right there with him. After a year of preparation, the Pope himself blessed this Second Crusade in June 1147, and God’s army of 100,000 strong began its long march toward Jerusalem. Baby Marie was left safely behind in France.

On March 19, 1148, Eleanor and Louis arrived in Antioch, another of the Outremer Christian states. Antioch’s prince was Eleanor’s thirty-six-year-old cousin, the handsome and brave, if somewhat impetuous, Raymond of Poitiers. Eleanor and Raymond spent hour after hour alone together, and in public they were always head-to-head in animated laughter and conversation in langue d’oc, their native tongue—the dialect spoken in southern France.

Louis, who understood none of it, as his mother tongue was the northern langue d’oeil, grew jealous and assumed that they were flirting outrageously, quietly wondering whether anything untoward was transpiring right under his nose. It was partly Louis’s envy that led to his refusal to aid Raymond in a preemptive strike against  Edessa so that the Turks would not be tempted to invade Antioch as well—a strategic disagreement that further increased the rift between Louis and Eleanor. Louis had vowed not to wage war before he had cleansed his soul in Jerusalem. So Eleanor resolved to support Raymond on her own, threatening to remain behind in Antioch with her numerous vassals.

Eleanor and Louis argued bitterly over this issue. Louis reminded his queen that she was not only his vassal, but as his wife she was his property. Eleanor, bristling, brought out the heavy artillery, insisting that their marriage was legally invalid anyway, as they were too closely related in the eyes of the Church. She demanded a divorce.

Louis was just as aware of their degree of consanguinity, but he could not bear to lose Eleanor. For one thing, her immense holdings of land would revert to her possession and control, which would reduce his kingdom to its previous puny size and jeopardize its security. That rationale was a predictable one. But the king had another argument for hanging on to his wife for dear life: according to John of Salisbury, writing a few months later, in 1149, Louis “loved the Queen almost beyond reason.”

What to do, what to do? Once again, Louis listened to questionable counsel. His chaplains advised him to eliminate Raymond’s undue influence on the queen and assert his rights as her husband by abducting Eleanor and carrying her off to Jerusalem. Louis agreed to the scheme, but it was Eleanor’s reputation that suffered. The dramatic circumstances surrounding her hasty departure fueled rumors that would persist for centuries claiming that Louis had snatched her from an adulterous—and incestuous—affair with Prince Raymond of Antioch. Given their degree of consanguinity, the royal marriage was incestuous as well, although the couple had conveniently overlooked this detail for years!

Eleanor was infuriated by Louis’s ignominious treatment of her, and from that point on resolved to have as little to do with him as possible.

In 1148, at Christmas, a heavy-hearted Louis wrote to Abbé  Suger from Jerusalem, informing him of his intention to seek a divorce from Eleanor as soon as he returned to France.

The royal estrangement dragged on into the spring. Louis’s Crusade had so far yielded nothing but tremendous loss of life and precious equipment. But another life would be forfeited that would strain the marriage even further.

After spending Easter in Jerusalem, Louis and Eleanor set sail for home—in separate ships. Eleanor’s vessel got caught in the middle of a naval battle between the Sicilians and the Byzantine Greeks, and for two months Louis had no news of his wife. When Eleanor landed safely in Sicily, she received news that the Turks had invaded Antioch after their departure and beheaded Raymond. Eleanor blamed Louis for his death.

On the Italian mainland, the royal couple met with the Pope, and each employed the pontiff as a personal marriage counselor. According to John of Salisbury, Louis told Pope Eugenius that he “loved the Queen passionately, in an almost childish way.” And Eleanor privately confided her doubts about the marriage’s validity because of the consanguinity issue, admitting to His Holiness that she and Louis no longer had sex. The Pope’s response was not only to reiterate his sanction of the royal marriage but to escort Eleanor and Louis to a lavish, sensuously appointed bed and encourage them to heed nature’s call. John of Salisbury wrote that the king was delighted, making amorous overtures to his queen “in an almost puerile fashion.” By the time they returned to France on November 11, 1149, Eleanor was pregnant.

