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 This volume of collected essays was the brainchild of Rachel C. Gibbons, 
who sought to mark the passing of two decades since the infl uential and 
durable publication of John Carmi Parsons’  Medieval Queenship . Her aim 
was to highlight the contributions since made by early and mid-career 
researchers as well as doctoral students to suggest a “New Generation” of 
queenship studies that both builds upon and departs from the consider-
able scholarship of previous decades. Unfortunately, due to circumstances 
beyond her control, Rachel was unable to bring her project “to market.” 
In an effort to continue and build upon Rachel’s initial vision, we assumed 
the editorial role. We have made considerable changes to the way in which 
the collection was fi rst framed and conceived, and trust that the reader will 
fi nd the collection a worthwhile point of departure for further refl ections 
on the nature of queenship and power as viewed through the lenses of 
gender and reputation. 

 We would like to acknowledge and thank the series editors, Carole 
Levin and Charles Beem, for their support and unwavering encourage-
ment. Kristin Purdy (History Editor at Palgrave Macmillan) has been 
enthusiastic, constructive, and kind throughout the process of  bringing 
this collection to press. Engaged, caring, and effi cient, Chelsea Morgan 
(Production Manager) and Michelle Smith (Editorial Assistant) have 
been of invaluable assistance. We acknowledge the scholarly  dedication 
and hard work of our contributors who accepted our sometimes exacting 
editorship in good humor, wholeheartedly embracing our joint vision for 
their collection. 
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    INTROD UCTION  

  The year 2015 marked the 50th anniversary of the International Medieval 
Congress held annually at Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. It is also just over 20 years since papers from two sessions at 
the 1989 and 1991 Congresses were published in John Carmi Parsons’s 
infl uential and durable  Medieval Queenship .  1   This body of work played 
a formative role in conceptualizing research into the lives of medieval 
queens and the offi ce of queenship. Since then, the study of medieval 
queenship has developed into a vibrant and dynamic fi eld with scholars 
exploring the queen’s landholdings and household; her networks embed-
ded therein; her artistic, religious, and literary patronage; and her role in 
court, government, and the medieval political milieu. Since 1989, papers 
and roundtables focusing on medieval queens have appeared in sessions at 
every Medieval Congress, either as entire panels dedicated to queenship 
studies or as individual papers in sessions covering a vast array of topics 
such as art, literature, archeology, religion, history, and politics. Papers 
and sessions dealing with medieval queens now extend to a wide range of 
geographical areas and historical periods, and their scope is illustrative of 
just how interdisciplinary the fi eld of queenship studies has become. 

 This present collection features articles developed from papers presented 
over the last few years at the International Medieval Congress in Kalamazoo. 
It celebrates the current breadth of queenship studies, the collaborative 
nature of the discipline, and the diversity of its practitioners, with contribu-
tions from the fi elds of political and cultural history, legal history, literary 
studies, literary and feminist theory, material culture and art history, gender 
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studies, and female biographical research. It offers the reader an array of 
western European geographical and cultural spaces encompassing the cen-
tral European kingdom of Hungary, states of the Holy Roman Empire such 
as Swabia and Savoy, as well as Sweden, England, France, and Italy, and 
stretching to the Pyrenean kingdom of Navarre. The chapters cover time 
periods ranging from the central Middle Ages to the early modern period. 
This diversity is anchored to the collection by an expanded and enriched 
exploration of its unifying themes of queenship, reputation, and gender. The 
breadth and scope of these articles refl ect the evolution in the ways in which 
queens have come to be studied. 

 During the nineteenth century, works on medieval queens mainly 
 centered on England and France, taking the form of individual biogra-
phies and personal narratives not part of the political histories produced 
in academia; the queen’s place in medieval society therefore was given 
very little critical or theoretical attention. Agnes Strickand’s  Lives of the 
Queens of England  and Mary Anne Everett Green’s  Lives of the Princesses of 
England  are two of the most notable examples of this genre of biographi-
cal literature.  2   These works were informed by nineteenth-century gender 
rules and restrictions, which divorced women from the economic and pro-
ductive roles they had performed in preindustrial societies, largely relegat-
ing them to the domestic sphere.  3   Strickland and Green judged medieval 
women against Victorian gender norms and as a result they tended to 
focus on extremes, either idolizing or condemning their subjects.  4   For 
instance, Strickland’s depiction of Eleanor of Aquitaine suggests that she 
was fl ighty and irrational: “Queen Elanora acted in direct opposition to 
his [the king’s] rational directions. She insisted on her detachment of the 
army halting in a lovely romantic valley, full of verdant grass and gushing 
fountains.”  5   Likewise, Strickland’s Isabella of France was certainly a vil-
lainous queen: “They perceived, too late, that they had been made tools 
of an artful ambitious, and vindictive woman, who, under the pretense of 
 reforming the abuses of her husband’s government, had usurped the sov-
ereign authority, and in one year committed more crimes than the late king 
and his unpopular ministers together had perpetuated during the twenty 
years of his reign… Isabella’s cruelty, her avarice and hypocrisy, and the 
unnatural manner in which she rendered the interests of the young king, 
her son, subservient to the aggrandizement of her ferocious paramour, 
Mortimer, excited the indignation of all classes.”  6   While these works are 
problematic and of little use to the modern historian, whose main interest 
is in queenship as an offi ce, it is important to acknowledge that Strickland 



INTRODUCTION xix

and Green were themselves subject to Victorian gender norms and were 
writing the types of histories that were considered suitable for women. 

 The feminist movements of the twentieth century changed the ways in 
which academics viewed women’s place in the world, and therefore the 
way in which women were studied. Medieval scholars began to consider 
issues of gender, power, and the status of medieval women.  7   As part of 
the new approaches to studying medieval women, researchers concerned 
with medieval queens moved away from the biographical sketches that 
focused on the colorful events and myths surrounding individual queens 
and started to think about the queen’s experiences and what it meant to 
be a queen. Hilda Johnstone’s studies during the 1920s and 1930s of 
the queen’s household administration are prime examples of this depar-
ture.  8   They serve as evidence that women were being gradually drawn 
into the inner sanctums of male political and administrative historians, 
rather than being relegated to the romantic “histories” of Strickland and 
Green.  9   Johnstone’s articles were grounded in archival research and were 
published in seminal studies of English administrative history, namely 
T.F. Tout’s  Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England  
and Bertie Wilkinson’s  The English Government at Work.  Johnstone con-
sidered particular issues relating to the queen’s lands and estates and 
began to explore ideas about the type of power that queens held within 
this sphere. Tout illustrated the manner in which the administration of 
the English crown became more bureaucratic in the later medieval period 
and Johnstone identifi ed that the queen’s household became a separate 
administrative unit from that of the king’s household as this new bureau-
cracy emerged. Johnstone’s focus on the administration of the English 
queen’s household, and its place within the mechanisms of the institution 
of the crown, provides a congruent opportunity to demonstrate the inter-
action of mainstream political, administrative history with the new femi-
nist  movement of the twentieth century and its concern with the public 
and private dichotomy. 

 First-wave feminism’s main focus was to bring women out of the private 
sphere and gain equal opportunities for them in public institutions. They 
felt that contention for political activity depended on access to the public 
sphere and that women were denied this access.  10   For these modern femi-
nists, the public sphere was the area in which work, business, and politics 
occur while the private sphere was made up of domestic life—the home and 
the family. With second-wave feminism, liberal feminists continued this shift 
to bring women into all public institutions. The writings of Betty Friedan, 
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for example, explore the misery experienced by women who had no public 
careers and the anguish they felt as unwaged housewives and consumers.  11   
This concept of the public/private divide was utilized by medieval queen-
ship scholars. In applying the view that the public and private were dispa-
rate spaces, scholars concluded that the queen was increasingly relegated 
to private, domestic spaces as her household was separated from the king’s. 
The most notable example of this line of thinking is Marion Facinger’s 
infl uential 1968 article “A Study of Medieval Queenship: Capetian 
France, 987–1237.”  12   Facinger found the same separation of the king’s 
and queen’s households in medieval France that Johnstone had found in 
England.  13   Facinger argued that in Capetian France, after the mid-twelfth 
century, the centralization of royal power and the separation of the king’s 
and queen’s households resulted in the distancing of the queen from the 
monarchy and her loss of an offi cial offi ce. Consequently, the queen’s only 
infl uence on government was through a personal relationship with the king 
as her husband or son. She was no longer a part of the public arenas of 
the king’s household and court. Facinger believed this new status led to 
a queen’s marginalization from public power and authority. The research 
of Johnstone and Facinger notwithstanding, throughout the 1960s and 
1970s, the study of queens continued to focus on queens who “excited 
the most popular interest” and still depicted them as “moral pendants to 
husbands or sons,” focusing on their lives, not their offi ces.  14   Part of this 
lack of interest in queenship studies as an offi ce might be explained by the 
trend to focus on socioeconomic research that concentrated on women 
of lower social status as well as by the unpopularity of administrative and 
institutional history among feminist scholars of the time.  15   

 Despite the dearth of analytical study on queens, Facinger’s line of reason-
ing sparked a lively discourse in scholarship produced on medieval women. 
In 1987, Joan Kelly-Gadol wrote that these Western examples of public 
and private are inappropriate for describing sexual hierarchies in countries 
where the sexual division of labor does not fi t into the binary opposites of 
the public and private divide; this notion also applies to historical settings, 
particularly those pertinent for the study of medieval women.  16   This still 
did not, however, completely eliminate the idea that women and queens 
were marginalized as government became more bureaucratic. For Jane 
Tibbets Schulenburg, the pre-eleventh-century household served as the 
noblewoman’s “powerhouse” by providing “nearly limitless opportunities 
for women whose families were politically and economically powerful.”  17   
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Notwithstanding this, Schulenburg concluded that as government devel-
oped into impersonal institutions in the eleventh and twelfth centuries the 
powerbase was removed from the household, and women lost their formal 
positions of infl uence. However, in 1989, a year after Schlenberg’s study was 
published, Caroline Barron argued famously that the medieval household 
continued to be the fundamental institution from which emerged industry 
and politics; consequently, the later Middle Ages was a “golden age” for 
women.  18   By way of contrast, Judith Bennett claimed that the merging of 
the household and workplace did not provide women with an egalitarian 
working relationship with men, but that it was rather a social phenomenon 
that refl ected patriarchal authority.  19   As a consequence, medieval scholars of 
the period tended to agree that the public and private spheres overlapped in 
the household, but the extent to which these roles were either limiting or 
empowering for medieval women was vigorously debated. 

 The late 1970s and 1980s also brought forth a fresh emergence in 
the study of queenship as an offi ce or an institution.  20   Accordingly, 
while the validity of the terms public and private were being reevaluated 
and redefi ned in discussions about medieval women in general, they 
were also being called into question for medieval queens.  21   Scholars 
began to argue that, while there is no denying that the nature of the 
queen’s powers changed after the eleventh century, the queen was not 
marginalized.  22   Signifi cantly, John Carmi Parsons’s 1994 collection of 
essays,  Medieval Queenship , drew attention to the need for new termi-
nology. In his introduction, he writes that queens make an ideal case 
study for reconsidering the public/private categories precisely because 
of their high visibility in medieval society.  23   The fundamental theme of 
Parsons’s collection is the familial context in which queens operated. 
The essays in the collection “argue against describing their position 
and roles as ‘private’ or  ‘domestic’” because they “reveal women as 
fully functioning members of royal families.”  24   In doing so, these essays 
demonstrate the necessity for a new vocabulary to discuss the queen’s 
place within the royal spheres of power, authority, and government; 
Parsons utilizes Louise Fradenburg’s suggested term “interstitial” 
because it denotes a more fl exible and inclusive role for the queen.  25   
Parsons concludes his introduction by highlighting the fact that “all 
aspects of medieval queenship need much further investigation” par-
ticularly within a wider geographic range. He argued likewise for the 
necessity of more comparative anthologies.  26   
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 Scholars in 1990s and 2000s heeded Parsons’s call and there was an 
explosion of studies on queenship, with research focusing on individual 
queens’ fulfi llment of the offi ce as well as comparative studies of queens 
and their queenships. While there is still a strong interest in French and 
English queens, the geographical area that some of these studies cover has 
grown extensively, particularly in relation to Iberian and pan- Mediterranean 
kingdoms and their queens and royal women. This upsurge in interest and 
diversity has meant that the study of medieval queenship has developed 
into a lively and ever-changing fi eld with researchers exploring a multiplic-
ity of queens’ experiences in an effort to better understand queenship as 
an institution, essential to less gendered notions of rulership and govern-
ment. Contemporary scholars draw from a wide range of disciplines and 
theoretical paradigms as analytical tools. Post-second-wave feminism and 
the rise of women’s studies have assured the study of queenship a domi-
nant presence within feminist research, infl uenced by diverse disciplines 
and theoretical agendas. Scholars of medieval queenship have embraced 
with alacrity the ideas of theorists such as Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick who posit that gender was performative in nature and that it is 
problematic to project conclusions about modern heteronormative society 
onto the past.  27   

 Medieval historians have begun to argue that gender is an unstable 
term, and that applying modern theory without an awareness of cultural 
specifi city risks the production of ahistorical and distorted conclusions. 
Gender should be utilized as a mode of historical inquiry because politi-
cal historians can no longer focus on traditional politics, and need to take 
into account society, culture, and economics. With this in mind, historians 
argue that analyses of queens must include contemporary understandings 
of manhood and womanhood, kingship and queenship; the  retrospec-
toscopes  are being packed away.  28   They have also looked to feminist dis-
courses on social theories of power. These feminist discourses engaged 
with traditional theories of Marx, Weber, and later Foucault, Lukes, and 
Giddens, in attempts to defi ne a feminist theory of gender and power.  29   
Historians of medieval women have found modern feminist scholarship, 
and  anthropological studies about power and gender, useful in mak-
ing distinctions about the types of power available to medieval women. 
One example among many others is Helen Maurer who, infl uenced by 
anthropologists Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere, makes distinc-
tions between power and authority: authority as the publicly recognized 
right to give direction and expect compliance; and power as the ability 
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to get people to do things or to make things happen involving pressure, 
infl uence, persuasion, and coercion.  30   These constructions of power and 
authority have permeated scholarly conceptualizations of the queen’s 
experiences and they are utilized in the wider of study of medieval women 
as well.  31   More recently, a signifi cant number of scholars have gravitated 
toward the term “agency,” or a queen’s ability to act independently, rather 
than focusing on ideas of power and authority.  32   Nevertheless, power 
and authority continue to occupy a legitimate place in queenship stud-
ies alongside agency. Enriched by these discussions of gender and social 
theories of power, the status of queens has become a fertile fi eld of inquiry. 
Scholars who study medieval women have come to varying conclusions 
as to whether or not women constituted a “sex class,” that is, should 
women be categorized alongside men of their rank, or do all women fi t 
into a separate group based on shared experiences that derive from being 
women? Theresa Earenfi ght writes that “women were not rigidly defi ned 
by extremes of power and powerlessness because the relational dynamic 
between men and women depended upon social rank, age, marital status 
and economic resources” and that queens formed an unusual elite among 
women.  33   Such lines of inquiry have led those who study queenship to 
look at queens’ experiences in the context of other analogous medieval 
women, that is, elite and royal women, as well as their closest male coun-
terparts, that is, the king, the princes of the blood, and the male high 
nobility. In so doing, a framework by which to study queens has been 
developed. This framework has come to include, but is by no means lim-
ited to, the investigation of the queen’s motherhood, her intercession, her 
patronage, and her household. Within this framework scholars typically 
seek to fi nd the level of agency, power, or authority that was afforded to, 
or indeed manipulated by, the queen, evaluating how and if these areas 
contributed to her participation in the governance of the realm. 

 One of the chief purposes of marriage in the pre-modern period was to 
ensure the survival of the dynasty and a continuation of its heritage; moth-
erhood was the expectation of all married women.  34   For medieval and early 
modern women of all ranks, the emphasis on motherhood stemmed from 
the necessity to provide heirs to their husband’s familial legacy.  35   Scholars 
interested in queens have found that, for the queen, motherhood not only 
defi ned her domestic role, it was an important source of power.  36   Those 
studying the coronation rituals have discovered that a queen’s coronation 
served to legitimize her children as heirs to the throne, creating a direct 
connection between the offi ce of queenship and motherhood.  37   Historians 
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have pointed out that a queen’s position became secure only when she 
produced a male heir, and she could use this power to her advantage. 

 The dowager queen often relied upon her sons to buttress her political 
relevancy and prestige in the royal court after the king’s death. Queens who 
were fortunate enough to have sons in their minority at the time of the 
king’s death realistically could aspire to be appointed regent.  38   Through 
regency, motherhood gave queens the opportunity to exercise political 
infl uence and even authority in some cases.  39   This is why Violant of Bar, 
dowager queen of Aragon, fought hard to convince her successor to the 
post of queen consort, María de Luna, that she was pregnant with the late 
king’s heir.  40   It may also be why the coronation of Philippa of Hainault, 
consort of Edward III of England, was delayed, possibly at the instigation 
of the dowager queen, Isabella of France, during Edward’s minority.  41   
Daughters too could be sources of power, and interactions between moth-
ers and daughters perpetuated the roles and powers ascribed to queens. 
Daughters, in common with nieces and female cousins, acted as cross- 
cultural, diplomatic, and political conduits between reigning dynasties 
which sometimes had little else in common and frequently held divergent 
and/or confl icting geopolitical interests.  42   John Carmi Parsons’s study of 
Plantagenet queens in  Medieval Queenship  has been especially important 
in revealing mother/daughter interactions.  43   Queens were able to expand 
their powerbases by using the concept of female networking with their 
own daughters, by widening their domestic spheres of infl uence, and by 
increasing their infl uence in foreign affairs.  44   

 Moreover, infl uence could be just as powerful as “offi cial” authority, 
and one of the major manifestations of infl uence was queenly intercession. 
The queen’s use of intercession as a wife and mother is one of the major 
applications of infl uence studied by historians. There were several ways 
in which queens might act as intercessors: queens could be peacemakers 
between the king and his subjects or his foreign counterparts; they could 
secure a privilege such as a pardon, grant, or appointment from the king 
at the behest of someone else; and they could intercede on their own 
 initiative, beseeching the king to grant their own request. Queens acted 
as intercessors throughout their life stages, with husbands, sons, and for-
eign relatives (fathers, brothers, uncles, and cousins) and allies. Parsons 
argues that the exclusion of queens from the central government in the 
twelfth century made intercession more important than in the earlier 
Middle Ages as a “means to create and sustain impressions of power.”  45   
Intercession was a particularly emphasized role for medieval queens and 
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several scholarly studies have noted how the connections made between 
the queen and female biblical fi gures such as Judith, Esther, and especially 
the Virgin Mary permeated medieval culture.  46   A queen’s subjects might 
seek a new queen’s aid without any real-life evidence that she was a par-
ticularly effective mediator or intercessory. A successful and canny queen 
could manipulate these requests into a currency of power and, as long as 
she maintained that image, she would increase her power and infl uence.  47   
According to Parsons and Janet Nelson, one way for the queen to earn 
the king’s favors was to use her “feminine wiles,” and as a result, the 
queen’s intercession with the king had sexual implications.  48   Due to the 
sexual implications of the queen’s intercession, they could be suspected 
of improper infl uence over the king, and adultery was one of the fi rst 
charges brought against a queen when detractors sought to discredit her. 
Another popular biblical image against which the queen was compared 
was Jezebel.  49   Such scholarly arguments exemplify the fi ne line the queen 
had to negotiate between legitimate power and criticism of overreach.  50   