But the ugly rumors of Eleanor’s alleged infidelity with Raymond preceded her, and not only did the French believe them, but they blamed her for the failure of the Second Crusade. Louis’s chaplains then persuaded him to remove any governmental power and authority from her hands.

In the latter half of 1150, Eleanor gave birth to another daughter, Alix. It was a huge disappointment to Louis and, as far as the queen was concerned, offered further proof that God disapproved of their marriage. After fourteen years of wedlock and only two girls to  show for it, surely there must be a greater plan at work. Eleanor’s reiterated desire for a divorce was unwittingly aided by the French barons, who encouraged Louis to put her aside for the sake of the succession, and marry another (and less controversial) woman who would bear him sons.

The following summer, another catalyst for Eleanor’s divorce appeared on the horizon—or, more specifically, at court—in the persons of the handsome Count Geoffrey of Anjou, known as Geoffrey le Bel, and his son, the stocky, redheaded Henry, now Duke of Normandy.

Evidently, there was an instant undercurrent of sexual tension between the twenty-nine-year-old Eleanor and the eighteen-year-old Henry—the man destined to become Eleanor’s future husband and King Henry II of England. Days later, Eleanor obtained Louis’s consent to a divorce and the first steps were taken to annul their marriage. They embarked on a final trip to Aquitaine, where Louis’s officers were replaced by Eleanor’s, although she would remain Louis’s vassal.

Eleanor last saw Louis in September 1151. There were no tearful good-byes, even with little Marie and Alix, who, in accordance with French law, were left behind in Paris to be raised in their father’s court. Eleanor had lost custody of them and would not see them again.

On March 11, 1152, a synod of bishops convened to debate the validity of the royal marriage, and ten days later, with the approval of Pope Eugenius, the union was annulled on the grounds of consanguinity. During the Middle Ages, it was exceptionally rare for a woman to seek and receive a divorce, and when a noblewoman, even a queen, received her decree, her ex-husband usually shoved her into a convent.

But Eleanor had beaten the system. She was a free woman, and though no longer Queen of France, governed lands far vaster than the little kingdom on the Seine. She was now mistress of her own destiny. Or was she? In reality, she was a prime target for kidnappers. If she were violated, she would have to wed her abductor and  everything she owned from her body to her estates would become his, a dynamic that played itself out centuries later between Mary, Queen of Scots and the 4th Earl of Bothwell.

But Eleanor’s cunning and political savvy prevented her from becoming a victim. And although their divorce redrew the map of France and significantly altered the balance of power in the realm, Louis—though not without regret—got what he wanted out of the annulment as well. He was now free to marry again, and in the grand scheme of things, his eagerness to have a successor outweighed the loss of Aquitaine, Poitou, and Gascony.

Louis married Constance of Castile in 1154, but she died on October 4, 1160, after giving birth to their second daughter, Alys. Alys would grow up to become the mistress of King Henry II of England, who was at the time married to Eleanor of Aquitaine. At long last, Louis’s third wife, Adela of Champagne, bore him the son and heir he’d long desired on August 22, 1165. Fourteen years later, in 1179, the prince, who would rule France as Philip II Augustus, was crowned according to Capet tradition during his father’s lifetime—but just barely. Louis had suffered a paralytic stroke on August 26, which had effectively ended his reign, and was too ill to attend Philip’s coronation ceremony. He died on September 18, 1180, and was interred in the basilica of Saint-Denis outside Paris.




HENRY II 1133-1189

RULED ENGLAND: 1154-1189

 

and

 

ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE
 married 1152-1189

 

 

“. . . with a glad heart . . . now . . . I am joined in wedlock to Henry, Duke of Normandy.”

—fragment of philanthropic charter granted by Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152

 

 

IT WAS A MEETING THAT WOULD CHANGE THEIR DESTINIES and have a profound effect on the balance of power in Europe. Henry Plantagenet, the eighteen-year-old Duke of Normandy, had been remiss in paying his homage to Louis VII, his overlord, so that his title could be formally recognized. So, in the summer of 1151, Henry accompanied his father, Geoffrey Plantagenet, Count of Poitou, to the French court.