 Throughout the Middle Ages and early modern periods, patronage 
was a critical part of effective royal lordship regardless of gender; conse-
quently, the queen’s participation in the culture of patronage could be a 
signifi cant indicator of her power, and could be pragmatically deployed to 
extend that power base.  51   Women who had access to signifi cant economic 
resources exercised patronage, which included the support and promo-
tion of favored monastics, members of the urban elite, the gentry, and 
the aristocracy.  52   We also fi nd these women commissioning books, reli-
gious  artifacts, “statement” jewelry, gold and silverware intended for their 
 religious establishments, buildings, and religious institutions themselves.  53   
The level of agency women exercised through this patronage is indicative 
of their ability to act independently and to potentially extend their infl u-
ence beyond their “domestic” spheres. The queen was potentially one of 
the most infl uential patrons among the landed and urban elite. Parsons’s 
study of Eleanor of Castile reveals the extent to which the queen consort 
relied upon conveying a sense of wealth and command through public 
displays of liberality and patronage to spread her infl uence throughout 
the kingdom. If she used her wealth to patronize artists, writers, reli-
gious institutions, and so forth, then she had fully exploited the sources 
of income available to her, demonstrating her power and, to some extent, 
her authority.  54   Studies of queenly patronage have shown that the types 
of works a queen commissioned could spread her infl uence in a variety of 
ways: it could have an impact on the court and king; in cases where she 
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patronized a convent, it could provide for her widowhood and demon-
strate her piety  55  ; it could indebt a person to her; and she could justify her 
power, authority, and activity over a certain region or people.  56   

 As queenship scholars studied the “behind-the-scenes” nature of the 
queen’s marriage and coronation, childbearing, intercession, patronage, 
and so on, they began to review the argument that queens were sepa-
rated from the main mechanisms of government in the later Middle Ages. 
Crucially, in works subsequent to his collection  Medieval Queenship , 
John Carmi Parsons has argued that queens manipulated these “behind-
the- scenes” duties because offi cial positions of authority were denied to 
them.  57   Though he does not challenge the view that the queen became 
separated from the crown or that she was distanced from offi cial roles, 
he highlights a new emphasis on her other unoffi cial duties, arguing 
that the queen was not marginalized in the later Middle Ages.  58   Pauline 
Stafford, who originally supported the marginalization theory in her 1983 
 edition of  Queens ,  Concubines and Dowagers , rescinds her earlier argu-
ment in the new introduction to the second printing “I am less confi -
dent of  circumstances which ended female power and am more inclined 
to feel that the whole question of women and power throughout the 
Middle Ages is ripe for (…) reassessment.”  59   In 1998, Kathleen Nolan 
and John Carmi Parsons organized sessions at the International Medieval 
Congress at Western Michigan University to “discover and assemble 
 current scholarship on French queens” framed around Marion Facinger’s 
essay. These along with other commissioned pieces were later published 
by Nolan in  Capetian Women  in 2003.  60   Her volume contains an essay 
by Miriam Shadis, “Blanche of Castile and Marion Facinger’s ‘Medieval 
Queenship’ reassessing the argument,” wherein she argues convincingly 
that Capetian queens were not distanced from signifi cant roles in govern-
ment. Shadis focuses her study on Blanche of Castile, who Facinger did 
not study because her queenship purportedly fell after the watershed for 
queens who shared in ruling. Shadis argues that studying Blanche, we 
can see that Facinger’ s conclusions were problematic and in fact Blanche 
and the queens after her perpetuated the “ancient Capetian tradition of 
co-rule between generations” (referring to regency). Furthermore, Shadis 
contends that even if Facinger had studied Blanche, her particular meth-
odology would not have uncovered this.  61   

 With the rise of queenship research came a shift in the thinking that the 
queen gained power from manipulating the “behind-the-scenes” roles she 
played after the centralization of monarchy, with some scholars advancing 
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the notion that the queen was never separated from government, but was 
rather always a partner in monarchy. Theresa Earenfi ght maintains that 
the queen had never been separated from the institution of the crown. 
Using Spanish queens as her primary example, she deconstructs the term 
monarchy and its application to the system of government in medieval 
Europe.  62   In so doing, she argues that the queen can be understood as 
a governor of the realm and she goes so far as to suggest co-rulership 
between the medieval king and queen.  63   Lisa Benz likewise takes up this 
notion in her studies of fourteenth-century English queens, fi nding that 
the queen’s household maintained signifi cant links to the king’s, and these 
remaining institutional ties kept fourteenth-century English queens from 
being separated from government. Consequently, the development of 
the queen’s household as an institution as identifi ed by Johnstone actu-
ally enabled these queens to remain important infl uences on the political 
scene. The complex status of the queen’s household made her one of the 
most powerful magnates and the most powerful noble woman, and it also 
established her as an integral part of the crown.  64   Similarly, Zita Rohr 
applies Earenfi ght’s thinking regarding the Iberian model of queenship to 
the fi fteenth-century case study of Yolande of Aragon, a daughter of the 
house of Aragon, who deployed and modifi ed Iberian queenship norms to 
her situation in late medieval France and her marital house’s interests the 
kingdoms of Naples-Sicily-Provence.  65   Elena Woodacre’s study has added 
a new paradigm through which to evaluate monarchy as a power shar-
ing institution, by introducing a group of queens, the queens regnant of 
Navarre, or queens who inherited a throne rather than acting as a place-
holder for a husband or son, into the historiography of queenship stud-
ies. Until Woodacre’s work, these queens received very little attention, 
the most popular study of queens regnant focusing on the early modern 
period and queens such as Isabella of Castile, Mary I, and Elizabeth I of 
England.  66   

 The remarkable proliferation of queenship studies since Parsons’s 
 Medieval Queenship  has enabled scholars to grasp the complexities of 
medieval queenship. We fi nally have a richness of comparative material 
with which to begin to illuminate a coherent phenomenon of queen-
ship across medieval Europe from the early to the late Middle Ages and 
into the early modern period, one in which situational factors (as well 
as an individual queen’s skills, personality, and inclination to infl uence) 
informed how an individual queen experienced and practiced queenship. 
Earenfi ght has articulated this most concisely in her recent textbook, 
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 Queenship in Medieval Europe , drawing together the threads of this phe-
nomenon for the fi rst time in more than 40 years of scholarship into medi-
eval queenship. A textbook such as this would not have been possible 
when Parsons fi rst gathered together the papers presented at the 1989 
and 1991 International Medieval Congresses. That is not to say that the 
exploration of medieval queenship is complete; far from it: “the fi eld is 
rapidly changing, new articles, books and doctoral dissertations are pub-
lished every month. The sheer abundance of works may seem daunting—
the bibliography is impressive—but believe me [Earenfi ght] when I say 
that this is just the beginning.”  67   

 The effective and relevant study of medieval queenship demands inter-
disciplinary research, incorporating sources and methods from political 
theory, socioeconomic history, gender theory, literature, religious studies, 
art history, family history, and court studies. This collection of papers cel-
ebrates the breadth and the collaborative nature of the discipline and its 
practitioners, with contributions from historians, art historians, and medi-
eval literature specialists. As a collection, these essays highlight some lesser-
known queens and also provide new insights into more familiar fi gures. 
Importantly, given that the majority of scholarship on queenship produced 
so far has been largely Anglo-centric, this collection ranges widely cultur-
ally and geographically in a western European context. The essays collected 
in this volume add to the nascent (yet burgeoning) research fi elds on the 
lesser-covered kingdoms of Hungary, Sweden, and Navarre alongside essays 
on queens of England and France, highlighting the constants of queenship 
as a pan-European and inter-/intra-state phenomenon. A number of papers 
are specifi cally comparative, drawing parallels on a theme between a number 
of queens of the same kingdom, while others explore diverse cultural con-
texts and geographies and (perhaps most interestingly) across time periods, 
bridging the conventional separation between medieval and early modern 
eras. This collection drives queenship studies in new directions and into 
new areas and methods of research, refl ecting the constant evolution and 
vibrancy of the discipline. 

 At the heart of this drive for new directions and methodologies in 
queenship research is the primary unifying thread of this collection: repu-
tation. Late medieval and early modern writers such as Christine de Pizan 
and Anne of France, one an observer of effective queenship and the other 
a practitioner of regency, understood well the importance of a spotless 
personal and household reputation to the effective and durable deploy-
ment of gendered authority, power, and infl uence.  68   Reputation has long 
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been a theme running through scholarly discourses of medieval queenship 
with Patricia Skinner reminding us most recently that “Reputation was 
a fragile thing, and gossip could stick.”  69   A queen’s reputation can be 
built on several levels, which are not mutually exclusive of one another 
fi rst, on a contemporary level in which a queen’s reputation or reputa-
tions might be constructed by her contemporaries or even at her own 
instigation to further a certain political or cultural agenda; second, a 
queen’s posthumous reputation might be created decades or even cen-
turies after her own death, either because later writers seized particular 
reputations, which were constructed during the queen’s own time and 
perpetuated them, or because they developed out of some cultural norm 
of a later time period. Christopher Marlow and William Shakespeare fi rst 
used the derogatory “she-wolf” to describe both Isabella of France and 
Margaret of Anjou respectively, centuries and decades after their deaths, 
and the images stuck.  70   Strickland is an example of a writer who appro-
priated reputations created by contemporary writings, and who applied 
Victorian gender norms to those reputations. Modern queenship studies 
have sought to complicate such reputations, delving more deeply into the 
source material available to understand their origins and what their pur-
pose was for the societies that created them, medieval and beyond. Both 
the Judeo-Christian religious traditions, wherein women were essentially 
placed in an inferior role to men, and the Greek classical tradition, wherein 
women were considered to be below reason and merely a receptacle for 
reproduction, ran deep through medieval society. These traditions led to 
opposing images of women and queens: the Jezebel or Eve and the Virgin 
Mary. Scholars have found that many of the sources that provide the most 
detailed descriptions of queens: chronicles, hagiographies, and romances 
often force queens into one of these roles.  Vitae , as biographical texts, 
set out to portray their subjects as paragons of virtue to be emulated by 
their successors, especially hagiographic texts, which were interested in 
 providing evidence for their heroine’s sainthood.  71   Chroniclers believed 
that history should be didactic and that “universal truths” construed from 
specifi c events were as important as providing  factual accounts of the event. 
They also recorded events that they perceived to be plausible.  72   As a result, 
the queens discussed in chronicles often conformed to general stereotypes 
of womanly behavior: Jezebels, who were overmighty viragos, adulterous 
wives, and wicked enchantresses, or Virgin Marys, who were supportive 
wives and mothers, and modest intercessors and peacemakers.  73   Romance 
literature generally offers two types of archetypal queens: the calumniated 
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queen and the guilty, often, adulterous queen. In some cases negative 
gendered stereotypes of queens were often exploited by their contempo-
raries in the need to discredit their positions of power and authority or 
to set them up as scapegoats.  74   Medieval scholars have waded through 
these and other sources from the period, such as government and fi nancial 
administrative documents, to deconstruct these  stereotypical portrayals of 
queens. As queenship studies evolved, we came to understand that histori-
cal queens existed outside these binary opposites and were more dynamic 
than the queens of histories and romances; these sources frequently reveal 
more about their writers’ and patrons’ agendas (and prejudices) and the 
received medieval expectations and perceptions of queenship rather than 
the “operational” realities of the institution of queenship. Consequently, 
in its broadest sense, reputation is a strong undercurrent in almost all 
studies of medieval queenship. As we seek to comprehend the power, 
authority, and agency of queens by studying their marriages, patronage, 
motherhood, widowhood, and so forth, we  naturally engage with the con-
structions of a queen’s reputation. Yet, this collection is the fi rst to make 
reputation the driving force and unifying theme of its essays. There are 
three principal connections and congruencies running through the pres-
ent collection: the methods by which medieval contemporaries created 
queenly reputations; reputations created by critical responses to the dis-
ruption of social norms; and fi nally the rehabilitation of those reputations 
by historians. The chapters by Christopher Mielke, Tracy Adams, and 
James Dahlinger demonstrate the importance and durability of commis-
sioned objects (in the absence of a textual legacy), storytelling, and histori-
ography in constructing images of queenship and the queen’s reputation. 
Christine Ekholst and Henric Bagerius, Lisa Benz, Zita Rohr, and Rachel 
Gibbons explore the contemporary critical and legislative responses to 
perceptions of queens disrupting the perceived proper gender order, the 
balance of power and authority, or ideals of queenly image and behavior. 
Finally, the “affect” of contemporary rumor on a queen’s posthumous 
character is explored in Elena Woodacre’s chapter, which rehabilitates a 
queenly reputation. 

 By its very nature, this collection of thoughtful and well-researched 
essays is interdisciplinary, venturing into diverse cultural contexts, geogra-
phies, and time periods. Rather than arranging the essays arbitrarily accord-
ing to their respective chronologies, the essays have been divided into two 
broad thematic strands: “Biography, Gossip, and History” and “Politics, 
Ambition, and Scandal.” The purpose of this division is to offer an enriched 
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perspective to entice readers into cultures, geographies, fi elds, and disci-
plines, which might not necessarily be their fi rst port of call. Christopher 
Mielke opens the collection with an insightful discussion on the nature 
of object biography and how this is revealed in the commissioning of an 
important reliquary cross by Adelaide of Rheinfelden (d. 1090), married to 
one of Hungary’s most famous kings, St. Ladislas (r. 1077–95), but who 
is herself something of a mystery to us. Mielke confi rms that there is very 
little information to be uncovered about Adelaide of Rheinfelden in writ-
ten sources, including in the hagiographies of her husband, but that her 
memory and reputation has been kept alive largely because of a reliquary 
cross, which still bears her name, commissioned by her as a memorial to 
her mother, Adelaide of Savoy, donated to the Abbey of St. Blaise. Mielke’s 
essay is a material culture analysis of the Adelaide Cross by means of agency 
theory and object biography and argues that, while a queen might be absent 
from the extant written record, she clearly manipulated material culture to 
her advantage using it as a medium for the expression and reinforcement 
her queenly power; real or imagined. 

 Following on from Mielke’s exploration of the informed commission-
ing, deployment, and durability of non-textual material culture to commu-
nicate the power of a largely forgotten queen of a famous and saintly king 
across the centuries, Tracy Adams draws our attention to the importance 
of texts and storytelling in constructing durable images and reputations of 
famous queens and politically active royal women. Adams poses the ques-
tion: What would we do without Brantôme? She argues that while his cor-
pus is a delight to read, packed with scandalous observations about the 
French royal court as well as anecdotes passed down through the genera-
tions, his very accessibility as a narrator has caused readers over the centu-
ries to take his gossip for unmediated glimpses of court life, even though 
many of his subjects lived over a century before his birth. Her essay focuses 
on one queen, Anne of Brittany (1477–1514), and two regents, Anne of 
France (1461–1522) and Louise of Savoy (1476–1531), whose modern 
reputations derive principally from Brantôme. Adams opens by consider-
ing Georges Minois’s biography of Anne of Brittany, which, following the 
narrative of Brantôme, relates that in the spring of 1492, “[at] court, the 
young queen [Anne of Brittany] was well accepted, except by her sister-
in-law, Anne, now Anne of Bourbon or of France.” Adams argues that 
Minois’s unmediated acceptance of Brantôme’s take on events causes him 
to fundamentally misread documents associated with the two Annes, per-
petuating the story of jealous rivalry passed down and embellished through 
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the centuries. Adams does not deny the value of the highly entertaining 
Brantôme, instead offering us constructive suggestions as to how we might 
put his anecdotes to good use by applying recent theories of female power 
to them. 

 Zita Rohr, whose research has many points of cross-disciplinary and 
chronological intersection with the scholarly interests of Adams, but who 
is a gender-conscious political historian to Adams’s literary and feminist 
theorist, examines the closing stages of the Hundred Years War when 
 stories were seeded both to discredit and enhance the reputations of key 
players, particularly queens and politically active women. Rohr discusses 
how, for pragmatic geopolitical reasons and rather more personal ones, 
Isabeau of Bavaria undermined her popular and erudite sister-in- law, 
Valentina Visconti, with targeted propaganda, accusing her of sorcery 
in 1389, and the ways in which Jean sans Peur (the Fearless), duke of 
Burgundy, consciously and ruthlessly incited pamphleteers and tavern gos-
sipers to denigrate Isabeau’s personal prestige and credentials for regency. 
In doing so, Jean worked to enhance his image as a reformer in a year 
when Paris was alive to rumors alleging Isabeau’s “wicked, wicked ways.” 
In her recently published monograph, Rohr has unpicked these events, 
weaving together a discussion as to how an effective female politician 
(and maternal adversary) might deploy negative propaganda generated 
by a third (male) party. Her research has highlighted the very conscious 
re-fashioning of Isabeau’s image by Yolande of Aragon, Charles VII’s 
Franciscan-infl uenced pious and pristine “Bonne mère.” Yolande held up 
the mirror of her pristine maternal credentials against the pre-blackened 
image of Charles’s “other mother,” his birth mother, Isabeau of Bavaria. 
Rohr has revealed how a canny “other” might benefi t from, and covertly 
add to, an existing rumor/propaganda/innuendo mill in times of political 
uncertainty and crisis. 

 The fi rst section of the collection concludes by moving away from the 
themes of gossip, rumor, and propaganda to the writing of history in 
the early modern period with James Dahlinger’s lucid and well-informed 
essay, which discusses Etienne Pasquier’s historical writings and the ways 
in which this early modernist engaged with ideas regarding female strate-
gies of power. Etienne Pasquier (1529–1615) was a renowned magistrate 
of the Parliament of Paris, a poet, an advisor to the last Valois kings as well 
as to Henri IV, and a founder of modern French historiography. While he 
moved in circles of prominent men, Pasquier showed, in his life and in his 
writings  Les Recherches de la France  and in his published  Correspondence , 
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that women inevitably infl uenced the ascent of great men  and  the course 
of French history. Dahlinger demonstrates how Pasquier gave women of 
consequence due attention, be they heroines or renegades, as they strat-
egized to preserve the State in unsteady times of succession or in light of 
a king’s infi rmity. 

 The second section of the collection, “Politics, Ambition and Scandal,” 
opens with Christine Ekholst and Henric Bagerius’s thought-provoking 
examination of the “unruly” Queen Blanche of Namur and the dysfunc-
tion of rulership in medieval Sweden. Ekholst explains that King Magnus 
Eriksson has worn the scandalous reputation of being a sodomite since 
the time of his reign, when St. Bridget of Sweden called for rebellion 
against him in a manifesto claiming he was unfi t to rule because he had 
had sexual intercourse with men. His queen, Blanche of Namur, has been 
likewise depicted negatively in contemporary and later propaganda for her 
attempts to take independent political action, described as being “improper 
and suspicious.” These two elements of their respective received reputa-
tions were clearly linked to one another in targeted propaganda designed 
to undermine their sovereignties; if sexual intercourse was supposed to 
symbolize the proper gender order of the Middle Ages, with the man 
active and in charge, Magnus’s stubborn refusal to fulfi ll his proper con-
jugal “debt” to Blanche was to blame for her becoming independent and 
unruly. Notwithstanding the signifi cant stain upon the historical repu-
tation of Magnus Eriksson, Ekholst and Bagerius use this case study to 
explore how the role and rhetoric of sexuality in late medieval propaganda 
was directed most frequently at queens consort. 

 Moving away from the themes of sodomy and unruly queens, Lisa 
Benz and Rachel Gibbons examine the political history of fourteenth- 
century England and fi fteenth-century France. Benz considers the effect 
the relationship between Edward II and Piers Gaveston had on Margaret 
of France, the dowager queen, stepmother to Edward II, half-sister to 
Philip IV of France, and aunt to Edward’s consort, Isabella of France. 
The nature of King Edward II of England’s relation with Piers Gaveston 
has been debated, some arguing that it was homosexual in nature and 
others viewing it as a bond between brothers-in-arms. Benz sheds new 
light upon this little examined triangle of power and infl uence between 
Margaret, Edward, and Gaveston. After the death of Edward I, Margaret 
of France almost completely disappeared from court life, and as such has 
disappeared from any historical analysis of her dowagerhood. One histo-
rian asserts that Margaret vanished in order to make way for Edward’s new 
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queen, Isabella. By positing an alternate reading of the historical record, 
Benz argues convincingly that it is improbable that a woman who had 
been an active intercessor with her husband, who had been a force in 
Plantagenet family politics, and who had, until then, a very cordial rela-
tionship with her stepson, would suddenly decide to conclude almost all 
direct involvement with the crown. Benz (Benz’s) essay demonstrates that 
Margaret attempted to establish herself as a key player in a conspiracy 
against Gaveston and in so doing she crossed the fi ne line of acceptable 
behavior for queens, thereby alienating her stepson and initiating her 
retreat from court. She had crossed the threshold of what was acceptable 
for medieval queens and, as a result, she was alienated from the king and 
from the main mechanisms of government. 

 Rachel Gibbons examines the political history, informed by royal ordi-
nances, underpinning Isabeau of Bavaria’s attempts to fulfi ll the respon-
sibility of the lieutenant-general of the kingdom of France during the 
“absences” of Charles VI. Female regency was not unknown in France 
during the later Middle Ages, but the position occupied by Queen Isabeau 
of Bavaria in the early years of the fi fteenth century was unprecedented. 
Gibbons’s essay sets out to analyze the series of regency ordinances drawn 
up by Charles VI in periods of seeming “sanity.” Isabeau was propelled 
into unexpected prominence as an emergency head of state—and, as 
Gibbons cogently argues, unwanted prominence, given the bitterness of 
the struggle for power between the king’s male relatives being fought 
around her. In the face of Charles VI’s compromised sovereignty and 
authority, Isabeau held the key to regnal legitimacy sought by a succession 
of princely claimants to the regency. While Gibbons examines the signifi -
cance of each legal instrument in the context of the political situation in 
France at that time, she frames her thinking in the context of medieval 
queenship studies. 

 From French family feuding at the unhappy courts of Valois, Elena 
Woodacre transports us to the Pyrenean kingdom of Navarre in the 
later Middle Ages to examine the political life and supposed ambition 
of Leonor of Navarre (d. 1479), a woman, who, in the grand scheme 
of things, “should never have become a queen.” In yet another exam-
ple of an accession crisis and its attendant “family feuding,” Woodacre 
takes up her examination with the death of Blanche, Navarre’s queen 
regnant, relating how Leonor, the youngest surviving child of Queen 
Blanche I and her consort, Juan II of Aragon, ascended the throne of 
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her mother. Juan had sought to retain the throne and had disinherited 
his son and elder daughter when they refused to support his project. 
Leonor appears to have been settled upon as the compromise candi-
date but chroniclers have blamed subsequent unrest and civil war on 
Leonor’s unseemly ambition and support of her father as his lieutenant 
in Navarre. Taking up the political story articulated by these chroni-
clers, Leonor’s reputation suffered further damage in popular nine-
teenth-century novels by Francisco Villoslado, which romanticized the 
fate of Leonor’s older sister, who died imprisoned in one of Leonor’s 
castles. Woodacre assesses Leonor’s image as a scheming villainess in 
contemporary and modern works as well as her actions as a ruler to 
ascertain whether her reputation could (and should) be rehabilitated. 

 All of the essays in this collection complicate and clarify, problematize, 
and offer solutions to questions arising from an enhanced contemplation 
of the issues revolving around queenship, reputation, and gender in the 
medieval and early modern West. In a variety of cultural and political con-
texts and across diverse geographies, the people of the medieval and early 
modern period responded to the institution of queenship and individual 
queens in a variety of ways. Effective and infl uential queens showed them-
selves adept at molding and fashioning their reputations to avoid criticism 
and defl ect manufactured negative propaganda; powerless or “impotent” 
queens were unable to achieve this for a number of reasons. Some queens 
were consciously and pragmatically involved in the business of propaganda 
mongering and reputation besmirching to neutralize both their male and 
female adversaries. A good deal of this propaganda has proven so durable 
that many still hold with it today. The essays in this collection prove the 
necessity of creating new insights into the perceptions and realities—both 
those of medieval contemporaries and of modern scholars—of the queen’s 
roles and actions.                                                                            
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      Lifestyles of the Rich and (In?)Animate: 
Object Biography and the Reliquary Cross 

of Queen Adelaide of Hungary                     

     Christopher     Mielke    

      In the museum at the former monastery of St. Paul im Lavanttal in  southern 
Austria there is a splendid piece of Romanesque goldsmith’s work known 
as the Adelaide Cross (Fig.  1 ). It is one of the largest  crux gemmata  of the 
eleventh century, and it was originally donated by Adelaide of Rheinfelden, 
queen of Hungary (d. 1090), to the monastery of St. Blaise in the Black 
Forest as a memorial to her mother, Adelaide of Savoy (d. 1079.) In the 
past 900 years, the cross has been altered, copied, destroyed, renovated, and 
restored. As a result its function and meaning have changed. Nonetheless, 
a study on an object such as this would allow for a better understanding of 
the sort of power this mostly unknown queen would have wielded in her 
lifetime. The lens of object biography would not only elucidate aspects of 
the turbulent life course of this  reliquary cross, but also demonstrate the 
changing perception of the queen’s agency in its creation in the centuries  

        C.   Mielke      ( ) 
  Department of Medieval Studies ,  Central European University , 
  Budapest ,  Hungary    



to come.  1   An analysis of the composition of the gemstones on the cross 
and a comparison with other similar reliquaries will be undertaken as well. 
Finally, this long-term view will be employed to see how the meanings 
related to aspects of the reliquary changed over time. In spite of the limited 
amount of written data on the life of this particular queen, this approach 
can clearly demonstrate not only Adelaide’s own imitation of Hungary’s 
fi rst queen, but also her concern for the promotion of her natal family, 
particularly their “Roman” or imperial ties. The new questions raised by 
this approach will aid in understanding issues of gender, memory, and 
material culture of Central Europe in the Middle Ages.

  Fig. 1    The Adelaide Cross, front, ca. 1080s ( Source : Stift Sankt Paul am Lavanttal. 
©Foto Stift St. Paul, Gerfried Sitar)       
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   Regarding the methodology, there is fundamental tension in the 
archaeological study of the past between the focus on objects versus 
the focus on people. On the one hand, objects are something that in an 
archaeological context can be quantifi ed, organized, and analyzed—from 
this process generalized and abstract conclusions about humanity at large 
may be drawn. Yet from an interpretive standpoint, this process is one that 
gives a static, momentary view of the objects and the people that would 
have interacted with them. For these reasons Chris Gosden and Yvonne 
Marshall advocated the approach of an object biography which traces the 
life course of an object through the metaphor of a human biography. What 
is unique about this approach is that one is able to see not only how 
humans over time interacted differently with the objects, but how over 
the course of the object’s life it began to shape the world around it, taking 
on a life of its own, so to speak.  2   Indeed, objects can have several biogra-
phies, be they economic, technical, or social just to name a few.  3   For the 
study of religious objects and artifacts, this methodology is ideal; most 
individuals in the Middle Ages were illiterate, and images and objects were 
almost seen as living, as a liminal connection between this world and the 
supernatural.  4   Object biography is thus meant to be a more sophisticated 
analysis that goes beyond merely fabricating a chronology for a particular 
piece: it is meant to understand, how, as objects change over time, peo-
ple’s perception of the object changes and the object thus begins to take 
on new meanings suited to each period. 

 The Adelaide Cross is perfect testing ground for the object biography 
due to the combination of surviving written and material evidence. The 
origin of the Adelaide Cross was documented shortly after her death in the 
 Liber constructionis monasterii ad St. Blasiem .  5   In addition, the gemstones 
embedded in the Cross are cataloged in eighteenth-century work on the 
history of the Black Forest (see Appendix I).  6   Admittedly, the donor, 
Adelaide of Rheinfelden, is not mentioned in any of Hungary’s medieval 
chronicles, and while she would have issued charters, their existence is 
only attested to in thirteenth- century royal charters confi rming her earlier 
donations.  7   Even though her husband, Ladislas I (r. 1077–1095), was 
made into a saint in 1192, she is completely and conspicuously absent in his 
legends.  8   The barest biographical information establishes that she would 
have been born sometime after 1060/1061 (the date of her parents’ mar-
riage), married in 1078, and then died in May 1090.  9   Ladislas is known 
to have had two daughters, presumably from this marriage. One became 
the wife of a Russian prince named Yaroslav; the other, named Piroska, 
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would take the name Eirene and become the wife of John II Komnenos, 
emperor of Byzantium.  10   Her father was Rudolf of Rheinfelden, the duke 
of Swabia, and from 1078 to 1081 a rival to Henry IV for the German 
crown. Rudolf had previously been married to Henry’s sister Matilda, but 
after her death, Rudolf  married Adelaide of Savoy, sister of Henry’s fi rst 
wife, Bertha.  11   When Henry IV was briefl y separated from Bertha in 1069 
and seeking for divorce, Rudolf likewise sought divorce from Adelaide of 
Savoy, accusing her of being unchaste. She cleared herself of this accusa-
tion in the presence of Pope Alexander II and the couple were later rec-
onciled.  12   Written sources are imperative here in the understanding of the 
Adelaide Cross, but with this approach they are not overtly determining 
the meaning and function as recorded by those describing it. The picture 
that emerges from the written sources is that medieval Hungarian queens, 
as women and foreigners, were easy scapegoats for the chroniclers, and 
this colors the perception of them to this day.  13   Charters of queens from 
surviving documents of the Árpád dynasty (1000–1301) only comprise 
2 % of the total.  14   The goal here is to examine the life and afterlife of the 
Adelaide Cross within the context of the agency of Hungarian queens in 
the eleventh century. This material culture study will be able to prove not 
only Adelaide’s own program in the design of the cross but also how her 
own actions recall and refl ect those of her predecessors. 

   THE CROSS AND ITS HISTORY 
 In its present state, the Adelaide Cross is 82.9 cm high, 65.4 cm wide, 
and 7.4–7.8 cm thick. Originally there would have been 170 gemstones 
adorning the cross, but now there are only 147 stones remaining on the 
cross.  15   Of the remaining gemstones, there are 24 antique gems and 3 
Egyptian scarabs, though in 1783 the total would have been 38 (Ginhart 
itemizes only 37, see Appendix I).  16   Comparing the list of current gem-
stones with the itemization of the ones still existing in the eighteenth 
century, the main difference is the absence of seven lapis lazuli from the 
current reconstructed cross. 

 According to the  Liber constructionis monasterii ad S. Blasium , Adelaide 
received a particle of the True Cross from her brother-in-law “Ceysa.”  17   
After the death of her mother in 1079, Adelaide commissioned a cross of 
gold containing the relic to be donated to the Abbey of St. Blaise in the 
Black Forest along with 70 gold pieces.  18   The  Liber constructionis  also 
asserts that Adelaide’s donation was an indication that she wished for the 
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rest of her family to be buried at St. Blaise—this is supported by the fact 
that her two brothers, Berthold and Otto, were buried at St. Blaise with 
their mother. The  Liber constructionis  asserts that the family had a history 
of donating to the abbey, with many donations coming from her mother 
(“multas eleemosynas”), and her brother Berthold donating his farms to 
the abbey.  19   Rudolf of Rheinfelden seems to have taken a personal interest 
in the Abbey of St. Blaise, in the 1070s implementing Clunaic reforms 
seen in monasteries like the Fruttuaria abbey in Italy. When Henry IV 
opposed these reforms, his mother, the Dowager Empress Agnes, medi-
ated between the two, siding with Rudolf and ensuring that the reforms 
took place.  20   Rudolf is mentioned in the abbey’s necrology and Berthold 
and Otto built the Nicholas Chapel adjacent to the monastery church 
between 1092 and 1096.  21   The Adelaide Cross was commissioned under 
Abbot Giselbert, who served from 1068 to 1086, but it does not seem 
to have been completed until the tenure of Abbot Uto (1086–1108).  22   
According to the  Liber Originum , the reliquary cross, it seems, would 
have originally been a memorial of some kind to her mother, possibly even 
a grave marker in front of the associated altar.  23   This would be consistent 
with the family’s interest in the preservation of their memory: after the 
death of Rudolf, a bronze memorial was commissioned for his grave in 
Merseburg showing him in a full-sized portrait (one of the earliest German 
examples) and with the full royal insignia.  24   

 The second stage of development in the life of the Adelaide Cross would 
have been in the mid- to late twelfth century under the leadership of Abbot 
Gunther of St. Blaise (1141–1170). After the monks began to doubt the 
authenticity of the relic (due to the reliquary’s large size), Gunther was able 
to prove it and afterward commissioned the back for the cross, which at 
that point had not been fi nished.  25   The four points of the cross display the 
four Gospels and their associated animals. The inscription at the top reads: 
CLAUDIT(VR) HIC DIGNI CRUCIS ALN (M)E PORTIO LIGNI 
PANNONICI REGIS DED(IT) VXOR HA(N)C ADILHEIDIS.  26   Above 
the bottom panel Abbot Gunther takes credit for the rehabilitation of the 
cross.  27   It was also at this time that the cross fully entered the abbey lit-
urgy.  28   Though the cross mentions Adelaide as the donor of the reliquary, 
the memory of her mother was no longer as important, and the relationship 
of the cross with her mother only remains in the written sources. There is 
no donor’s portrait (except for that of Abbot Gunther on the back), unlike 
other similar reliquary crosses of the period.  29   One possible explanation, 
given the unfi nished nature of the cross in the time of Abbot Gunther, 
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is that Queen Adelaide died during its preparation and the project was 
dropped soon thereafter. 

 In 1688, Abbot Romanus Volger (1672–1695) ordered a new reli-
quary to be made that was a Baroque copy of the Adelaide Cross (Fig.  2 ). 
The particles of the True Cross in the original reliquary were transferred 
to this new one, but it was destroyed sometime in the Napoleonic Wars 

  Fig. 2    The Baroque copy of the Adelaide Cross, from a 1734 engraving ( Source : 
Stift Sankt Paul am Lavanttal. ©Foto Stift St. Paul, Gerfried Sitar)       
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and all that remains of this copy is an engraving of what it looked like 
from 1734.  30   In 1809, the original cross was brought from St. Blaise in 
the Black Forest to the Abbey of St. Paul in Lavanttal, in Austria (Fig.  3 ).  31   
The Abbey of St. Blaise was dissolved in 1809, but the monks were invited 

  Fig. 3    1810 Copy of the Adelaide Cross ( Source : Stift Sankt Paul am Lavanttal. 
©Foto Stift St. Paul, Gerfried Sitar)       
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to settle at St. Paul instead.  32   In 1810, a third copy of the Adelaide Cross 
was commissioned by Abbot Berthold III Rottler to replace the destroyed 
Baroque one.  33   This incarnation was made of silver gilt, diamonds, emer-
alds, and rock crystal and is somewhat smaller than the original. It looks 
very little like the original Adelaide Cross, but it does mention her in the 
inscription.  34   Lastly, from 1958 to 1960 the Adelaide Cross was pieced 
together and reconstructed by Otto Nedbal from the College of Applied 
Arts in Vienna.  35   Currently, the Adelaide Cross is on exhibit as a museum 
object, no longer a memorial object, processional cross, or piece of litur-
gical paraphernalia.

    Previous authors have dealt with the iconography, style, and smithing 
techniques in more elaborate detail, but a few necessary points are worth 
mentioning here. First is that stylistically, the Adelaide Cross seems to 
come from a German workshop: the argument has been put forward that 
it is from a workshop in the Upper Rhine, such as Reichenau.  36   This means 
that in terms of physical appearance, it resembles pieces like the Imperial 
Crown of Konrad II rather than the Gisela Cross which came from the 
Regensburg workshop in Bavaria.  37   In her work on the Imperial Crown of 
Konrad II, Mechthild Schulze-Dörrlamm has compiled a chart comparing 
various design elements on gold objects showing that the Adelaide Cross 
shares design features with earlier treasures such as the portable altar of 
Countess Gertrude, the mid-eleventh-century Cross of Theophanu, and 
the cross on top of the Imperial Crown.  38   

 There are also several historiographic problems worth mentioning. First 
is the original owner of the cross particle. The “brother-in-law Ceysa” in 
question apparently was her husband’s older brother, Hungarian king, 
Géza I (r. 1074–1077), but it is unlikely that the two would have ever 
known each other considering he died the year before her marriage to his 
successor. What is interesting about the assertion the  Liber constructionis  
makes is the purported family connections behind this donation. In the 
series of events, it seems that fi rst Adelaide’s dead brother-in-law gives her 
the cross particle, second her mother dies, third the reliquary is commis-
sioned for the memory of her mother, and fi nally supposedly on the notion 
that the rest of the family would likewise be buried there as well. The 
eastern provenience of the cross particle (i.e., from the Hungarian king) 
is similar to the Byzantine emperors and their occasional gifts of relics to 
the West. For the period leading up to the eleventh century, the Byzantine 
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court had a near monopoly on the earliest relics, especially those related 
to Christ and the Virgin Mary.  39   Pieces of the True Cross were sent by the 
Byzantine emperors to Louis the German, Robert the Pious, and Conrad 
II.  40   Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV, the enemy of Adelaide’s father 
Rudolf of Rheinfelden, was sent sumptuous gold reliquaries containing 
the remains of various saints with cards attached identifying them.  41   

 Though Géza I and Adelaide most likely would have never met, the 
connection, nevertheless, shows the care with which the monks went 
about verifying the relic’s provenience in a way they would have under-
stood to be authentic. It also could be an indication of the Byzantine 
connections Géza I had in his short reign. Shortly after becoming king, 
he married a woman the secondary literature refers to as “Synadene,” the 
daughter of Theodolus Synadenos (see Table  1 ). Her mother was the sis-
ter of Nikephoros Botaneiates, who would become Byzantine Emperor 
Nikephoros III (r. 1078–1081).  42   Synadene is a likely candidate for being 
the mother of Prince Almós, and according to Byzantine sources she 
returned to her homeland in the October of either 1079 or 1080.  43   There 
is also the argument that the lower part of the Hungarian crown was origi-
nally a diadem intended for Synadene—its large size (to fi t over a woman’s 
veil), the pinnacles, and the chronology seem to support this view, though 
it is not the only one.  44  

   Table 1    The familial relations of Adelaide of Rheinfelden       
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      GEMS ON THE ADELAIDE CROSS: REUSE AND MEANING(S) 
 Medieval lapidaries combined the biblical virtues of certain gemstones 
with knowledge from ancient Greek and Roman treatises. The question 
of the signifi cance in the choice of gemstones on the Adelaide Cross is 
complicated by the many different possible meanings ascribed to them in 
the medieval period. Gemstones were known for their apotropaic effects: 
inscribed jewels were widely used as protection against poison and falling 
sickness, among other ailments.  45   Concerning some of the stones pres-
ent on the Adelaide Cross, amethysts could ward off wild animals and 
ease the symptoms of drunkenness; chalcedony could aid in overcoming 
 adversaries; cornelian could aid in recovery and strengthen the limbs of 
a bleeding man; agates could comfort an old man in his twilight years.  46   
Yet in the words of Hana Šedinová, “neither ancient nor medieval natural 
historians had the uniform ideas of the colors of the respective stones.”  47   
Colors and symbolism related to medieval gemstones could vary greatly, 
and even identifi cation of gemstones between medieval and modern times 
often does not match up. Rather, the presence of the antique gemstones 
on this reliquary indicates an awareness on the part of Queen Adelaide of 
not only the actions of her predecessors, but also a desire to showcase her 
status as a Hungarian queen and an imperial princess. 