Geoffrey had been summoned to Paris on charges of illegally imprisoning a king’s high officer, a crime for which Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux had excommunicated him. To the cynical Count of  Poitou this ecclesiastical punishment meant nothing, but he was still expected to answer for his political actions to his sovereign lord. The unrepentant Geoffrey dragged his prisoner in irons through Louis’s Great Hall, and hotly refused to release him. Abbé Bernard, who was present to adjudicate the matter, then launched into one of his own famously fiery tirades, prophesying that Geoffrey’s blasphemy would condemn him to an untimely death.

During this heated exchange, Queen Eleanor grew intrigued by the restless pacing of Geoffrey’s teenage son, the muscular, gray-eyed, bull-necked Henry. His legs were bowed from so much time in the saddle. Like his dashing father, he affected the sartorial quirk of garnishing his hat with a sprig of the yellow common broom plant, known in Latin as planta genista—the genesis of the family name Plantagenet.

Geoffrey of Anjou had invaded Normandy in 1141 and by 1144 the duchy was his. In January 1150, he ceded it to his son Henry. Louis VII correctly perceived the ambitious and energetic young duke as a greater threat to his crown than his father was. Henry would also become the greatest threat to Louis’s marriage.

Eleanor found herself attracted on several levels to this freckled, testosterone-fueled teen who seemed to brim with promise and potential. Her desires were obvious and the chroniclers of her day were convinced that she had acted on them, and that they were the impetus for her divorce from Louis. William of Newburgh wrote that “. . . while she was still married to the King of the Franks, she had aspired to marriage with the Norman duke, whose manner of life suited better her own, and for this reason she desired and procured a divorce.” According to Walter Map, Eleanor “contrived a righteous annulment and married him.”

Giraldus Cambrensis was a bit more lurid, claiming that Eleanor “cast her unchaste eyes on Henry immediately on seeing him. . . .

It is related that Henry presumed to sleep adulterously with the Queen of France. . . . How could anything fortunate, I ask, emerge from these copulations?” Giraldus recorded an even more sensational bit of news, adding that Geoffrey “frequently forewarned his  son” to stay away from the queen, adding that Geoffrey had forbidden “him in any wise to touch her, both because she was the wife of his lord and because he had known her himself.”

Although this claim has never been proven, Henry would give it credence when he considered divorcing Eleanor in the 1170s. True or not, it has certainly done much to enhance Eleanor’s legend as a medieval Jezebel. But in the light of day, political considerations trumped any qualms of conscience: a few days after Geoffrey’s theatrical stunt with his manacled prisoner and his subsequent show-down with Abbé Bernard, the count and his son returned to court absent all trace of their Plantagenet temper. They apologized for their former misbehavior and offense to their overlord, and con-tritely offered Louis the Vexin, a small but strategically placed territory on the border of France and Normandy. Louis, always anxious to increase his kingdom’s boundaries, accepted this “gift,” utterly ignorant of any behind-the-scenes passion or political machinations between Henry and Eleanor. He gave Henry the kiss of peace, which officially acknowledged him as Duke of Normandy, and the Angevin vassals departed Paris with a spring in their steps.

But within days, Geoffrey caught a chill en route to Anjou. Abbé Bernard’s malediction proved true; Geoffrey died on September 7, 1151. Henry was suddenly Count of Anjou as well as Duke of Normandy.

On March 11, 1152, the synod of bishops reviewing the validity of Eleanor’s marriage to Louis VII formally determined that the royals were indeed related within the proscribed degree of consanguinity. Eleanor had her divorce. And as soon as she reached Poitou, after successfully evading two different abductors, she sent word to Henry that she was now “available” and in effect summoned him to come and marry her.

That May, Henry rode to Poitiers and on the eighteenth of the month the couple were wed in the Romanesque Cathedral of Saint-Pierre.

One has to feel sorry for King Louis. Within weeks of a divorce he never really wanted, the woman he still loved gave herself to a  younger, palpably virile man who happened to be his political archrival. By marrying Eleanor, Henry increased his holdings to an area roughly half the size of modern-day France. He also had a legitimate claim to the English throne through his mother, Matilda, the daughter and heir of the late Henry I.