 The Adelaide Cross distinguishes itself from the others in the sheer vol-
ume of gems, especially those with Roman fi gures on them—one can even 
be seen with the naked eye on the left arm of the cross in Fig.  1 . The pagan 
imagery on other antique gems was not a problem if it was appropriately 
Christianized in the medieval period. A triple mask on one gemstone had 
the phrase “Haec est Trinitatis Imago” inscribed on it sometime in the 
Middle Ages.  48   The idea that these gems were reused with the notion that 
the fi gures on them were religious fi gures might seem a plausible idea, 
but the antique gemstones on the Adelaide Cross are mostly imperial or 
fi gures of deities, if Ginhart is accurate in his assessment. The inscriptions 
on the gems themselves do not seem to be deliberately Christian, and it 
seems most plausible that they were chosen for their specifi c link to antiq-
uity. It is also important to keep in mind that other reliquaries made use 
of these antique Roman gems. The tenth-century Liudolf Cross has three 
very prominent imitations of antique seals complete with pseudo-Greek 
inscriptions.  49   The presence of Roman-era engraved gemstones on a delib-
erately Christian reliquary is not uncommon, as in the case of the Lothar 
and Gertrude Crosses. 
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 One of the strongest corollaries to the Adelaide Cross in its reuse 
of antique gems is the so-called Lothar Cross. Believed to have been 
 commissioned by Otto III in the late tenth century, the cross makes use of 
a number of antique gems and cameos from the Roman to the medieval 
period. The cross gets its name from a gem that is a reused Carolingian 
seal inscribed with the name of Lothar II, r. 855–869, specifi cally saying 
“O Christ, defend King Lothar.”  50   At the center of the cross is an onyx 
cameo of the Emperor Augustus with the laurel wreath and the standard 
of Jupiter in the form of an eagle.  51   The prominent placement of this very 
pagan imagery at the center of such an important Christian reliquary is the 
specifi c linkage that the cameo had with Rome. In this context, the central 
position of Augustus means the Lothar Cross serves as more of a  political 
statement, a deliberate linkage of the Ottonians with the Carolingian 
dynasty and even the Imperial Roman past.  52   

 The presence of the recycled Roman-era gemstones on the Adelaide 
Cross can be seen as an assertion of her natal family’s imperial connections. 
Her father was Rudolf of Rheinfelden, the German anti-king supported by 
the pope who was vying for control of the Holy Roman Empire against 
Henry IV.  Indeed, one of the reasons King St. Ladislas I of Hungary 
married her was to counter the Imperial connections of his rival Salamon, 
who was married to Henry’s sister Judith.  53   At the time of her mother’s 
death, her father was still fi ghting Henry IV for the Imperial title, and the 
presence of these antique gems could be a deliberate political and dynastic 
statement. The strong stylistic connections between the Adelaide Cross 
and the cross on top of the Imperial Crown of Konrad II seems to indicate 
that the imperial imagery on this reliquary is not a mere coincidence. The 
high percentage of Roman intaglios (especially in comparison with other 
reliquaries) indicates a deliberate choice on the queen’s part of the gems 
that comprise the Adelaide Cross. Not only is Adelaide of Rheinfelden 
continuing a tradition of female royal religious patronage, but she is doing 
so in a way that seems to showcase (1) her status as queen of Hungary, (2) 
her continuation of elite German women preserving memory in material 
culture, and (3) the Roman aspects of her own family. Adelaide’s interest 
in Rome can also be illustrated by one of the few written documents con-
nected to her. A letter to her from Pope Gregory VII giving her council on 
the behavior of a good queen indicates that she was the one who initiated 
the correspondence shortly after her marriage.  54   The Abbey of St. Blaise 
itself shows her family’s interest in papal reform. 
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 The reliquary thus serves the purpose of establishing a family memory 
at a site they were clearly devoted to, yet it should also be remembered that 
its purpose was of course as a memorial for her mother. This could explain 
why so many different gemstones were used. Most of the other crosses 
reviewed below are content to have only rubies, sapphires, emeralds, 
amethysts, topazes, and pearls.  55   One possible explanation is the 12 pre-
cious stones mentioned in the Book of Revelations that are the  founding 
stones for New Jerusalem. There is a diffi culty in translating what these 
stones are, however. The tenth- to eleventh-century Old English Lapidary 
says that the stones are hyacinth (jacinth), chalcedony, emerald, sardonyx, 
onyx, sard, beryl, chrysoprase, topaz, and carbuncle (the tenth gemstone 
for some reason is omitted).  56   The fourteenth-century London Lapidary 
and its contemporary, the North Midland Lapidary of King Philip, both 
list the 12 stones as sard, topaz, emerald, ruby, sapphire, jasper, ligure 
(lyncurium, or jacinth), agate, amethyst, chrysolide, onyx, and beryl.  57   
Unlike the other crosses which will be reviewed below, the Adelaide Cross 
seems to contain a signifi cant number of gemstones belonging to this list. 
A conservative estimate of all three of these lapidaries shows the Adelaide 
Cross contained seven of these gemstones while a more loose interpreta-
tion of the Old English Lapidary would put the number closer to nine. 
There are several problems with this interpretation, such as whether the 
current composition of gemstones is an accurate refl ection of its original 
state, the question of which stones the goldsmith thought were the 12 
mentioned, and whether or not visitors to the monument would have 
recognized the signifi cance. For instance, in Prague the St. Wenceslas 
Chapel is meant to be a reliquary adorned like Heavenly Jerusalem and 
representative of the virtues of the 12 stones mentioned in Revelations, 
Chap. 21, even if it does not contain all of the 12 stones specifi ed.  58   If the 
selection of stones is predicated on this notion of which gems were holiest 
to God, it would speak more to its active role in aiding Adelaide’s mother 
in the afterlife. Yet it seems these apotropaic effects would have only been 
noticed by the visitor while the cross was in a context that associated it 
with the grave. This would have no doubt have changed once Gunther 
had changed its use for liturgical purposes. In its original context, as the 
last and largest of a series of Central European  crux gemmata , this reli-
quary is on the one hand a touching memorial to a teenage girl’s mother 
and on the other a rather deliberate statement about one dynasty’s quest 
for the Imperial Crown.  
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   COMPARISON WITH SIMILAR RELIQUARIES 
 As mentioned above, the Adelaide Cross is part of a group of eleventh- 
century reliquary crosses mostly commissioned by men and women with 
familial ties to the Saxon and Salian dynasties. A list of analogous crosses 
in chronological order includes: 

 The Matilda Crosses—I: ca. 973–982 and II: before 1011.  59   
 The Lothar Cross—before 1000.  60   
 The Gisela Cross—ca. 1006.  61   
 The Imperial Cross (Reichskreuz) of Conrad II—1024.  62   
 The Cross of Countess Gertrude—ca. 1040.  63   
 The Theophanu Cross—ca. 1040.  64   

 Of these, the Gisela Cross is most similar to the Adelaide Cross in its 
origin. Gisela of Bavaria (d. 1065) was the wife of St. Stephen I of Hungary 
(r. 997–1038) and the fi rst queen of Hungary. In 1006, Gisela’s mother, 
Gisela of Burgundy, died. To commemorate her mother, Gisela of Bavaria 
commissioned a gold memorial cross for the tomb of her mother at the 
Abbey of Niedermünster in Regensburg decorated with rubies, sapphires, 
emeralds, pearls, and a large topaz over the head of Christ.  65   Women were 
often responsible for preserving the memory of the dead, such as Queen 
Sickelgaita of Sicily rescuing her husband’s corpse from the fi eld on hos-
tile territory. Likewise, Adeliza of Louvain, second queen of Henry I of 
England, donated to Reading Abbey her husband’s resting place, to keep 
alive his memory on the anniversary of his death.  66   On the front of the 
Gisela Cross there are two female fi gures kneeling at Christ; presumably 
the crowned woman represents Queen Gisela of Hungary and the duchess 
wearing a veil represents her mother.  67   The name of the donor is inscribed 
on the front and back of the cross.  68   The similarities between the two 
queens is even more staggering considering that it was thought for a while 
that the two were buried at the same place, the cathedral founded by 
Gisela in the city of Veszprém. Recent analysis has concluded, however, 
that only Adelaide seems to have been buried there.  69   This deliberate emu-
lation of Hungary’s fi rst queen does not seem to be a coincidence, but it 
is something only seen in the material as opposed to the historical record. 

 A word must be said at this point on comparison in terms of function. 
The Gisela and Adelaide Crosses are the only two designed explicitly with 
some sort of funerary function in mind. Though similarities to the Lothar 
Cross have been noted, the Lothar Cross was a processional cross, and not 
a reliquary.  70   The crosses of Gertrude and her husband Liudolf, on the 
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other hand, were reliquaries that were fi tted at the bottom to be put on a 
processional staff.  71   Even the bottom of the fi rst Matilda Cross shows the 
 donatrix  and her brother, Duke Otto of Swabia, holding a processional 
cross, possibly indicating its use. At other times, crosses such as the ones 
listed above would have been placed on altars.  72   The founder’s image can 
be seen on the Gisela and Gertrude Crosses, and it is quite possible that 
the monks writing of the object’s history in the twelfth century gained 
their information from an inscription no longer extant indicating that the 
cross was designed as a memorial object. There is a founder’s image on 
the back of the Adelaide Cross, but it depicts a kneeling Abbott Gunther: 
as the reliquary was not fi nished in her lifetime that seems to explain her 
visual omission.  73   A comparison with the other crosses also shows that the 
Adelaide Cross was designed to outshine all of them. Physically it is bigger 
than even the Imperial Cross, and it was meant to have the most jewels: 
the Gertrude Cross, by comparison, only has settings for 48 jewels, while 
the Adelaide Cross in its prime fi tted 170.  74   The fact that the Adelaide 
Cross was the last in this series of royal donations of jeweled reliquary 
crosses does not mean that its importance had diminished or its memory 
had been forgotten.  

   MEANING AND MEMORY IN MEDIEVAL PERIOD 
 It is the memories attached to the cross that in effect allowed it to briefl y 
gain a life of its own, in spite of the fact that Queen Adelaide has no image 
on the cross. Though the dates are uncertain, the changing of the cross’ 
back and the writing of the  Liber constructionis  would have both occurred 
in the twelfth century. Gunther saw no reason to include Adelaide’s image 
on the back of the cross, yet the monks felt compelled to include her 
presence in the history of the object. They remember her not only in the 
history of the object, but by including her as a donor in their Necrology, 
saying prayers for her soul on the anniversary of her death.  75   In addition 
to the aforementioned possibilities why Adelaide’s presence might be nec-
essary in the history of the object (authenticity, prestige, etc.), there are 
several analogous situations which may aid in the understanding of how 
medieval people interacted with objects. 

 In her challenge to the monopoly monks had on the preservation of 
memory, Elizabeth Van Houts compares three donations from England: 
Matilda of Flanders, queen of England (d. 1083), Judith of Flanders, 
 duchess of Bavaria (d. 1094), and Empress Matilda (d. 1167) whose 
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records of donations to monasteries survive. The lists include many 
 sumptuous and expensive objects meant to be used in the monastery’s 
liturgy, but Van Houts notes that there are almost no personal objects 
included in the records. The only personal items recorded in the lists 
(such as personal cloaks both Matildas bequeathed) were donated with the 
explicit purpose of being turned into an item meant for the  monastery’s 
rituals: in these cases the cloaks were turned into capes and albs worn in 
the church’s  ritual.  76   What is interesting about these donations is that 
the memory of the donor is kept alive not only in the material objects 
but also in the  written record itself. The gift these royal women made to 
their favored monasteries ensured that not only their endowments were 
well provided for but also their own memories would be preserved. In 
addition, it should be noted that the items donated were intended to be 
for practical use in these cases, whereas presumably more personal items 
would have been passed on within the family. The Adelaide Cross thus 
represents an unusual circumstance, for it seems that it went from being 
a stationary object connected to a particular patron to a very  public, 
 processional object. The fundamental nature of reliquaries is that they 
are designed with memories implanted in them related to the life of the 
person they belonged to—they had to be “identifi ed and named.” Not 
only that, but over time the reliquaries themselves, as the public face of 
the relic inside, gained a signifi cance of their own.  77   

 A similar change in use occurred with two of the reliquaries at the 
Abbey of Conques, wherein the personal histories of two objects were 
altered in the historic records of the monastery in order to suit press-
ing issues of the present. The monks chronicling the origins of Conques 
claimed that Charlemagne had endowed the abbey with its lands and had 
bestowed upon it the relics of Christ’s foreskin and umbilical cord, when 
in fact it had been Charlemagne’s son Louis the Pious who endowed 
Conques.  78   Part of the reason for this blurring of facts is the fi erce competi-
tion Conques had with the nearby abbey at Figeac. Figeac was founded by 
Pippin I of Aquitaine and thus claimed an earlier heritage of royal patron-
age than Conques, so as a result of this confl ict and competition, it is quite 
possible that the history of Conques was subsequently embellished in its 
own quest for patronage.  79   As Gosden and Marshall have noted, there is a 
desire to link objects with people of particular renown; the fame of objects 
and people is mutually creating and reinforcing.  80   Even though the monks 
and the abbot of St. Blaise were altering the physical object meant to 
 preserve the memory of Adelaide’s mother, the object’s  connection to the 
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Hungarian queen, nonetheless, serves as a very powerful and important 
link to the past for the monastery. 

 Lastly, one aspect about the relationship between people and objects 
that consistently rears its head is the context of an object as a gift from 
Queen Adelaide to St. Blaise along with a large cash endowment. In his 
conceptualization of object biography, Kopytoff points out the differ-
ence between a gift and a commodity in the relation of their exchange. A 
 commodity is something that has use value and is exchanged in a discrete 
transaction for a counterpart of equivalent value. A gift on the other hand 
evokes reciprocity: gifts are not discrete and in principal not terminal.  81   
This is particularly apparent in the relationship between the Byzantine 
emperor and Western rulers concerning the gifts of relics the former occa-
sionally gave to the latter.  82   Likewise, the Byzantine monopoly on the silk 
trade ensured not only several political alliances with western Europe, but 
also trade concessions to northern Italy ensured naval military aid until 
the Fourth Crusade.  83   These, however, concern secular exchanges; thus it 
becomes imperative to ask in which ways is the Adelaide Cross a gift to the 
Monastery of St. Blaise and what the donation signifi ed in the medieval 
mindset. In the medieval period relics often functioned as  commodities: 
they were bought and sold, stolen, and divided like other goods. Thefts 
and gifts of relics were quite common in the eighth through twelfth 
 centuries: in fact, theft and gift were highly regarded forms of exchange 
for luxury items and property.  84   As such, the process at hand in the twelfth 
century shows that after the original gift of the cross, the original intent 
was laid aside for more pressing practical concerns (the need for a liturgi-
cal cross), yet the object was so impressive a donation it merited remem-
brance by the monks of the donor, as opposed to the original benefactor 
of the monks’ prayers, Adelaide’s mother. In this way, the biography of the 
object shows that issues of memory and identity of objects was a two-way 
street: on the one hand the monks were actively altering the cross, and yet 
the cross itself was also guiding the monk’s behavior.  

   CONCLUSION 
 In giving a preamble of the cultural biography of objects, Gosden and 
Marshall state, “there is a mutual process of value creation between  people 
and things.”  85   By trying to understand the Adelaide Cross in terms of its 
biography, it becomes clear that objects in the material are often  subject to 
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alterations, theft, active destruction, and a whole series of nasty events that 
permanently change its physical form. However, the agency of both the 
queen of Hungary and (in later generations) the object itself can clearly 
be seen. First and foremost, the presence of the cross directly recalls the 
Gisela Cross commissioned by Hungary’s fi rst queen; the Adelaide Cross 
attempts to both emulate and improve upon the example of Gisela of 
Bavaria. The presence of the gemstones would not only have been a 
reminder of the imperial connections to the Salian dynasty of Adelaide’s 
family but also possibly have encouraged whatever magical properties 
were inherent in the stones themselves. After its alteration in the twelfth 
century, the monks at St. Blaise felt the need to record the story of the 
Adelaide Cross and shift their focus of attention to its donor, rather than 
the person it was made as a memorial to. Its presence at the Abbey of St. 
Blaise would have been a reminder of the high status of the abbey, and 
there would be the constant reminder that its donor was a proper queen, 
rather than a member of a minor princely German family that had a failed 
bid for imperial power. In some ways, the alterations that took place to the 
cross in the twelfth century can almost be chalked up to it being too suc-
cessful, too large, and eclipsing the Rheinfelden dynasty, which after the 
death of Adelaide’s father, Rudolf, in 1080 never quite recovered the same 
prestige it once had. Lastly, the copies made in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries both continued to emulate the basic style of the original 
reliquary (with plenty of gaudy contemporary stylistic additions). Even 
though the original cross at this point was no longer in use, its design still 
continued to have an impact on its successors after it was no longer suit-
able for the liturgy. 

 Much is still unknown about the relative power of Hungarian queens in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, yet Adelaide’s actions are very telling. 
She seems to have done much to emulate Gisela of Bavaria by creating a 
similar memorial for her own mother and choosing her place of burial at 
the cathedral Gisela founded. Adelaide’s interest in corresponding with 
the pope and her donation to St. Blaise show an interest in religious devo-
tion as well as international affairs. While there is much knowledge about 
the Adelaide Cross that will most likely be lost forever, new ways in think-
ing about the relationship between objects and people have proven fruitful 
in gaining a better understanding of how a medieval queen’s power can be 
visible through material culture even when the written sources are silent 
on her.  
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   APPENDIX I 
 Gerbert’s list of antique gems in the Adelaide Cross from  Historia Nigrae 
Silvae  (pp. 386–7) 

 Translated from Latin by the author 

   I. In the Upper Part 

     1.    Lapis lazuli in which there are three fi gures, Jupiter stands in the middle, to 
his right stands Mars with a helmet on his head, and to the left another soldier 
with a similar helmet.   

   2.    Cornelian, inscribed with a nude Apollo holding a branch in his right hand 
and a lyre in his left hand.   

   3.    Sard, nude Hercules leaning on a club wearing a lion skin. In this gem one 
can still see a winged caduceus, with two serpents winded around it.   
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   4.    Sard, seminude Mars with a helmet on his head, a spear in his right hand, and 
a trophy on his left shoulder.   

   5.    Agate, engraved with the head of a man, worked roughly.   
   6.    Cornelian, the fi gure of the sun radiating from a sitting four-horse chariot, 

holding a whip in the right hand and a spear in the left.   
   7.    Cornelian, Mars Gradivus, with a trophy on the right shoulder and a spear in 

his left hand.   
   8.    On the back of a cornelian a cross with a palm (of a hand?) in between. 

Possibly a Christian sculpture.   
   9.    A great cornelian, with a helmeted Pallas Athena, right hand extended over a 

burning spider, holding a spear in the left hand.   
   10.    Cornelian, inscribed with a scarab, doubtful that it was used as an amulet.   
   11.    Cornelian, engraved with a nude man, holding an ear of corn in the right 

hand, a dish in the left.   
   12.    Cornelian, with a running horse, below which is the branch of a palm tree.   
   13.    Head of the wife of Domitian.      

   II. In the Right Arm of the Cross 

     1.    Lapis lazuli, inscribed with a scarab.   
   2.    Cornelian, with a fi gure protecting a seminude man, a staff in the right hand 

extended over a bread basket.   
   3.    A seven-sided lapis lazuli, on which is engraved a seminude man with a dish in 

his right hand and a cornucopia in his left. The letters G.L.C.D. on the gem 
might stand for “Genius Lobi, Caesar Diocletianus.”   

   4.    Cornelian, engraved with a nude Venus.   
   5.    Cornelian, with winged Victory standing toward a camel with a branch in its 

teeth.   
   6.    Cornelian, with a cloaked fi gure wearing a helmet on his head. In his right 

hand he holds a shield and in the left a spear. Mars type.   
   7.    Cornelian, with an eagle and the letter I superimposed.   
   8.    Two scarabs, one an amethyst, the other a cornelian.      

   III. In the Left Arm of the Cross 

     1.    Gallus, gallinaceus with Mercury.   
   2.    Cornelian, with a wolf and another beast resting in front of a palm branch.   
   3.    Lapis lazuli, engraved with a walking man holding a staff in his right hand.   
   4.    Cornelian, with Mars standing, wearing a helmet and holding a staff in his right 

hand and with a shield in front of an altar.   
   5.    Cornelian, engraved with Hercules and a club and a spear.   
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   6.    Cornelian, engraved with a goat and running beasts below the branch of a 
palm.   

   7.    Lapis lazuli, with Venus Victrix, holding a helmet in her right hand and a spear 
in the left.   

   8.    A white gemstone engraved with a seminude Jupiter seated, holding a spear in 
his right hand and a dish in the left.   

   9.    Cornelian, with a rough helmeted fi gure standing, holding a branch in the left 
hand, similar to a Mars type.      

   IV. In the Lower Part 

     1.    Lapis lazuli, engraved with a seated fi gure of a woman holding a dish in her left 
hand.   

   2.    Lapis lazuli, with a poorly worked standing fi gure holding a cross.   
   3.    Cornelian, with the head of a man with a corona radiating outward.   
   4.    Lapiz lazuli, engraved with a mangled lizard.   
   5.    Cornelian, with the head of Vitellus with laurels is on the back.   
   6.    Onyx, with the fi gure of a seminude man wearing a broad traveler’s hat (pet-

asus) holding a caduceus in the right hand and a spear in the left—Mercury 
type.   

   7.    Cornelian showing the head of a man with laurels.         
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      Gender, Reputation, and Female Rule 
in the World of Brantôme                     
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      The literary portraits and anecdotes related by Pierre de Bourdeille, sei-
gneur de Brantôme (1540–1614), in the works widely known today as 
the  Vies des dames illustres  and the  Vies des dames galantes  (Brantôme 
himself named the two together the  Recueil des dames ) have long been 
important sources of information about the women of the French royal 
court.  1   Brantôme was well placed to collect stories: his grandmother was 
raised at Anne of France’s court and later served Queen Marguerite of 
Navarre; his father and two of his aunts served Queen Anne of Brittany; 
his mother, goddaughter of Anne of Brittany, waited on Marguerite of 
Navarre; and the author himself spent time as a young boy at Marguerite’s 
court alongside his mother.  2   By employing expressions like “I read,” “I 
heard it said,” and “I saw,” his narrative persona encourages readers to 
believe that his descriptions are based on genuine memories, if not always 
his own, at least those of trustworthy eyewitnesses.  3   Although many of 
the women he discusses in the  Vies  died before he was born, his descrip-
tions of them are generally assumed to refl ect oral tradition. 

        T.   Adams      () 
  University of Auckland ,   Auckland ,  New Zealand    



 Still, it is also important to note that scholars have discovered that 
he borrowed a number of his stories more or less directly from literary 
sources, which means that some of the information that he presents as 
based on his or his family’s memories is not. As Ludovic Lalanne points 
out in his edition of Brantôme’s works, the author borrowed at least one 
of his anecdotes about the regent Anne of France from a book of “facéties” 
and “motz subtiles.”  4   Robert D. Cottrell shows that although Brantôme 
claims to have taken his description of the death of Mary Queen of Scots 
from an eyewitness, his account repeats word for word Blackwood’s  La 
mort de la Royne .  5   In addition to the problem of distinguishing between 
authentic impressions and fi ction, historians drawing on Brantôme for 
details about women have to deal with the writer’s biases, including 
gender biases. These color his observations in ways that are not always 
immediately obvious.  6   Historians thus often insert the raconteur’s moral 
judgments, whole cloth, into biographies as if they were objective truths. 

 This chapter explores the continuing infl uence of Brantôme’s  Vies  des 
 dames illustres  on the modern reputations of Queen Anne of Brittany 
(1477–1514) and the queen’s sister-in-law, Anne of France (1461–1522). 
Anne, Duchess of Brittany, was also twice queen of France, consort fi rst 
to Charles VIII from 1492 until his death in 1498 and then to Louis 
XII from 1498 until her own death. Anne of France (also known by her 
husband’s titles of Beaujeu or Bourbon), although never queen, governed 
France with her husband from 1484 to 1492 on behalf of Charles VIII, 
her younger brother. It opens by considering the biographies of Anne of 
Brittany, which, following the narrative of Brantôme, treat her and regent, 
Anne of France (former regent as of 1492), as self-important peahens and 
linger over unpleasant aspects of the queen’s personality. It then turns to 
the popular impression of Anne of France, attributable to in large part to 
Brantôme, that she led her husband, Pierre, Duke of Bourbon, around by 
the nose. Still, the purpose of the chapter is not to deny Brantôme’s his-
torical value. It is, rather, to suggest ways of putting some of his anecdotes 
to good use. Regarding queenly reputation, it is important to recognize 
that personal qualities are always inferred, whether from direct observa-
tion or from reports of behavior, through social templates that are already 
interpreting words or actions for the observer. Much of what Brantôme 
writes about the Annes simply casts in negative terms qualities that femi-
nist scholars today see as positive, that is, qualities that allowed female 
rulers to accomplish their political goals. The contemporary stereotypes 
that Brantôme applies to his women can be contested and reinterpreted. 
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   BRANTÔME AS HISTORIAN 
 Robert D. Cottrell writes that for Brantôme a person’s particular or indi-
vidual features, their  particularitez , were of special interest and that, for 
the author, biography is a “rhapsody of enumerated perfections.”  7   Cottrell 
signals an early passage from the  Vies des dames illustres  in which Brantôme 
discusses this interest and how it ties into biography. Brantôme writes:

  I know that in this discourse and the preceding ones I can be criticized for put-
ting in many small “particularities” that are very much superfl uous. I suppose, 
but I know that if these bother some, others appreciate them; it seems to me 
that it isn’t enough when we praise people to say that they are beautiful, wise, 
virtuous, worthy, valiant, magnanimous, open, generous, splendid, and quite 
perfect. These are just general accolades and descriptions, commonplaces used 
by everyone. It is important to be specifi c about the whole and especially to 
describe perfections in such a way that we can almost touch them.  8   

 Brantôme, then, adds a woman’s “particularities” because these bring her 
to life. 

 I will return to the issue of particularities. But to continue for the 
moment, Cottrell explains that this Brantôme, the one we have just seen, 
is not the only one. The ostentatiously reverent biographer appears too in 
the  Dames galantes . There, however, he is constantly interrupted by a “rest-
less and assertive ego,” the Brantôme of “ Les dames galantes —the habla-
dor, the cynical victim of Fortune, the shrewd observer and the unwitting 
debunker of courtly reputation.”  9   This back and forth between praising 
and undermining that praise, or, as Cottrell later observes, this movement 
from “appearance to the exposure of hidden truth,” becomes a literary 
reconstitution of court life in “dialectical terms.” That is, Brantôme both 
idealizes court life, infusing the couriers with meaning in a neo-Platonic 
sense, and undermines them through his cynical comments.  10   

 I believe that Cottrell’s insight about Brantôme’s version of the court 
life, which was viewed with deep ambivalence during the author’s lifetime, 
in the  Vies des dames galantes  is exactly right.  11   Examples of his procedure 
abound. For example, he lauds beautiful women who possess the soul of a 
“whore” (“pute”), refl ecting that women who are never tempted are not 
worthy of praise. His point is that only hard-won virtue is worthy of the 
name. He could have made the point in a straightforwardly positive way, 
however. Instead, he works by erecting an ideal, the chaste woman, and, 
at the same time, demystifying it.
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  Such beautiful women, whores in their souls and chaste in their bodies, 
deserve eternal praise; but not [chaste women] who are cold like marble, 
weak, cowardly, and more unmoving than a rock, and have no interest in 
their fl esh …. Speaking of which, I know a great lady who said to some of 
her beautiful friends, “God did me a big favor when He did not make me 
beautiful, like you; because I would have made love and been a whore, just 
like you.” So, we can praise beautiful women who are also chaste.  12   

   But in addition to Cottrell’s point that Brantôme approaches court 
life dialectically in the  Vies des dames galantes , it is important to note 
that the writer sometimes works in the same way in the  Vies des dames 
illustres , using particularities to undermine the ladies whose praises he 
purports to be singing. In other words, the particularities, far from ide-
alizing as Brantôme and Cottrell claim, are often precisely the quali-
ties that the author does not idealize, qualities that seem to be personal 
and unfl attering and that puncture the platonic generalities that precede 
them. Moreover, the particularities tend to be the characteristics that 
historians throughout the centuries have assumed to be objectively true. 
And yet, Brantôme’s particularities should not be accepted uncritically: 
it is important to keep in mind that whether they refl ect his own obser-
vations or those of his grandmother, father, mother, another source, or 
nothing but Brantôme’s imagination, such particularities are interpreta-
tions based on outward behavior. The observer infers an inner quality, 
and such inferences are always mediated by culturally specifi c templates, 
in other words, assumptions about appropriate behavior. They are there-
fore not objective truths, physical features about which there is little 
dispute—that the Louvre was constructed from Paris limestone, for 
example—but interpretations of gestures or words that might sometimes 
be understood in alternate ways.  13   This is not to say that Brantôme’s 
particularities should be dismissed. On the contrary, they can be used 
to reconstruct the behavior that would have motivated them and then 
“reprocessed” through cultural templates that feminist scholars have 
developed to discuss female power.  

   ANNE OF BRITTANY AND ANNE OF FRANCE: JEALOUS 
RIVALS? 

 Georges Minois’s 1999 French biography of Anne of Brittany (1477–
1514) relates that in the spring of 1492,
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  [at] court, the young queen [Anne of Brittany] was well accepted, except by 
her sister-in-law, Anne, now Anne of Bourbon or France …. Still young, 31, 
[Anne of France] had not reacted well at fi rst to her brother’s attempts to 
emancipate himself from her tutelle. Intelligent and authoritarian, she still 
claimed an important political role for herself. In this area, she didn’t have 
much to fear from the young queen, who was awarded no political author-
ity. It was more in the area of honor, worldly vanity, that the two women 
were jealous of each other.  14   

 The biography is erudite and densely packed with information about the 
queen’s life and late fi fteenth-century France. However, the paragraph 
above gives the false impression that the continued political activity of the 
regent (former regent by that time) Anne of France was somehow illegiti-
mate: the locution “claim an important political role for herself” (“préten-
dre toujours jouer un rôle politique de premier plan”) casts doubt on her 
right to authority. Also, Minois’s claim that regarding “worldly honor” 
(“vanité mondaine”) Anne of Brittany and Anne of France were jealous of 
each other diminishes the women. 

 Minois brings his commentary to close by asserting that “the constant 
rivalry occasioned a multitude of incidents.”  15   Where did Minois get his 
information? He cites Brantôme. Turning to Brantôme, we read that 
Anne of France

  wanted to exercise her prerogative and authority regarding Queen Anne; 
but she met her match, as they say; because Queen Anne was a true Breton, 
very proud and haughty towards her equals, to such a degree that Madame 
de Bourbon had to yield and allow the queen, her sister-in-law, to main-
tain her status and majesty, as was right; it must have bothered her greatly, 
because, as regent, she clung fi ercely to her status.  16   

 At fi rst glance Brantôme’s assessment of the Annes’s relationship seems 
to justify the interpretation that Minois gives it, at least up until Minois’s 
conclusion that the women’s rivalry occasioned a multitude of incidents. 
This conclusion requires further comment, but, for the moment, it is 
enough to say that, on the face of it, Minois follows Brantôme. And, 
indeed, Brantôme’s assessment is plausible. After all, in 1491 the French 
under Anne of France had forced Anne of Brittany to surrender her duchy 
to them; even worse, Anne of France had forced Anne of Brittany to marry 
Charles VIII to guarantee that Brittany would remain in French control. 
Nonetheless, while Anne of France was undoubtedly victorious over Anne 
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of Brittany, the duchess’s marriage to Charles VIII elevated her rank, at 
least theoretically, over the regent’s. 

 To return to Brantôme’s comment on the Annes’ diffi cult relationship, 
it gave rise to a long tradition that Minois continues. Writes one historian, 
Anne of Brittany “saw in the Regent the organizer of French victory, and 
she hated her on that account from the bottom of her Breton heart and 
with all the fervour of her Breton patriotism. As a wife, as a queen, and as 
a woman, she disliked [Anne of France’s] infl uence, coveted her authority, 
and resented her position.”  17   To become queen in the fi rst place, writes 
another, “the little duchess had been vanquished by the regent; therefore 
she was her inferior, in debt to her.”  18   Anne of France, for her part, was 
angry that she had “to cede precedence to her sister-in-law, who reigned 
in intimacy, over her royal husband.”  19   The dislike was mutual: “Fifteen 
years younger than Anne de Beaujeu, Anne de Bretagne was equally ambi-
tious and even more self-willed. While the Regent acted with calculated 
ruthlessness, the Breton heiress was passionate and unpredictable.”  20   

 But do the Annes merit this reputation? Perhaps not. Brantôme’s com-
ment is an example of an individualizing and often unfl attering detail that 
suddenly challenges the ideal that the author had begun to set in place. 
The story of rivalry interrupts Brantôme’s account of Anne of France, 
which he had begun by proclaiming that during her regency she had gov-
erned so sagely and virtuously for her brother that he had become one 
of the great kings of France.  21   In the same portrait, Brantôme credits his 
grandmother as the source of two of his statements: that although Anne 
of France hunted Louis of Orleans down during the Mad War she had 
originally loved him and that Anne of France raised girls at her court very 
effectively (“a-elle faict de très-belles nourritures”).  22   He does not attri-
bute his story of rivalry to any source.  23   Still, whether or not the rivalry 
existed is less important than the way Brantôme uses it to undermine the 
idealized portrait he had begun to sketch of Anne of France.  24   

 If the Annes were genuinely rivalrous, the object of their jealousy would 
have been power, access to the king. This was hardly trivial. It is possible, 
then, to recast Brantôme’s story of rivalry in positive terms: the two Annes 
were forceful, each accustomed to being the most highly ranked woman in 
the room. Early modern Europe offers any number of examples of rivals: 
François I and Henry VIII, François I and Charles V, Maximilian I and 
Charles VIII to name a few. However, historians do not represent these 
male rivals in the terms that we have just seen applied to the Annes: they 
are not haughty; they do not hate from the bottom of their hearts; they 
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are not little; they are not strong-willed, passionate, or unpredictable. 
Minois’s reference to “worldly honor” must be recast as “rank,” a concept 
that is no longer belittled in discussions of medieval and early modern rep-
resentations of power, at least with regard to men. The enactment of rank 
“was more than a “colourful ceremony”; homage was the central political 
act between powers….”  25   And to return to Minois’s conclusion that “the 
constant rivalry occasioned a multitude of incidents,” he presents only 
one example of such an incident, writing that relations between the two 
Annes over the winter and spring of 1492 were “deteriorating to the point 
that the ministers and the Duke of Orleans felt it necessary to intervene. 
On July 5, a small family meeting was held to settle things.”  26   The family 
appealed to the women’s Christian sentiments, explains Minois, requiring 
them to swear on a fragment of the true cross to give each other aid, help, 
with good love, union, and intelligence to keep the king safe and to put a 
stop to the great disorder that reigned in his household. 

 A search through histories and collections of documents related to July 5, 
1492, turns up only one document containing the words quoted by Minois, 
a treaty of July 5, 1492, signed by Anne of Brittany, Louis of Orleans, Pierre 
of Bourbon, and Anne of France. And yet, an examination of the document 
reveals that it had nothing to do with a dispute between the women. It was, 
rather, a treaty allying the Annes, Louis of Orleans, and Pierre of Bourbon 
against the Admiral Louis Malet de Graville. The document begins:

  We, Anne by the grace of God queen of France, and Louis Duke of Orleans, 
Pierre and Anne, Duke and Duchess of Bourbon, seeing and considering the 
great affairs and damnable actions that enemies of Monseigneur le Roy per-
petrate daily against the king and his kingdom and the great disorder reign-
ing today, also in the house of the king, which could cause great trouble for 
his subjects; for this reason we, who want only the good of the king and his 
kingdom, as those closest to the situation, fi nd it necessary that we share 
love, union and intelligence in order to better serve the king and his king-
dom and prevent, resist and prevail against those who wish the contrary.  27   

   Minois seems to have fi xed on the reference to “the great disorder 
reigning today, also in the house of the king, for which reason the king 
and his subjects are in danger of falling into disasters” and, his view col-
ored by the long tradition of the Annes’s “cat fi ghting,” concluded that 
this “disorder” referred to the presumed ongoing quarrel between the 
two haughty females. But this reading is clearly inaccurate. The oath that 
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they swore on fragments of the true cross in fact united the four against 
the admiral of France. They pledged to give each other aid, help, and, 
with good love, union, and intelligence to keep the king safe and to put 
a stop to the great disorder that reigned in his household, but also not to 
enter into friendship or intelligence with the Admiral Graville, without 
the knowledge of the others. Why this decision to unite against Graville? 
The admiral’s biographer assigns a different motive to each of the four, 
concluding that above all they were driven by their jealousy against “the 
clever man who knew how to get himself out of all compromising posi-
tions in time while remaining in control of the situation.”  28   One thing 
is certain: the league was not motivated by Louis of Orleans’s desire to 
“settle things” between the Annes, as if he would have had the authority 
to intervene in such a way, in any case. 

 The document held up by Minois as evidence of a cat fi ght, then, is 
just the opposite, showing that the women pursued common political 
goals. As such, the document further authorizes a revised interpretation 
of Brantôme’s particularity: it reveals a degree of anxiety about female 
power. Turning briefl y now to the particularities that Brantôme employs 
in his portrait of Anne of Brittany and their lingering effects, we fi nd these 
effects in Bernard Quilliet’s evaluation of the queen’s personality. On the 
positive side, Quilliet writes that she had “a sense of duty,” “quick wit,” 
and “at times demonstrated great fi nesse.” On the negative side, she was 
“dry of heart and cold-headed,” and had a taste for “torturous intrigue, 
tenacious resentments, the most opulent splendour, and the most ostenta-
tious devotion.” She was “ferociously jealous,” “vindictive,” “selfi sh and 
haughty,” “monomaniacal,” “hateful,” and prone to “Breton sulking”; her 
devotion was “almost pagan.”  29   Like the story of the rivalry between the 
Annes, these negative characteristics can be traced ultimately to Brantôme. 
In his portrait of the queen in the  Vies des dames illustres , he praises Anne 
of Brittany. And then, abruptly, just after claiming that according to what 
he has heard from his sources (“miens,” he calls them) Anne was “very 
good, extremely merciful and very charitable,” he announces that it is also 
true that she was very quick to vengeance and could not forgive.  30   Two 
and a half pages of examples of the queen’s meanness follow. To justify 
the characterization, Brantôme offers the examples of how Anne treated 
Pierre de Rohan, the Maréchal de Gié, and Louis of Orleans. 

 Recent work on Anne of Brittany eschews these old stereotypes, rec-
ognizing that they were based on contemporary gender expectations.  31   
However, Brantôme’s particularities about Queen Anne can be use-
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fully unpacked and reexamined as evidence of her political engagement. 
To begin with the latter, Brantôme writes that Anne took offense at Louis’s 
gaily dancing at a masquerade at Amboise shortly after the death of her 
son, believing him to be rejoicing that he, Louis, was now the heir to the 
throne. She was so angry that Louis was forced to fl ee to Blois. If the story 
is true as Brantôme relates it, it is understandable that Anne was furious to 
see Louis dancing for joy because he stood to gain politically from her ter-
rible loss: this does not mean that she was vengeful. But the fi rst example is 
more interesting. Anne’s treatment of Gié, which is often cited by modern 
biographers as evidence of her vengeful nature, is a complicated story.  32   
Several contemporary sources attest that Anne, seeing King Louis XII 
apparently on his death bed, was ready to depart for her duchy of Brittany 
with her daughter, Claude, and that Gié prevented the boats from depart-
ing. With Louis dead, she rightly feared that Claude would be married to 
François of Angoulême, heir to the throne, later François I. Anne fought 
against this marriage, knowing that Brittany would be fully absorbed into 
the French kingdom if it took place. She worked instead for a marriage 
between Claude and the heir to the Holy Roman Empire, a marriage that 
would guarantee Brittany’s continued existence as an independent duchy. 
As Lucien Bély observes, for Anne, the French kingdom was “familial, feu-
dal, or dynastic,” and she wanted to marry Claude to the heir to the Holy 
Roman Empire to ensure her duchy’s continued independent existence, 
whereas Louis XII’s vision was “national and sought to defend at all costs 
the integrity of the [French] territory.”  33   Anne’s case against Louis XII and 
his men and her fury at Gié, then, should not be regarded as the obsessions 
of a petulant, unforgiving child, but as signs of her desire to keep her duchy 
free from French rule. That she failed should not be taken as a sign of her 
weakness or the unworthiness of her cause but recognized as the inevitable 
result of the overwhelming power against her, a centralizing power that 
was slowly eroding the power of the kingdom’s great seigneurs.  

   ANNE OF FRANCE: IN PRAISE OF MARRIAGE 
 Anne of France has long been imagined as master of her subservient hus-
band, Pierre Count of Beaujeu and Duke of Bourbon. Once again, the 
image derives largely from Brantôme.  34   Although it has been convinc-
ingly corrected to a degree over the past few decades with recent scholars 
regarding Pierre more as Anne’s partner than her spaniel, the remainder 
of this chapter extends on this correction, fi rst suggesting that if we refl ect 
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on what sort of outward gestures would have motivated Brantôme’s 
 judgment, the Bourbons’s marriage as he describes it begins to look very 
positive. I then consider this readjustment in light of Anne of France’s 
writings on marriage. 