However, the more land an overlord possessed, the greater the difficulty he had controlling it. This dynamic ended up benefiting Eleanor. Although he was perpetually on the road, Henry could not cover such a vast territory on his own, which permitted her to be a genuine coruler. Eleanor toured their lands collecting taxes, dispensing justice, granting charters, and using her own revenues to fund construction projects.

She was a happy newlywed. In reference to one of her philanthropic efforts, she wrote that she bestowed the funds “with a glad heart . . . now that I am joined in wedlock to Henry, Duke of Normandy.” And by the end of 1152, she was pregnant.

However, her marriage to Henry was destined to be one of the most turbulent in history. The spouses were too much alike, possessed of strong-willed, formidable personalities, which made for numerous unpleasant clashes. Henry had inherited his father’s legendary temper, which manifested itself in black rages and tantrums so intense that he was known to writhe on the floor and chew at the straw rushes.

He was also ostentatiously unfaithful to Eleanor. According to the contemporary chronicler Giraldus Cambrensis, “he was an open adulterer,” indulging his vast sexual appetite whenever it suited him, siring bastards with more than one mistress. Eleanor’s views regarding Henry’s illegitimate children—whom she raised with her own offspring—have not survived. But her reaction to Henry’s infidelities may have had something to do with the creation of her own court, where music and poetry abounded. Minstrels and troubadours composed love songs to highborn women, who, within Eleanor’s miniscule civilization, were at the top of the food chain.

Henry, however, had little use for these frivolities. Raised in the north of France, he was unfamiliar with the cult of chivalry as a  romantic ideal and felt threatened by Eleanor’s court of love and the deliberately seductive, impassioned lyrics of the troubadours. He was particularly unnerved by the attentions that the most renowned of them, Bernard de Ventadour, paid to his wife, and sent Bernard packing at the first opportunity.

On August 17, 1153, Eleanor gave birth to William, her first child by Henry. He was on a military campaign in England at the time, but returned to France the following April with the triumphant news that King Stephen, cousin to his mother, Matilda, had formally acknowledged him as his successor. Henry did not have to wait long to become King of England. In November 1154, as he was at home in France busily reducing a rebel vassal’s castle to rubble, Henry received news of Stephen’s death.

Eleanor was a queen once more. Their realm would now stretch from the Scottish border all the way to the Pyrenees.

Henry and Eleanor were crowned at Westminster Abbey on Sunday, December 19, 1154. And as they toured their new realm, Eleanor received the greatest civics lesson of her life. She discovered that there was no uniform system of laws from shire to shire; the same applied to weights and measures. Trial by combat or by ordeal was still popular in many villages. Seated beside her husband, Eleanor absorbed the workings of his keen legal mind as Henry dispensed justice like a circuit judge and enacted reforms to standardize regional discrepancies regarding calculations of measurement. Henry’s decisions were well considered and equally well respected, and during his reign trial by jury gradually replaced trial by ordeal. In time, Eleanor, too, gained a reputation as a learned and fair adjudicator.

As King of England, Henry’s seat of government was located primarily at Westminster; he ruled his French territories long-distance, through the stewardship of trusted vassals. Nonetheless, medieval courts tended to be itinerant. Touring his kingdom was one of the only ways a monarch could gain an understanding of his subjects’ concerns, and thereby maintain control of his realm. In Henry’s frequent absences—during military campaigns or touring other parts of his vast holdings, including his French provinces—he  often named Eleanor co-regent along with his justiciar, or chief minister. Thorough and pragmatic, she zealously upheld Henry’s policies and implemented them in his stead, becoming an astute politician herself. Her vast responsibilities made her an anomaly among women of her era, and until 1163 Eleanor issued documents written under her own name and seal.

It wasn’t all business, though. The royal couple enjoyed hawking and hunting together, and Eleanor had no trouble keeping up with her athletic, energetic husband. Once again she parlayed her talent for aesthetics into redecorating the palace at Westminster, importing upholstery silks, oil for her lamps, and spices for the kitchen. She insisted that her floor rushes be scented. And because she detested the taste of English beer, she also imported her own wines from Bordeaux.