 Brantôme writes of Pierre with scorn. Shortly after describing Anne 
of France (whose governance of the kingdom, we recall, he had praised) 
as “fi lled with dissimulation and a great hypocrite, who, because of her 
ambition, hid and disguised herself in all ways,” he turns to Pierre, writ-
ing that Anne “ruled him and knew well how to lead him, so much so 
that he was often stupidly miffed; nonetheless, the Council refused him 
and solicited her.”  35   Those who, following Brantôme, assume that Pierre 
was the weak member of the pair, fi nd corroboration in how his father-
in- law, King Louis XI, treated him. A long tradition holds Pierre to have 
been the king’s toy. The story goes that after the War of Public Weal, in 
which Pierre lined up with the lords against the king, the king decided that 
Pierre, because of his weakness, would be an easily manipulated and there-
fore valuable ally. On this basis, Louis XI pardoned Pierre’s treason and 
brought him into the royal circle, marrying him to his daughter, Anne, in 
1473, when she was just 12 to Pierre’s 35. Nonetheless, when Anne grew 
up Pierre became her plaything. 

 This tradition can be traced to Brantôme. Although some modern his-
torians give the impression that contemporaries of Pierre wrote of him in 
such terms, this is not true. To fi nd such descriptions, we need to scroll 
up to 1691 when historian Antoine Varillas writes that Louis XI selected a 
husband of lower rank than his daughter so that there would be no dan-
ger of a struggle over the throne when Charles VIII reached majority and 
that Pierre had suffi cient intelligence (“esprit”) to recognize that Anne’s 
was “infi nitely greater than his own.”  36   A work entitled “Memoire par-
ticulier fait par une personne d'esprit et bien instruite des affaires, touch-
ant Charles VIII, les personnes principales de son tems, et celles par luy 
eslevées, les actions plus considerables et dicts plus memorables,” covering 
folios 34–56 in manuscript français 15538 of the Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France, has been described as authored by a contemporary. However, 
it is written in eighteenth-century hand and states its purpose as to make 
available information that is little known or that can be found only in 
manuscripts. It makes the same case as Varillas’s history, claiming that 
Pierre’s wife was “always the master and held authority over him after the 
manner of [Louis XI].”  37   
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 In contrast to these later depictions, contemporary accounts of Pierre 
are positive. Octavien de Saint-Gelais describes Pierre in a long allegori-
cal poem, “Le Séjour d’honneur,” as a feared (“doubté”) prudent prince 
whose value was inestimable and virtues uncountable.  38   In this poem, 
Anne follows her husband, even though she is described as another 
Semiramis and new queen of the Amazons. Claude de Seyssel, who died 
in 1520 and was therefore a near contemporary, wrote about Pierre that 
he was “peaceful, good (‘benin’), and good-willed, without badness or 
duplicity.”  39   Lest we assume that in describing Pierre as peaceful Seyssel 
intended a backhanded insult, the writer also described in the same pages 
the barons’ great joy at the ascension of Charles VIII by noting that there 
had never been a king at the beginning of his reign so peaceful in France. 
He observes that Charles VIII loved Pierre like a father and made sure that 
the House of Bourbon was stronger than it had ever been. 

 It is clear that Louis XI had confi dence in Pierre. One wonders why 
it is always assumed that the king chose to forgive Pierre for rising up 
against him because he thought that he would be easy to manipulate. 
One might equally well marvel at the fi nesse of a man able not only 
to win his way back into Louis’s good graces but to get himself mar-
ried to the king’s daughter. But, in fact, Pierre is a shadowy fi gure who 
has attracted little attention among modern historians except as Anne’s 
husband. Biographers of Louis XI typically have little to say about him. 
The negative descriptions of him turn up in biographies of Anne. Paul 
Pélicier writes that “[t]he Sire de Beaujeu offered, along with the hope 
of great landed fortune, a fund of docility that the king would have val-
ued highly,” and, after noting the “the blind devotion of Beaujeu for his 
father-in-law,” he concludes that “Beaujeu saw his fortune multiply but 
only at the price of his submission.”  40   John S.C. Bridge describes him as 
someone “unimaginative and without originality, whose ability was of the 
sort which can execute a policy but does not initiate it, which can obey 
but does not command.”  41   Marc Chombart de Lauwe writes that Pierre 
transferred his servility toward the king to the king’s daughter after the 
former’s death and that Anne, happier to live with a friend and counselor 
ready to accept her domination than with a lover, found in him a “loyal 
and safe collaborator.”  42   In one of the interpretive essays of her excellent 
translation of Anne’s guidebook for her daughter, Suzanne, Sharon Jansen 
writes that Seyssel describes Pierre as “one who served his ‘redoubtable’ 
wife with a kind of blind devotion,” but Seyssel, as we have seen, does not 
actually write this; Jansen also describes the nineteenth-century editor of 
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the  Histoire des ducs de Bourbon  (and, following Chombart de Lauwe, the 
eighteenth-century author of the “Memoire particulier,” which I men-
tioned above), as contemporary with Pierre, but this is not accurate.  43   

 Pierre’s political impotence has been convincingly countered, with 
recent historians noting, among other things, that when Charles VIII 
left for Italy he named Pierre, not Anne, “Lieutenant du Roy avec tout 
plein pouvoir de besongner en tous affaires.”  44   Moreover, Anne’s political 
activity in her own time was more remarkable than Pierre’s because she 
was a woman, which meant that she attracted a level of discussion that 
he did not; also, leaving Anne and Pierre as unoffi cial guardians of the 
young king was unprecedented—normally guardianship would have gone 
either to the queen mother or to Louis of Orleans, the closest male heir to 
the throne. Anne, sister of the king, had a greater claim to regency than 
Pierre, who, as just one among many “grands seigneurs,” had absolutely 
none.  45   Therefore her constant visibility was important. 

 The most important evidence about the Bourbon’s marriage, however, 
can be adduced from Anne’s own writing. Historians following Brantôme 
have often applied unfl attering and gendered terms to this marriage, writ-
ing that Anne “was not as unhappy with Pierre as she had expected to 
be,” or that she dominated in the marriage, even though it was a happily 
companionable one.  46   My point is not to insist on any particular reading 
of the marriage, but to suggest that the gender stereotypes initiated by 
Brantôme and perpetuated by subsequent historians can just as easily be 
read in a very different way and that there is no reason to continue a nar-
rative that has no real basis in fact. To make the case, we turn to Anne’s 
guidebook, referred to above, her  Enseignements à sa fi lle  ( Lessons for her 
daughter ), that she composed for her daughter, Suzanne of Bourbon, and 
its companion work, an exemplum called  The History of the Siege of Brest  
that Anne adapted and that foregrounds the relationship between a hus-
band and wife.  47   The manuscript is now lost but a copy of it along with its 
19 miniatures, copied in 1878, lets us imagine the original.  48   Although the 
discussion of marriage in the  Enseignements  has been regarded as rigidly 
moralistic and strangely at odds with the political life of its author, reading 
it in conjunction with its exemplum provides a new view.  49   

 First, a quick summary of the exemplum. With his fortifi ed city of Brest 
besieged by the Prince of Wales, the Seigneur du Châtel agrees to surrender 
if provisions do not arrive before a certain date and offers his only son to 
guarantee his promise. Provisions arrive just in time. But the Prince of Wales 
reneges and threatens to kill the Seigneur’s son if Brest is not surrendered to 
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hm. Thus emerges the dilemma that structures the story. Does the Seigneur 
surrender Brest and live in infamy or does he retain his honor and sacrifi ce his 
son? Ready to surrender, he is convinced by his wife to sacrifi ce their son rather 
than his honor. And yet, all the while that she is guiding him to the decision 
required by their honor culture, the Dame du Châtel humbles herself before 
her husband, treating him gently, using such expressions as “Monseigneur, 
virtue and knowledge of higher things should issue from the spirits of virtuous 
men and not the feeble hearts of us women who are, by divine command-
ment, subject to their husbands,” and, after her son’s execution, despite her 
great sorrow, “God’s will be done. May God receive his soul.”  50   

 Keeping in mind the model of marriage embodied by the du Châtel 
couple, we return to Anne’s discussion of marriage in the  Enseignements . 
This takes place in books 11–19, fi rst with the lead-up to marriage and 
then marriage itself. In book 11, Anne writes that a young woman should 
show herself virtuous in her “conversations” (the word retains the Latin 
meaning of close associations) so that she will be loved by all with the kind 
of love taught by the Philosopher.  51   Above all, she should fl ee dishonest 
love: she is not immune to seduction (here intervenes a short exemplum 
about a lady who was duped).  52   Books 12–16 explain that her recompense 
for fl eeing dangerous love is that she will be able to make a good mar-
riage, excellent for the reputation. A girl should eschew the example of the 
girls from Poitiers, Anne warns, who frightened away potential husbands. 
Specifi cally, she should not look around or talk too much. Furthermore, 
if she marries a great seigneur she should not be too proud. She should 
obey her husband. If she “marries up” she should not denigrate her own 
 lineage. In books 17–19, Anne reminds her reader to be virtuous as a great 
lady: nobility is nothing without virtue. A girl receives credit from God 
and a good reputation (“bonne renommee”) by being virtuous in adver-
sity.  53   A girl should make herself loveable to her husband’s seigneurs and 
friends, taking their advice; she should use her husband’s friends to keep 
him behaving well and cover up for these friends should they require it.  54   

 The command to fl ee amorous suitors is consistent with Christian 
constructions of the vulnerable female character and also with the secu-
lar nobility’s requirement for chastity among young women entering into 
marriage. But the command to fl ee reveals Anne’s assumption of the com-
mon physiology of carnal love as utterly delightful and irresistible, especially 
for women, who being weaker were more susceptible to passion than the 
men who seduced them. After arousing her reader (for how can a discus-
sion of the most delectable relationship imaginable, one for whose fl eeting 
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pleasure some young women risked their future, not arouse the reader?), 
Anne hints that these forbidden joys are available with one’s husband, to 
whom one submits with love. She recounts the dangers of seduction, of 
the diffi culty of refusing an importunate suitor, not only to discourage her 
daughter and similarly highly born women from having love affairs, but 
also to assure them that carnal relations are delectable. Yes, a favorable 
marriage brings a young woman honor. However, what Anne offers can be 
read as an erotics of marriage, presenting female submission as a pose that 
will arouse both husband and wife. This erotic model is very different from 
the modern one.  55   However, recent scholarship on female desire suggests 
just how extremely malleable desire is: that women respond to a much 
wider variety of visual stimuli than they self-report, which suggests, in turn, 
the importance of social models to the formation of female desire and the 
impossibility of applying modern assumptions to past experiences.  56   

 To reconstruct Anne’s erotics of marriage and measure it against what 
Brantôme had to say about her and Pierre’s marriage, we need fi rst to 
imagine the cognitive framework within which Anne and Brantôme 
thought about marital relations. Key to this framework was the assump-
tion that women were so insatiable that keeping them satisfi ed was a bit 
of a burden for their men. Medieval and early modern stereotypes about 
women’s extremely intense sexual desire and their weakness in the face of 
blandishments and caresses have been well studied.  57   Brantôme himself 
writes that women must be pardoned, because they are a bit more “frag-
ile” than their husbands.  58   When women were sexually unsatisfi ed, they 
faced serious health issues—specifi cally, suffocation of the womb—and 
therefore it was a “sin against nature … to keep [women] from having sex 
with the man they choose.”  59   Also crucial for positioning Anne’s words 
about marriage against Brantôme’s assessment of her and Pierre’s own 
relationship is the assumption that a happy sexual relationship with one’s 
husband was a priority because a woman conceived only if she reached 
orgasm, a belief, testifi ed to by Galen, that endured into the eighteenth 
century.  60   When eighteenth-century authors ceased to link “the loci of 
pleasure with the mysterious infusing of life into nature,” orgasm lost its 
overwhelming importance.  61   But as far as Anne would have been con-
cerned, the man was tasked with “ensuring that the woman experiences 
full satisfaction in heterosexual intercourse since conception cannot take 
place without it.”  62   Instructions on how to arouse a woman are included 
in the  De Secretis mulierum .  63   Thomas Laqueur explains that husbands 
were willing to invest a good deal of time and energy to ensure mutual 
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orgasm, using foreplay and various drugs and treatments to bring about 
more heat. Although sexual longing was the sign of the will damaged by 
the Fall, “pleasure was construed as precisely what compelled men and 
women to reproduce themselves, despite what prudence or individual 
interest might dictate.”  64   

 As for the female contribution to a happy marriage, Anne counsels ges-
tures of submission to one’s husband. A large body of feminist scholar-
ship demonstrates and the examination of medieval romance suggests that 
male domination was the model for sexual relationships. Brantôme claims 
that women assured him that they pretended to refuse sexual relations to 
their husbands to provoke them to “half-force and coerce” them.  65   This 
made the experience “a hundred times better” for both of them.  66   An 
underlying assumption that desire led ineluctably to consummation meant 
that sexual aggression, although not approved of, was simply the most 
extreme form of intense sexual desire carried through to its natural end. 
Because the will was frail and fl eshly impulses powerful, what we today 
defi ne unambiguously as rape was less clear for Anne and her readers. It 
was thus ever a cause for worry among sexually active populations, and, 
as we can imagine from Anne’s warnings, attempts to bridle male desire 
through the discourse often referred to as “courtly love” were not always 
successful. Moreover, although in romances suitors restrain themselves, 
their aggression is glorifi ed when their partners consent; that is, imagery 
associated with sexual relations (beginning with the approved male domi-
nant position) is grounded in controlled male aggression and female docil-
ity.  67   This is what Brantôme describes and what Anne promotes, although, 
unlike Brantôme, she does not explicitly discuss the delight that such sub-
mission encodes. 

 This, I suggest, is the reason that Anne follows the  Enseignements  with 
the exemplum of the Dame and Seigneur du Châtel, a complementary 
couple deeply devoted to each other’s happiness. It is not necessary to 
assume that Anne wrote out of her own experience with Pierre. Rather, 
the point is to challenge the notion of her as master over a submissive 
husband that has long been accepted as true because of a heavy reliance 
on Brantôme’s particularities. To return one last time to Brantôme’s par-
ticularity about the Bourbon marriage, he writes, as we saw above, that 
Anne “ruled [Pierre] and knew well how to lead him.” But this does not 
need to be taken as a sign of Pierre’s weakness, although Brantôme seems 
to have intended it to be, if we trace the particularity to the behavior that 
motivated it. 
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 Brantôme hints that his information about Anne comes from his 
grandmother, although he specifi cally attributes only an anecdote about 
Louis of Orleans fl eeing to Brittany to her.  68   But Brantôme did not need 
to rely on family tradition to make his claim. Anne ruled beside Pierre. Her 
very visibility would have been enough to incite Brantôme’s charge that 
she dominated her husband. Brantôme’s comment, just a few lines before 
his description of the marriage, that Anne was dissimulating and a great 
hypocrite, offers a further piquancy to his negative characterization of the 
couple’s rapport. Anne was 23 years younger than her husband, 12 years 
old when they married. Such a young person must naturally have behaved 
submissively to her adult husband, through her words and gestures. As an 
adult, she continued to conform to conventional modes of behavior, as 
the positive contemporary assessments of her suggest, although she made 
apparent she knew how to impose her will.  69   This appearance of submis-
sion that both masked and made possible her power is what Brantôme 
refers to as dissimulation and hypocrisy. 

 In contrast with Brantôme and in agreement with Anne, we might 
think of such behavior as a way of exercising power in an environment 
hostile to women. If we take the Dame du Châtel as the exemplum of such 
behavior, we might think of performed submission as the basis for a happy 
marriage. It is impossible to recover the nature of the Bourbon’s marriage. 
However, there is no reason to assume Brantôme’s negative evaluation to 
represent the truth about it.  
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      Times of crisis, fl edgling sovereignty, and social upheaval produce the 
ideal conditions for the fl ourishing of bespoke rumor, innuendo, and pro-
paganda; and the closing stage of the Hundred Years War is a case in 
point worthy of attentive analysis. Whispers of sorcery and treason against 
Valentina Visconti; Isabeau of Bavaria’s supposed wantonness and mater-
nal negligence; Philippe the Bold’s mighty endeavors to secure the ascen-
dancy of his House; his son Jean the Fearless’s effective spin as an honest 
broker and reforming duke despite his very dirty hands, notably his “jus-
tifi able” murder of his rival, the “tyrant” Louis of Orleans; the debunk-
ing of his defense (and the subsequent in kind retribution meted out to 
Burgundy by Orleans loyalists) are telling illustrations of pre-modern 
bespoke rumor, innuendo, and propaganda. Add to these Henry V’s God- 
sanctioned victory at Agincourt cast as just punishment for a  transgressive 
France (which not only resonated with the French but validated the 
domestic English politicking of newly minted Lancastrian sovereignty); 
the initially successful delegitimization and disinheritance of the dauphin 
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Charles with the Treaty of Troyes; the parallel golden myth/black legend 
of Joan of Arc (and her rehabilitation)—instances all of the ways in which 
rumor, propaganda, and innuendo were pressed into the service of those 
seeking traction at the end of the Hundred Years War. 

 While this chapter falls under the umbrella of “Queenship, Reputation 
and Gendered Power” to ignore what the princes of this tangled and con-
fused period were doing in relation to the making and breaking of reputa-
tions would be to tell a very fl at tale indeed. The house of Burgundy was a 
fountainhead from which propaganda fl owed and if we are to understand 
how rumor, propaganda, and innuendo functioned to either reinforce or 
undermine the power of women such as Valentina Visconti and Isabeau of 
Bavaria, we must look to its powerful dukes; Philippe the Bold, Jean the 
Fearless, and Philippe the Good.  1   

 Bernard Guenée draws our attention to the importance of propaganda 
and public opinion to political life in the later Middle Ages. He cites two 
particular witnesses to underscore his thesis:  Le Journal d ’ un Bourgeois 
de Paris  (1405–1449) and the  Chronique de Charles VI  (1380–1420).  2   
Guenée asserts that the  Journal  is a precious and exceptional witness to 
Parisian life because it preserves as if in amber partisan public opinion dur-
ing the second half of Charles VI’s troubled reign.  3   The  journaliste  was 
alive to the full gamut of rumors, thought bubbles, and whisperings circu-
lating on the streets of Paris from 1405 to 1449, a convinced supporter of 
the Burgundian cause recording interesting fragments. He was probably 
attached to the court of the queen, Isabeau of Bavaria, and his attentive and 
hungry ear appears to have missed nothing in harvesting public opinion and 
distilling discontent nor yet any occasion to vent his spleen over Orleans/
Armagnac attempts to seize the initiative during the “absences” of Charles 
VI. The Bourgeois is no disinterested observer of events; he self-censors 
and edits, and is frequently mute or evasive on aspects of his own party that 
trouble him as well as Burgundian failures and defeats.  4   In analyzing rumor 
in the  Journal , Colette Beaune concludes that rumor is more  convincing  
than true even though rumor will not circulate unless it is  considered  to 
be true. For the Bourgeois, “news” transmitted from “bouche à oreille” 
(mouth to ear) is more true and more reliable than information originating 
from offi cial sources.  5   

 The  Chronique de Charles VI  or  Chronique du Religieux de Saint-Denys  
is a horse of a different color and a more compelling witness in the case for 
the importance of public opinion and propaganda to political life in late 
medieval France, one upon which Guenée lavished careful scrutiny.  6   It is a 
work of exceptional scope, and historians have mined its content to exploit 

52 Z.E. ROHR



the evidence of a well-informed contemporary of late fourteenth- and early 
fi fteenth-century French society, court culture, academic and religious cir-
cles. In the past, historians have been satisfi ed to excavate the  Chronique  
for its richness of detail held to be, and most often is, remarkably authorita-
tive. Recently, however, it has become clear that the  Chronique  is far more 
than the work of an unquestioning and credulous witness. It is not, as one 
recent scholar pronounces, the work “of a single biased chronicler”—the 
“Burgundian-leaning, Michel Pintoin.”  7   The  Chronique  is instead a care-
fully constructed and intricate work rendered remarkable by a number of 
very interesting features. Guenée is struck by one trait in particular; con-
scious of the weight of public opinion upon political life in France during 
the reign of Charles VI, Pintoin scrutinizes public opinion subjecting it to 
systematic and detailed analysis. He gives several telling examples and con-
cludes that opinions of individuals regarding events and politics vary widely 
according to their respective passions, morals, beliefs, social positions, eco-
nomic circumstances, and multiple other factors.  8   Pintoin fi nds support 
for his position in Cicero;  quot homines ,  tot sententiae / autant d ’ hommes , 
 autant d ’ avis  (many men, many minds-there are as many opinions as there 
are men).  9   He warms to his argument, stating that in the light of this obser-
vation, the imprudent fervor of a self-serving populace must not be allowed 
to usurp authority to the detriment of good, right-thinking people. Pintoin 
holds that, often the multitude, which does not know how to rein itself in 
or regulate its passions or adopt a measured stance, imprudently excites 
trouble and sedition.  10   

 Pintoin’s contemporary observations on the nature of public opinion 
are revealing, for it is a particular feature of public opinion, hatred, which 
successive dukes of Burgundy channeled to further the spread of targeted 
rumor and propaganda in support of their political ambitions.  11   They 
were, however, not alone in using “the imprudent fervor of an inconsider-
ate populace” to push their agenda forward. The dukes of Orleans were 
more than happy to behave likewise, Louis of Orleans participating in a 
pamphlet “war” against Burgundy in 1405 as well as rumor mongering, 
letter writing offensives, staged personal appearances bristling with arms 
and men, and the drafting of competing ordinances to be foisted upon 
the troubled and “absent” Charles VI.  12   In the public domain, rumors 
concerning prominent fi gures abounded. All political developments or set-
backs constituted a potential source for rumor, and such rumors multiplied 
and swept through public spaces, captivating the collective imagination. 