As time went on and Eleanor began to lose her preeminence in the royal boudoir, undoubtedly resenting her husband’s numerous paramours, she soon found her political role challenged as well. She had believed herself a full partner in Henry’s governance of their sprawling kingdom, but the appearance of Thomas à Becket changed everything.

In 1152, Becket, the son of a London merchant, was archdeacon to the Archbishop of Canterbury when Henry made him chancellor of the realm. In short order, Becket became Henry’s most trusted friend and adviser, and before long he assumed many of the administrative duties and responsibilities that had been Eleanor’s purview, including acting as Henry’s regent in his absence.

However, there was one role that could never be denied her. Eleanor was the mother of the future King of England. All told, she would bear Henry five sons and three daughters, and was forty-five years old when their last born, John, entered the world on Christmas Eve 1166. All but one child lived to adulthood, a remarkable record in an age of tremendous infant mortality.

On April 18, 1161, the Archbishop of Canterbury died, and Henry decided to replace him with Thomas à Becket, a highly irregular choice, since the chancellor was not even a cleric. Henry  arrogantly assumed that appointing his best friend would put the management of both church and state in his pocket; but Becket warned the king that he would take his new ecclesiastical responsibility extremely seriously. When Becket refused to compromise canon law to satisfy Henry’s political agenda, the friendship between the two powerful, brilliant, and excessively stubborn men was torn asunder.

The rift between Henry and Becket lasted six years and was never entirely repaired. In 1170, Eleanor and Henry were holding their Christmas court at Normandy when the king learned of the archbishop’s most recent defiance of his aims. Henry unleashed the famous Plantagenet temper and in words he would come to deeply regret, exclaimed, “Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest?” Four of Henry’s knights took him literally, and traveled to Canterbury. They murdered Becket in the cathedral on December 29, unwittingly martyring him—which turned Henry devoutly penitent, and catapulted Becket into the express lane for canonization.

With Becket in heaven, one might think the tarnished king’s attentions would once again turn toward his queen, but Eleanor had already lost all hope in that regard. In 1166 Henry had met Rosamund de Clifford, the sixteen-year-old daughter of one of his Welsh marchers, or border earls. Although for eight years their passionate affair remained a secret to the outside world, and presumably to much of the court, Eleanor must have known of it or at least suspected what was going on. Henry made no secret that “the Fair Rosamund” was the great love of his life. Eleanor was middle-aged and pregnant when Henry and Rosamund commenced their affair, and by then the royal couple was already squabbling over which of their sons would inherit the crown, as the system of primogeniture (inheritance by the firstborn son) was not yet established.

In 1168, two years after Henry met Rosamund, Eleanor initiated a marital separation, an event that was confirmed in an 1173 letter written by Rotrou of Warwick, the Archbishop of Rouen. But because they had lands to govern and conflicts to adjudicate, Eleanor and Henry endeavored to maintain a cordial working relationship.  The queen still took her place at royal ceremonial occasions and acted as Henry’s deputy when necessary in Anjou and Normandy. Yet from then on, her focus became her children.

Eleanor did not exact her revenge against her straying husband by taking lovers of her own. She achieved it through their teenage sons, whom Henry continued to infantilize by ceding them some of his territories in France while denying the boys any authority to govern them. Feeling their oats, the three eldest princes complained bitterly to their mother, who utterly empathized with their want of power.

By 1172, seventeen-year-old Henry, fifteen-year-old Richard, and Geoffrey, age fourteen, were prepared to stage a revolt against their own father. Full-scale rebellion broke out in 1173. Discontented English barons joined forces with the young princes. At first Henry refused to believe it was his own flesh and blood who had betrayed him, nor did he suspect Eleanor of any complicity; in fact, he had left her at Poitiers to govern Aquitaine in his absence. Then he began to surmise that young Henry alone had been the instigator.

The chroniclers of the day formed their own opinions. Ralph of Diceto placed the blame for their sons’ sedition squarely on Eleanor’s shoulders. William of Newburgh and Gervase of Canterbury, who described Eleanor as “an exceedingly shrewd woman, sprung from noble stock, but fickle,” shared Ralph’s assessment. And Richard FitzNigel, who seemed to have a thorough comprehension of the teenage male psyche, was convinced that although Henry’s sons “were young, and by reason of their age, easily swayed by any emotion, certain little foxes corrupted them with bad advice, so that at last his own bowels [meaning his wife, Eleanor] turned against him and told her sons to persecute their father.”

What seems relatively clear is that the uprising was as much a wife’s rebellion against her husband as the revolt of their sons; and Eleanor, who was a tremendous influence on their children, was willing to violate her marriage vows to achieve it. There was neither love, nor honor, nor obedience in her actions. And Henry finally began to realize it. He may even have had spies placed at her court  who confirmed the worst. So he commanded the Archbishop of Rouen, Rotrou of Warwick, to persuade Eleanor to patch up the rifts—on threat of her excommunication.

According to the Patrologiae Latinae: Recueil des historiens, Rotrou, writing to Eleanor, was heartsick that “you, a prudent wife, if ever there was one should have parted from your husband. Once separated from the head, the limb no longer serves it. Still more terrible is the fact that you should have made the fruits of your union with our Lord King rise up against their father. . . . Before events carry us to a dire conclusion, return with your sons to the husband whom you must obey and with whom it is your duty to live. . . . Bid your sons, we beg you, to be obedient and devoted to their father, who for their sakes has undergone so many labours.”

The archbishop’s plea was ignored. Eleanor had no intentions of reconciling with Henry or reining in their sons. But she did fear that her husband might invade Poitiers, so she set out for Paris, where, ironically (albeit for political reasons), her former husband was obligated as her overlord to protect her. Her anxiety was justified. Eleanor’s party was waylaid as they entered a forest near the border of France. Although she was dressed as a man and had ridden astride in order to avoid detection, her disguise was quickly unmasked. In Henry’s name she was apprehended and escorted to Rouen, where she was “detained in strict custody.”

The only person “punished” for their sons’ uprising was Eleanor. Henry forgave the princes’ rashness, attributing it to their youth. But he never again trusted them.

At midday on July 8, 1174, accompanied by Henry, Eleanor was bundled onto a ship bound for England—and further imprisonment—primarily at the wide-moated double-walled Sarum Castle near Salisbury. She was also kept under house arrest in Winchester Castle from time to time. In each location, Eleanor was permitted only a single waiting woman, her personal maid, Amaria; and her communication with the outside world was effectively severed, depriving her of the ability to influence her sons or to shape world events. Her custodians  were men that Henry implicitly trusted. Divorcing Eleanor would have meant Henry’s loss of Aquitaine and her other continental territories, so he offered a compromise: take the veil as abbess of Fontevrault Abbey and, contrary to the customary regulations governing a religious vocation, she would not have to relinquish her lands.

Eleanor staunchly refused. And for the rest of Henry’s life—until 1189—she remained his prisoner, released on special occasions, such as Christmas and Easter, so the family could celebrate the holidays together. Henry also permitted Eleanor to travel on occasion, although under heavy guard, if such journeys concerned their daughters’ betrothal or marriage plans.

With Eleanor imprisoned, Henry began to live openly with Rosamund de Clifford, although she never usurped the prerogatives or ceremonial duties of the queen. But Rosamund was soon out of the picture, entering Godstow Priory, where she died of unknown causes in 1176 at the age of twenty-six. However, Henry’s bed had not remained cold during Rosamund’s illness; Gervase of Canterbury alludes to the forty-two-year-old king’s efforts in 1175 to annul his marriage to Eleanor because he wanted to marry a different mistress—Princess Alys of France—now in her mid-teens. Alys had been raised at the English court since she was nine years old, and was officially betrothed to Prince Richard. Richard would eventually refuse to wed Alys anyway—not because he was homosexual, as some twentieth-century historians, including A. L. Rowse, are fond of asserting (with scant proof to back it up), but because Alys had been his father’s concubine, a relationship Richard disclosed with great discomfort to her half brother Philip after Philip became King of France.