 Rumor is key to understanding the political sympathies of a population, 
especially one as removed from us as the late fourteenth and early fi fteenth 
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centuries. Reports carried along by the tide of rumor were uniformly dis-
torted in order to crystallize with the ardent desires of a collective conscious-
ness. A striking example of this can be found in the jottings of the Bourgeois 
wherein he avidly records the wholehearted support of the Parisian pop-
ulation for the duke of Burgundy, Jean the Fearless, against the Orleans/
Armagnac  faction regardless of his methods and arriviste posturing.  13   Such 
“personalized” rumors arose out of fi nancial imposts, nourishing the resent-
ment of the public toward the elites whom they held responsible for bad 
government and frivolous expenditure. Fear of war and rampaging and 
ill-disciplined  soldiers and military operations (alliances forged with enemies, 
betrayal, conscription, military disasters and victories, atrocities committed 
by soldiers) all  provided the ideal environment for the incubation of bespoke 
rumor.  14   These “prepared canvases” were grist to the busy mills of opinion 
shapers and seekers of power; authorities and those seeking authority were 
alive to rumor. By understanding and analyzing how particular rumors func-
tioned, medieval power seekers harnessed them to maintain and reinforce 
their respective positions. They targeted and planted precise information 
across populations spreading  fausse nouvelles  to disorientate a population or 
an enemy, drowning them in contradictory dispatches. A technique Fargette 
describes as “ une forme précoce d ’ intox  (an early form of brainwashing).”  15   

 With the onset of his incurable and extraordinary malady, the head 
of France’s body politic was dealt a savage and unexpected blow, which 
unhinged governance and affected grievously the destiny of two or 
three generations of Charles VI’s subjects.  16   Charles’s frequent absences 
opened unexpected opportunities for the politically and fi scally ambitious. 
Charles’s consort, Isabeau of Bavaria, was not immune to the temptations 
presented by his unfortunate situation, enriching and favoring the circum-
stances of members of her natal house, Bavaria-Wittelsbach, especially her 
beloved elder brother, Ludwig.  17   Richard Famiglietti makes the point that:

  If Charles VI had not suffered from a mental disorder there would have been 
no such desperate scramble for power on the part of his relatives. The nature 
of his illness encouraged the confl ict even more, for during the periods when 
he appeared to be able to function normally, he sometimes seemed to grant 
indiscriminately whatever was asked.  18   

   Insult and innuendo, the lesser cousins of rumor and propaganda, 
infested both court circles and the public space from the time of Charles 
VI’s fi rst episode of madness in the summer of 1392 to the peace of Arras 
in 1435 and its aftermath. From 1392 Philippe the Bold of Burgundy and 
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his successor from 1404, Jean the Fearless, targeted the king’s younger 
brother, Louis of Orleans, to gain the upper hand at court. In 1396, the 
fi rst shot across Orleans’s bow was directed at his educated and virtuous wife, 
Valentina Visconti. This episode of rumor-saturated propaganda is worth a 
closer look to understand how a hint of sorcery and a “suspect” relative 
might be folded into a conspiracy theory to create a true lie. Valentina had 
been a favorite of her brother-in-law, Charles VI, since her arrival at court 
in 1389 and, as his madness developed and intensifi ed, Charles sought her 
out to the detriment of his queen consort Isabeau, whom he not frequently 
rejected. The queen had no great love for her sister- in-law; Valentina’s 
father, Giangaleazzo Visconti, duke of Milan, had removed her maternal 
grandfather, Barnabo Visconti from his position as co-lord of Milan in 
1385. Despite this, Isabeau and Valentina had managed to rub along quite 
civilly for the fi rst few years of the Orleans marriage; Valentina held no ani-
mosity toward the queen, and Isabeau had managed to keep hers in check. 
Up to this point in Charles’s troubled reign, with Philippe of Burgundy in 
an ascendant position, Isabeau had had little political infl uence apart from 
fl irting with favored peripheral issues-especially those concerning Bavaria. 

 Orleans, while keen to make a name for himself on royal council, aspired 
to carve out a kingdom for himself in Italy, just as his senior uncle Louis I 
of Anjou and his cousin, Louis II of Anjou had managed to engineer for 
themselves. Orleans’s aspiration met with no opposition from Philippe of 
Burgundy for it was precisely this ambition that had rid him of his bother-
some elder brother, Louis of Anjou, in the early 1380s. Orleans needed 
to buttress the authority of his powerful father-in-law, Giangaleazzo 
Visconti, commencing negotiations for a formal alliance between France 
and Milan against Bavaria.  19   This activated Isabeau’s dormant political 
nerve; she rejected the idea of any agreement between Charles VI and 
Milan against Bavaria. Isabeau welcomed Florence’s overtures to form an 
alliance with France against Milan and she made it her business to obtain 
Charles VI’s assent for the Florentine/Bavarian project. While Burgundy 
preferred a Bavarian alliance (he had been the driving force behind the 
marriage of Isabeau of Bavaria to Charles VI) he was content that Orleans 
was occupied with Italian matters rather than interfering in the govern-
ment of France; therefore he did not move to support Isabeau energeti-
cally against Orleans’s negotiations with Milan.  20   

 Isabeau needed to clear the fi eld. That her brother-in-law would be 
amenable to compensation therefore weakening or neutralizing his oppo-
sition to her plans was a strong possibility; Valentina’s objections, however, 
would be diffi cult to vanquish.  21   Already irritated by her sister-in-law’s 
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calming effect upon the troubled king (while she was rebuffed frequently 
by him), it seems that Isabeau set to besmirching Valentina’s good repu-
tation. Valentina was Italian and, “as everyone knew,” Italy was a nation 
of poisoners and sorcerers.  22   Charles’s illness was reinterpreted; no lon-
ger a judgment upon the behavior of his uncles or the misgovernment of 
his advisers, the unfortunate king was recast as the victim of Valentina’s 
sorcery and enchantment. A rumor started to circulate to the effect that 
Valentina had bewitched the king; she was the cause of his illness and the 
obstacle to its cure. As it was rumor there was no need to prove such a 
claim; its mysterious nature bilked direct proof or formal demonstration, 
and Valentina’s enemies were able to condemn her without a tribunal.  23   
To this a concomitant rumor was pressed into service: the classic tale of a 
poisoned apple and the death of a little prince. Valentina’s enemies leapt 
into the fray to exploit the sad death of her young son Louis in September 
1395.  24   It was whispered that she had planned to remove the young dau-
phin but that instead her own son, who was playing with the other royal 
children, ate the tainted fruit and died of poisoning. The story was picked 
up by Froissart, keen to deride a woman whom he believed to be ambi-
tious with aspirations above her station.  25   

 Ambitious Valentina is a theme that crops up from this time and one that 
Jean the Fearless of Burgundy recycled on the occasion of his  Justifi cation  
for the murder of Orleans. It was a “known fact” (the rumor reported) that 
upon Valentina’s departure from Milan to marry Louis of Orleans, her father, 
Giangaleazzo bid her a fond farewell with the words “Adieu, belle fi lle! je 
ne vous vueil jamais veoir tant que vous soyez royne de France .  (Good-bye 
beautiful daughter! I do not expect to see you again until you are queen of 
France.)”  26   According to Jehan Petit’s  Justifi cation , drawn up in haste at 
the command of Jean the Fearless in 1408, co- conspirators Giangaleazzo 
Visconti and Louis of Orleans hatched an audacious plan: Giangaleazzo was 
an “acteur avec son beau fi lz le criminel duke d’Orléans, de mectre le Roy…
il convoita merveilleusement que sa fi lle feust royne de France (a player 
with his son-in-law, the criminal duke of Orleans, to set aside the king … he 
desired ardently that his daughter would be queen of France).”  27   

 Initiated by the rumor of evil spells linked to and fueled by the 
“known” sorcery habits and nefarious aspirations of Valentina’s father, 
Isabeau’s bespoke campaign of propaganda against her sister-in-law aimed 
to remove Valentina’s considerable potential for infl uence by ensuring that 
she would have no further personal contact with the king, the princes, the 
people, the conduct of the business of the kingdom or take any action 
which might be contrary to Isabeau’s projects and ambitions. Valentina 
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was to be dislodged from court, distanced from Paris, and relegated far 
beyond the center of political decision making. With Isabeau’s campaign, 
Valentina was reduced to powerlessness and separated from the royal fam-
ily and her allies. Eugène Jarry expresses well Isabeau’s strategy:

  Isabeau did not forget the duchess of Orleans’s infl uence over the mind of 
the king. Her plan was mapped out: it was absolutely necessary to remove 
the daughter of the duke of Milan. This outcome was achieved by the 
most cowardly of schemes. The outburst of negative public opinion against 
Valentina was too precise not to have been stirred up by interested parties.  28   

 Here Jarry links public opinion to interested parties. Isabeau was not the 
only interested party; the house of Burgundy carried its share of respon-
sibility even though Burgundy was content enough to allow Orleans to 
divert himself with his Italian dreaming. Philippe was cordial and wel-
coming to Valentina, but  his  political reality dictated that he needed to 
work toward removing Orleans from all participation in government. 
Burgundy’s wife, Marguerite of Dampierre, countess of Flanders, was of 
a mind to assist Isabeau in blackening Valentina’s reputation. In taking 
control of the government in the wake of Charles’s fi rst episode of insan-
ity, Burgundy had positioned Marguerite to steer the young queen in the 
interests of their House. From 1392, Marguerite jealously guarded her 
pre-eminent position in Isabeau’s court, and no one could gain access to 
the queen without her consent. According to Froissart:

  The two uncles of the king, the duke(s) of Berry and Burgundy would have 
the government (of the kingdom), and principally the duke of Burgundy; 
and Madame Burgundy would take her place close to the queen, and would 
be second after her. In these days, the duchess of Burgundy who was a 
severe and exalted lady, kept her place in Paris close to the queen of France 
and had supreme management over her affairs; no one was able to speak 
with the queen without her consent.  29   

 Collas claims that Marguerite had been greatly put out by Valentina’s 
arrival and her subsequent drop in status; she was henceforth the middle-
aged sister-in- law of the defunct king while Valentina was the cherished 
younger sister- in-law of the current king.  30   

 The mud stuck and, for her own safety, Orleans removed Valentina 
from court. Froissart records that such were the murmurings of the pub-
lic that had Valentina not withdrawn she might have been attacked and 
lynched by a Parisian mob that believed she meant to poison the king 
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and his children.  31   Some scholars are unconvinced by this reading of 
Valentina’s departure, citing evidence to the effect that Isabeau contin-
ued to correspond politely and exchange gifts with Valentina, far removed 
from Paris and sitting out a late medieval equivalent of “gardening leave.” 
Tracy Adams analyzes the confl ict between the sisters-in-law cousins con-
cluding that this was to be expected, given their personal history and the 
political context and maneuverings of their respective parties.  32   The pro-
paganda having succeeded beyond all expectation, Isabeau probably felt 
it politic to maintain a veneer of civility and even sisterly affection toward 
her “exiled” and vanquished foe. For an ascendant Isabeau, her studied 
civility toward Valentina demonstrates  some  capacity for effective queenly 
self-fashioning. It was, however, to prove ephemeral, a misfortune indeed 
for her king and his subjects.  33   

 Pintoin describes and comments upon these events in considerable detail 
making the point that the mob insistently believed that Charles’s madness 
was a result of magic and evil spells, having been bewitched by the duke of 
Milan and, even more absurdly, by his daughter, the duchess of Orleans. 
The visible “proof” of Valentina’s magical hold over the king was that she 
was the only person he recognized even in the throes of his delirium, that 
he could not pass a single day without seeing her, and, absent or pres-
ent, Charles did not desist from referring to her as “his well loved sister.” 
Pintoin affi rms that these rumors were without foundation and that no one 
had the right to make such accusations; a noble lady such as the duchess 
had been accused of a great crime without it having been proved. He did 
not share the vulgar opinion of the mob on the subject of magical pos-
session and that only fools, necromancers, and the superstitious broadcast 
such opinions; physicians and theologians gave no credence to evil spells 
holding that the king’s condition stemmed from the excesses of his youth.  34   
Notwithstanding the observations of this spokesman for the  circumspecti , 
the  graves et modesti viri , sometime before Easter 1396, Orleans dispatched 
his duchess with great pomp on an indefi nite tour of their holdings.  35   

 Alain Marchandisse observes that, in the wake of Valentina’s exile, 
eminent contemporary writers leapt to her defense. Eustache Deschamps 
honors her in his  Eloge de la femme d ’ un fi ls du roi de France  (Ballade 771); 
Honoré Bouvet dedicates his work,  Apparicion maistre Jehan de Meun , 
to Valentina; and Christine de Pizan cannot fi nd suffi cient descriptors to 
laud Valentina’s enduring virtues, goodness, and intelligence: “Strong and 
resolute in courage, with great love for her lord, a fi ne teacher for her 
 children, well-advised in government, just to everyone, wise and very vir-
tuous in all things, and this is (all) noteworthy.”  36   This is from Christine’s 
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 Cité des dames  (1405); Valentina rates further effusive mention in  Livre des 
faits et bonnes moeurs du sage roi Charles V  (1404) and  Livre du corps de 
policie  (c. 1407).  37   Marie-Josèphe Pinet points out by way of contrast that, 
while the door to the  Cité  is naturally open to Isabeau as queen of France, 
Christine damns Isabeau with faint praise when compared to the lauda-
tory descriptors she applies to Valentina Visconti, the queen of Sicily, and 
the young duchess of Berry (Jeanne, countess of Auvergne and Boulogne). 
Christine describes Isabeau as having “n’a rien de cruaulté, de extorcion, ne 
quelque male vice, mais toute bonne amour et benignité vers ses subjiez”: 
Christine tells us what Isabeau  is not  rather than what she  is —not cruel, not 
extortionate, with no evil vice, holding her subjects in great affection and 
kindness. Jeanne, on the other hand, is lauded as wise, good, chaste, well 
behaved, of great virtue, and Valentina (who follows Isabeau in Christine’s 
account) dominates the narrative with her intelligence and impeccable 
virtue; Christine praises all of what Valentina  is  in great detail.  38   Moreover, 
in her  Espitres sur le Rommant de la Rose  collected together and offered to 
Isabeau on February 1, 1402, and likewise but undated to the provost of 
Paris and man of letters Guillaume de Tignonville,  39   Christine relates that:

  In our time as well we have known many ladies of value, those from the 
house of France, the very great as well as others: the sainted and pious queen 
Jeanne; queen Blanche; the duchess of Orleans, daughter of the king; the 
duchess of Anjou who carries the title, queen of Sicily  40  —all of whom shared 
in beauty, virtue, honesty and knowledge.  41   

 While Valentina’s reputation had been tarnished by the events of 1396, 
it was Isabeau who would be cast as historical villainess by the busy pro-
paganda mill of Philippe’s successor, Jean the Fearless.  42   His handiwork 
was shored up by nasty insinuations from spin doctors in the pay of the 
house of Lancaster who put about the rumor that Isabeau’s surviving son, 
Charles VII, had been conceived out of wedlock.  43   

 With the issuing of his second regency ordinance on April 26, 1403, 
Charles VI sought to establish a durable governance instrument to protect 
his sovereignty during his increasingly frequent absences from the business 
of government. It was collegial in nature, relying upon majority decisions 
made by the royal council, the “the majority and wiser part of the council 
without regard to rank, authority, wealth but only in accordance with 
what they contributed and advised for the good, utility and profi t of the 
said necessities.”  44   The 1403 decree was a practical evolution from the fi rst 
regency ordinance issued on July 1, 1402, which handed full executive 
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powers to his queen to govern in his name. Isabeau was accorded full 
control over the kingdom’s fi nances and “other important necessities.” 
Depending upon one’s point of view, the 1403 modifi cation represents 
either a reining in of Isabeau’s authority in light of Charles’s concerns on 
her ability to govern intelligently in his name (particularly regarding her 
lack of fi scal rectitude) or a measured response to the increasing frequency 
of his absences, which required an enduring and pragmatic governance 
instrument—or a bit of both.  45   

 Orleans, having dropped his Italian maneuverings due to the death of 
his father-in-law,  46   turned his attentions to the business of government 
during his brother’s now regular absences. This “Prince Charming” had 
managed to divert the unfortunate queen from her unhappy position 
as consort of a mad king, with courtly amusements, literary pastimes, 
music, balls, and good humor. Louis, the only brother of the king, and 
Isabeau, queen of France, naturally established a close companionship. 
With the death of Philippe on April 27, 1404, Louis probably believed 
he had clear air to pursue his ambitions. Enter Jean the Fearless, succes-
sor to Philippe the Bold of Burgundy. Philippe’s death had left Jean with 
eye-watering debts; an empire of territorial holdings that could only be 
sustained by recourse to the royal treasury; intemperate ambition under-
scored by a deep seated sense of entitlement; and a visceral hatred for his 
cousin, Louis. Jean, however, had not inherited his father’s charm, politi-
cal fi nesse, or skill in diplomacy. Isabeau did not warm to him; he was just 
another cousin of the king—not his venerable uncle Philippe, her defunct 
protector and primary advisor. Jean was not accorded his father’s crown 
pensions or his dignity at court and, in an increasingly fractured govern-
ment, the stage was set for confl ict. 

 Things came to a head for Isabeau and Louis in 1405 when rumors 
started to circulate to the effect that they were playing fast and loose with 
the treasury, that Isabeau had lost control over the moral standards of her 
household, and that she was neglecting the king’s children. Their echo is 
to be found in a sermon preached in the spring of 1405 to the king and 
queen by Jacques Legrand, a celebrated Augustian monk (whose patron 
was Louis of Orleans), and recorded by Pintoin. He tells us he has a duty 
to document how the “lively discontent of the kingdom had been excited 
by the extreme carelessness with which the queen and the duke governed 
the realm during the illness of the king.” The people had not desisted 
from condemning the pair publicly for their lack of regard for the king, his 
family and subjects, desiring only to enrich themselves to the detriment 

60 Z.E. ROHR



of all. Opinion held that the king’s wife and his only brother had forgot-
ten convention and their obligations, becoming objects of scandal within 
France and the laughing stock of foreign nations.  47   This snapshot of pub-
lic opinion and rumor is followed up by Legrand’s public sermon to the 
queen in the presence of assembled dignities, churchmen, university men, 
and bureaucrats: “Lady Venus alone reigns over your court, drunkenness 
and debauchery follow in procession after her, transforming night into 
day in the midst of the most decadent dancing; these contemptible and 
poisonous fl unkies, who continually infest your court, corrupt morals 
and weaken hearts.” If this was not suffi cient to hold everyone’s atten-
tion, Legrand, moreover, criticized  haute couture  in Isabeau’s household, 
Pintoin commenting that the queen was the chief instigator of the luxury 
of dress at the French court, something for which Legrand reproached 
her saying, “Everywhere, noble queen, people speak of such disorderli-
ness and of many others that dishonor your court. If you do not believe 
me, disguise yourself in the clothes of a poor woman and walk the streets 
of the city, you will hear for yourself what ‘everyone says.’”  48   Pintoin 
observes that Isabeau was not amused, “Ce langage fut loin de plaire à 
la reine” (These words were far from pleasing to the queen).  49   The king 
“en témoigna au contraire beaucoup de satisfaction” (the king [on the 
other hand] evinced a great deal of satisfaction); and Charles was keen to 
hear more of what Legrand had to say.  50   To add insult to Isabeau’s injury, 
Pintoin relates how it was said that not only were the queen and Orleans 
busy with the raising of revenue for their own consumption to the detri-
ment of France, but that some dared to accuse the pair of neglecting the 
royal children. The king was “forte irrité” (greatly angered) at this, and 
called for the dauphin so that he might hear the truth from his son’s lips. 
Tenderly, he asked the boy how long it had been since he had received 
his mother’s hugs and kisses; the dauphin replied that it had been about 
three months. Pintoin assures us that the king was greatly affected by the 
child’s response and publicly resolved to put the matter to a council of 
the princes, notably the king of Sicily, Louis II of Anjou; Charles III, king 
of Navarre, the dukes of Berry and Bourbon.  51   The king summoned the 
new duke of Burgundy to assist with the matter of Isabeau’s apparent lack 
of maternal solicitude, but Jean replied he was much occupied with his 
younger brothers, “divvying- up” their vast inheritance to attend. When 
Jean of Burgundy eventually appeared in Paris to pay homage for his hold-
ings, he did so at the head of 6000 men armed “de pied en cap” (from 
head to toe).  52   Burgundy’s “shock and awe” posturing panicked Parisians 
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and initiated the fl ight of Isabeau and Orleans to Melun, who ordered that 
the dauphin and royal children be brought to them, precipitating the civil 
crisis of 1405. 