Henry’s affair with a French princess created enough of a scandal; seeking to divorce his wife compounded it. A primary argument for an annulment was consanguinity, even though their relation as third cousins hadn’t bothered Henry and Eleanor when they married. Eleanor and Henry were even more closely related than she had been to Louis and that marriage had been sundered for reasons of consanguinity. Not only was it truly remarkable that for several  centuries obtaining a Pope’s permission to wed automatically validated an incestuous relationship, but that the reversal of such a papal sanction suddenly made the same legitimately solemnized marriage the sin everyone knew it already was!

Because Eleanor would still retain her lands after an annulment, Henry tried another loophole: incest. After all, his late father, Geoffrey, Count of Anjou, had admitted to an affair with Eleanor and had initially warned Henry to stay away from her. However, repudiation on these grounds at this stage in the game would make their numerous children bastards and leave Henry without a legitimate heir. Even in her deprivation, Eleanor appeared to be retaining the upper hand.

Tragedy struck the family in 1183 when their oldest son, Henry, died of dysentery. Three years later, Prince Geoffrey was unhorsed and trampled to death during a tournament. Only Richard and John, the respective favorites of their mother and father, remained to duke it out for the grand prize: succession to the English throne.

But while Henry was in England mustering men for another crusade, rebellion erupted once again in Normandy, led by Richard and backed by Philip of France. In 1188, Henry left England for the last time, hastening to the Continent to quell the uprising. After many of his knights had deserted him for his son, Henry, weak and ill, agreed to parlay with him. A formidable negotiator, Richard demanded that his father cede him all of his continental lands and acknowledge him as the heir to England’s throne.

Henry died on July 6, 1189, at the age of fifty-six, and Richard was crowned King of England at Westminster Abbey on September 3, 1189, amid spectacular pageantry.

On hearing of Henry’s death, Eleanor’s custodians immediately released her. Having endured fifteen years of incarceration, she spent the rest of her life in the service of her sons, acting as regent for Richard while he was off on the Third Crusade and governing a kingdom that reached from the harsh borders of Scotland to the peaks of the Pyrenees.

In 1191, Eleanor even chose a bride for her favorite son. At the  age of nearly seventy, she escorted young Berengaria of Navarre to Sicily to meet up with Richard, who was en route to the Holy Land. But during his return, Richard was captured by Duke Leopold of Austria and subsequently imprisoned by Leopold’s cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry VI of Germany. Eleanor spent an entire year arranging for the collection of a ransom so immense it amounted to twice the sum of England’s annual revenue.

Richard spent only a few months of his ten-year reign in England. He died in France in Eleanor’s arms on April 6, 1199, after suffering an arrow wound in the process of besieging Charlus Castle, where he’d heard a treasure had been buried.

While Richard was on Crusade, Prince John usurped his throne. He pillaged the kingdom for his own ends, and Eleanor, who couldn’t be everywhere at once, was powerless to curb much of his ambition. However, after Richard’s death, she had no choice but to support him. John was her only surviving son, and he was now King of England.

But the Plantagenet family feud was far from over. Arthur of Brittany (the son of Eleanor and Henry’s son Geoffrey and his wife, Constance of Brittany) allied himself with King Philip of France and set to besieging John’s continental territories. In 1202, at the age of eighty, the intrepid Eleanor was imprisoned by Arthur’s army at Mirabeau castle, where she had taken refuge from the ongoing strife between John and Philip. Eleanor cleverly played for time, allegedly negotiating with her rebellious teenage grandson from a castle window. She managed to get a message to John, who came to her rescue and defeated Arthur and his forces. Arthur was taken prisoner and never heard from again.

It was the dowager queen’s last hurrah. Exhausted and ailing, she retired to the Abbey of Fontevrault, placed herself in the care of their nurses, and, according to abbey records, took the veil herself. She died there on April 1, 1204, at the age of eighty-two and was buried in the abbey church beside the tombs of her husband Henry and their son Richard. Her effigy depicts a serenely beautiful woman clasping a book.

Today, Eleanor’s legacy—flinty and strong, courageous and tenacious—endures. When even a queen was expected to be little more than a walking womb, Eleanor of Aquitaine made history—not only as the wife of two kings, but as one of the most powerful and influential women of all time.
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