 It was not merely Legrand who called attention to fashion “crimes” 
in Isabeau’s household; Eustache Deschamps, Jean Juvénal II des Ursins, 
Philippe de Mézières, and Christine de Pizan all picked up on this theme 
at one time or another. Deschamps alludes to headdresses with “cornes 
comme font des limas” (horns like those pushed out by slugs). Juvénal des 
Ursins did not hold back his disapproval: “The ladies and damsels lived in 
great and excessive states (with) marvelous horns, long and large (…) hav-
ing on each side two great wings so huge that when they wished to pass 
through doorways they needed to turn sideways and crouch or they would 
be unable to pass through; very displeasing to ‘right-thinking’ people.” 
Philippe de Mézières, well-acquainted with Christine de Pizan, counseled 
the queen to sort out her life and live “without ostentation, without pride, 
without great expense and without fl amboyant livery.” Commissioned by 
Philippe of Burgundy to write his late brother’s biography, Christine de Pizan 
fashioned a detailed “mirror” of Charles V’s consort, Jeanne of Bourbon, 
and her court: accompanied by “ladies and damsels in great quantity, from 
all regions, honest, honorable and well chastised (as required) otherwise 
they had no place (in the queen’s court), and all dressed appropriately, 
each according to their function, and each corresponding to the dignity 
of the  occasion.”  53   Christine sought perhaps to inspire greater reserve in 
her queen, hinting that queen Isabeau, “vray miroir des dames” (authentic 
mirror for ladies), had failed in her obligation to educate, and instead had 
corrupted the young women of her household  54   

 Isabeau’s perceived fl amboyance indicated a recognizable pattern of 
behavior, a “known fact” upon which to construct rumor and establish 
the foundation propaganda that would weaken her infl uence, and that of 
Orleans. Once character weakness or careless behavior had been identi-
fi ed, and public opinion drafted into service, it was easy to make other 
charges against public fi gures who did not take suffi cient care to fashion 
their identities for external consumption. Before his entry to center stage 
of French politics Jean of Burgundy ensured that rumors and innuendo 
concerning Isabeau and Orleans had circulated around the taverns and 
streets of Paris. The new duke of Burgundy timed his fi rst appearance 
at court to coincide with the moment the political credit of Orleans and 
Isabeau was at its lowest ebb. Richard Vaughan observes that Jean prepared 
his backdrop skillfully to step into the role of the leader of an organized 
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opposition to the unpopular government of the queen and the duke of 
Orleans. He projected the image of a clean skin with a program of consti-
tutional reform and fi scal rectitude to the combat high taxes and wastage 
that had so upset the king’s subjects.  55   The propaganda was effective: in 
relatively short order Isabeau was written off as a political lightweight, 
irresponsible in the face of her duty to king and kingdom, preoccupied 
by pleasure and a neglectful mother, while Orleans was cast as the tyran-
nical and grasping younger brother of the unfortunate king with ambi-
tions beyond his station. Against this negative image, Burgundy span his 
web of self-serving propaganda, holding up the mirror of his own virtue 
to refl ect his pristine image back at the ones he had tarnished.  He  was 
the reform-minded prince ready to serve his king to the benefi t of all. 
It was very, very effective spin rendered durable because its message was 
repeated in variety of media; tavern and market gossip, letter writing initia-
tives, political pamphlets such as the  Songe Véritable  (The True Dream), 
and a stream of public justifi cations and complaints pronounced before 
the court, in parliament, and at the University by spokesmen in Jean’s 
service.  56   In the  Songe , a cast of identifi able offi cers and servants in the 
service of Charles VI are named and shamed, accused directly of having 
impoverished the king and his people; mention of the duke of Burgundy 
is noticeably absent.  57   Like his father Philippe, Jean was a master at the 
game of rumor and propaganda; he always ensured that others did the 
talking for him, only appearing center stage once it had been dressed for 
his conquest.  58   Pierre Champion and Paul de Thoisy describe Jean well, 
“Whereas he played at popularity, shaking hands, including the execu-
tioner’s, he was damned to deny, to force his hirelings to justify his actions 
by attacking (his victims).”  59   

 Philippe and Jean used literature extensively to further their projects 
and bolster their propaganda. Consciously or unconsciously, Christine 
de Pizan lent her pen to the Burgundians, moving closer to Burgundy 
in 1402–1403 and away from Louis of Orleans.  60   Christine had resolved 
to put aside “frivolities” to concentrate on political, moral, and philo-
sophical subjects worthy of study and comment. According to Pinet, from 
about 1402 to 1406, most if not all of Christine’s serious and pedagogical 
works were pitched at the house of Burgundy.  61   Until their deaths in 1402 
and 1404, respectively, Giangaleazzo Visconti and Philippe of Burgundy 
were Christine’s preferred “intellectual patrons.”  62   Pinet’s analysis is at 
odds with Adams’s thesis that, during this period, Christine wrote spe-
cifi cally to support Isabeau of Bavaria. I believe that it is more logical to 
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assert that Christine wrote in support of the institution of the monarchy 
within which a French queen consort had a serious and essential role to 
fulfi ll.  63   The problem for France was that Isabeau’s demonstrated lack of 
sustained political acumen, combined with her questionable judgment in 
both domestic and external matters, made her a shaky basis for Christine 
de Pizan’s theory of empowering royal women as pillars of the monarchy. 
At this stage of Burgundy’s political career when he was projecting him-
self as protector-in-chief of the royal family; a reformer; a friend of the 
University and the common man, striving in the public interest, it might 
well be that Christine supported his objectives.  64   Pinet suggests that while 
it is undeniable that Christine pleads the cause of France in her  Epistre à 
la royne de France  on a night in October 1405, she equally pleads the case 
for Burgundy who desires only peace.  65   Pinet does not hesitate to make 
this connection, pointing out that the  Epistle  arises from a context wherein 
the Burgundian cause can be identifi ed with the cause of France and that, 
according to Christine’s accounts, between 1405 and 1408, she held the 
post of quasi-offi cial writer for the house of Burgundy (specifi cally for Jean 
and his brother).  66   

 Jean’s most fearless work of propaganda, however, is contained in his 
1408  Justifi cation  for the murder of his cousin, the “criminal” duke of 
Orleans. Jean raked together all the bits and pieces of rumor and innuendo 
dating from Valentina Visconti’s voluntary exile in 1396 and the events of 
1405–1406, blending them with biblical and antique references to pro-
duce sophisticated propaganda—rhetoric that Willard points out “was not 
too far behind his Italian contemporaries.”   67   It was not merely the text 
of the  Justifi cation  that provided propaganda value, but also its context 
and delivery. In the immediate aftermath of Orleans’s assassination, his 
distressed and exiled widow, Valentina, journeyed to Paris in the company 
of strategically selected children in her care including her youngest son, 
Jean, the three-year-old count of Angoulême, and her daughter-in-law 
and the new duchess of Orleans, Isabelle of France (the king’s daugh-
ter, already widowed by the murder of her fi rst husband Richard II of 
England). They had been chosen for maximum impact in a calculated plea 
for justice to the king and, in the wake of Valentina’s appeal, many includ-
ing the queen and the dauphin, tried to block the reading of Burgundy’s 
 Justifi cation . Burgundy outplayed Valentina by adopting an offensive posi-
tion, once again arriving in Paris at the head of an impressive force of arms 
as if preparing to conquer the kingdom. Both his bellicose stance and the 
 Justifi cation  left a sour taste in the mouths of many; the queen departed 
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Paris with the dauphin at the earliest opportunity. The king fetched them 
back and, within days of their return, issued letters of remission pardoning 
Burgundy. 

 Having been thrown together by the calamity of Louis’s murder, 
Isabeau pushed for an allocution to be read against Burgundy’s crimes at 
Valentina’s request. It was read in September 1408 by royal advocate, Jean 
II Juvénal des Ursins; Valentina and her children then prostrated them-
selves at the feet of the king to plead for justice and a chance to refute 
Burgundy’s  Justifi cation  in detail. Consent was granted and the refutation 
delivered but Valentina passed away on December 4, 1408, exhausted by 
her struggle and without having achieved justice for the brutal murder of 
her husband.  68   His burden lightened considerably, Burgundy persevered 
with his propaganda and scandal mongering. In 1409, another of his crea-
tures, the king’s secretary, Pierre Salmon, presented his  Réponses à Charles 
VI et lamentation au roi sur son état .  69   The clear aim of this piece of literary 
propaganda is to “suggest that Louis of Orleans had dabbled in magic in 
order to maintain his power over his brother, the king,” a creative recycling 
of the evil spell rumor criticized by Pintoin in 1396 and discussed above.  70   

 In the wake of the Cabochien uprising in 1413, and in light of Jean’s 
very grubby hands, tainted reputation, and fl ight from Paris, the bishop 
of Paris, Gérard de Montaigu, condemned Burgundy’s  Justifi cation , and 
“a mass of verbiage was hurled” at the fugitive duke by his enemies and 
victims.  71   But, having gained the agreement of an increasingly isolated 
Isabeau to form an alternative government in 1417, Jean engineered a 
successful return to Paris in the summer of 1418.  72   Vaughan attests, how-
ever, that Burgundy’s power was not unquestioned nor was it unlimited.  73   
Jean the Fearless was murdered in Montereau on September 10, 1419, by 
loyal partisans of the defunct duke of Orleans with the apparent assent of 
the 16-year-old dauphin, Charles of Ponthieu, igniting a furious propa-
ganda war between the respective belligerents all avid to draw maximum 
advantage from the political and military confusion occasioned by it. The 
confusion was due in part to the fact that most in the north of the king-
dom, especially Paris, loved the Burgundians, detested the English, and 
would remain loyal to their king.  74   All parties seem to have believed that 
they could force an outcome; the uncertainty was such that either party 
might have emerged victorious had the king or more precisely, Isabeau of 
Bavaria, not taken sides. 

 In early December 1419, the tide turned in Burgundy’s favor: The tide 
turned in Burgundy’s favor in early December 1419: in Arras on December 
2, Philippe the Good of Burgundy came to terms with Henry V of 
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England concluding a treaty of mutual support and advancement. However, 
Philippe was not prepared to have this development made common knowl-
edge, limiting himself to a confi dential communication addressed to the 
king and Isabeau in Troyes. Notwithstanding his precautions, the dauphin 
was informed of both the Arras meeting and the content of Philippe’s letter 
to Isabeau. Charles redoubled his propaganda efforts, regrouping loyalists 
around the hereditary enemy: England. To prepare for its dissemination, 
Charles had the contents of Philippe’s letter translated into French while 
Gérard of Montagu, bishop of Paris, wrote to the bourgeoisie and inhabit-
ants of the capital. Guenée attests that copies of these letters are extant only 
in English sources, pointing to the likelihood of their interception.  75   The 
political and military situation hardened for the dauphin Charles, stiffening 
allegiances and with the successful propaganda of the Burgundians increas-
ingly impermeable to the opposing propaganda of the dauphin. 

 Successful propaganda likewise preached to the choir, buttressing exist-
ing support to prevent any departure from the key elements of its message. 
It did not seek necessarily to win over the opposing faction; it was tar-
geted and conscious. Words such as “la partie” (the party); “l’obéissance” 
(obedience); “induire” (mislead), “adherer” (stay fast), “adhesion” (sup-
port) were repeated ad nauseam, and the messages broadcast would not 
have borne fruit had they fallen upon on fallow ground.  76   Burgundy and 
England won the battle, and Charles was effectively disinherited until the 
death of Henry V and his father Charles VI within months of each other 
in 1422 when an unexpected blue-sky opportunity opened up for him. 
Having signed away her son Charles’s heritage to England and Burgundy 
in 1420, Isabeau was cast into a twilight zone of queenly irrelevance and 
diminished circumstances, dying in 1435—the year of the signing of 
Treaty of Arras, which ended the Burgundian-English alliance. 

 During the closing stages of the Hundred Years War interested play-
ers seized the many opportunities afforded by the confusion and instabil-
ity of circumstances to fashion or refashion their respective identities to 
fi t their purpose and the fl uid circumstances. In the quest for dynastic 
or political advancement, men and women checkmated their opponents 
by taking control of public opinion via the media of rumor, propaganda, 
and innuendo. Nicholas O’Shaughnessy agrees that propaganda is “the 
guiding hand of history” wherever persuasion is critical to the survival of 
regimes or institutions or the attainment of radical social objectives, and 
that one of the classic elements of propaganda is its “essential Manichean 
dualism.” He sums up with “propagandists have never ceased in their 
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quest to conjure up enemies, luminous, horrible. Propaganda is antique: 
only technology changes.”  77   Dominating the rumor mill and winning the 
propaganda war was and remains essential to the attainment and mainte-
nance of power. 
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      It has often been asserted that the early modern period in France was 
one where prudence and decorum dictated that women be spoken of as 
little as possible, and that only predominantly male voices be heard or 
considered in public life, with few exceptions, and that because of the 
Salic Law ruling women were all but unheard of.  1   Yet this position has 
been roundly discredited in more recent times, and studies have amply 
shown that female voices and their advocates were not altogether lack-
ing in asserting their own value and infl uence in both domestic and pub-
lic life—indeed, in the exercise of royal authority and power.  2   Etienne 
Pasquier (1529–1615) was just such a voice. This study will demonstrate 
that Pasquier thought women  inevitably  played a central role in building 
the political and cultural life of the French kingdom. As he labored in 
his legal career and especially in his writings to make Frenchmen more 
familiar with national antiquities as a means of constructing an ethically 
viable national future, Pasquier discusses some key women who, whether 
praised for virtue or blamed for vice, became iconic in French cultural 
memory: they were queens consort, queen mothers, also regents, or at 
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times renegades.  3   Pasquier acknowledges their rightful place in history. He 
was a lawyer and magistrate of the Paris  Parlement .  4   Over a distinguished 
40-year career, he would become the  Parlement ’s moral center, helping 
to lead them through the diffi culties of the nine successive Civil Wars of 
Religion. Like many of the  robin  (jurist) class at his time, Pasquier wrote 
poetry and was also deeply involved in the study of national origins. He 
met Montaigne and tells us that he had a copy of the  Essays  with him when 
the two met at the Estates of Blois in 1588. Pasquier also corresponded 
with Ronsard and Pontus de Tyard. He was an esteemed counselor to the 
Valois rulers as well as to the Queen Mother, Catherine de Medici, whom 
he supported as regent of France for her minor sons after the accidental 
jousting death of her husband, King Henri II, in 1559. 

 Pasquier studied in Paris at the Collège de Presles where he had some 
association with Ramus. It was also here that he came to know fellow 
students Antoine Loisel and Pierre Pithou, who became lifelong, like- 
minded friends. The three also studied law under Cujas, at Toulouse. As 
he reached the time of his debut as an attorney at the Paris bar, he had 
developed a propensity for daily writing French or Latin verse, chiefl y, 
as he explains to Pithou, love poetry in the vein of Ronsard. He also 
wrote a pastoral “novel,” the  Monophile , published in 1554, as well as the 
 Ordonnances generalles d ’ amour  (1564).  5   His verse projects, then, were 
chiefl y a Petrarchan and Ronsardian celebration of women. His main writ-
ing projects that were to occupy him throughout his adult life were  Les 
Recherches de la France , the fi rst book of which appeared in 1560 and 
which continued to expand to ten books until 1611, also with posthu-
mous editions until the beginning of the seventeenth century. His pub-
lished correspondence was his other major project, which fi rst appeared 
in 1586. In all of these writings, Pasquier often talks about women and 
their infl uence on men and on events. The  Recherches de la France   6   and 
Pasquier’s correspondence will be our chief sources for his commentaries 
on women, both royal and commoners. 

 Pasquier most often gives his ideas about women in regard to their 
rapport with his own ambitions both in the construction of his judicial 
and literary, career and to teach about ethical conduct for the common 
good.  7   In his writings he often refers to himself as a  serviteur du bien pub-
lic  (a servant of the public good) ( Recherches  I, ch. 1) .  We shall examine 
Pasquier’s writings about women, proceeding from his attitudes toward 
how a man may live happily with his wife in domestic life; his assess-
ment of women’s role in one’s political ascent; and fi nally his strategically 
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motivated discussions of French queens in medieval history, and their 
potential to inform royal conduct and rule, both in his own troubled 
times, and, as he likes to say, in posterity. Pasquier, like many of his parlia-
mentary colleagues, wanted to be remembered for his writings and their 
ethical contents. Giving illustrious women their due voice was part of his 
ambition to compose the most accurate and reliable history of French 
institutions to date. 

 Etienne Pasquier was very ambitious to advance in his career and in 
personal fame. In a liminal letter in his correspondence, written to his col-
league Antoine Loisel, he refers to himself as one of  les gens de marque —
one of the notable folk—of his society.  8   Very conventionally for his time, 
he notes that a successful man is one who is happily married. Is a happy 
marriage possible, he queries, or would not the celibate condition be pref-
erable for obtaining the  summum bonum  as a man of both contemplation 
and action, as he conceived himself to be? We get rather strong indications 
of Pasquier’s thoughts and feelings about women in his various points of 
reply, in his published correspondence. 

 Pasquier’s parliamentarian colleague, Germain Le Picart, is about to 
be married, and he asks Pasquier’s advice about how he might manage. 
In his reply to his friend, we catch a glimpse of what colleagues think of 
Pasquier, whose advice has been asked on a topic for which, at that point 
in time, he has no fi rsthand experience. He warns his friend humorously 
that to ask  him  is “to ask a blind man to describe color.”  9   His disclaimer is 
only partially true, in that we can conclude from his writings that he does 
think a great deal about women and their role in his own life. In Pasquier’s 
world, men alone, for the most part, still rose in society, and were spoken 
about and spoken to—much more so than women—on the public scene, 
and indeed, he speaks of women as  other . To Picart, he describes how 
“we” (men) may relate to them. He tells Le Picart that he will not take 
up the old debate about the relative value of celibacy and marriage, as 
others have done it so well before him. He does declare himself in favor 
of marriage, as “it is our means of perpetuating ourselves.” He realizes 
the central importance of female infl uence in the lives of men: “[The only 
time] we no-longer relate to them [women] is when we no-longer relate 
to anything,” that is to say, in death.  10   

 Pasquier moves without transition to different topics in his narrative to 
Picart. He goes on to philosophize about how one can maintain a good 
relationship in marriage, always of course from a  male  point of view. He 
declares that infi delity is a pointless enterprise. For him, clandestine love 
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affairs are “fl eurs sans fruit” (fl owers that never bloom). Respect shown to 
one’s wife is essential, and one should avoid any appearance of mistreat-
ing or tyrannizing his wife, who must be allowed self-expression and the 
possibility to disagree with him, at least at times, without which she would 
feel like just another female domestic servant. He sought to avoid argu-
ments and to give in to her opinion, at least in small matters, because it is 
the highest wisdom to know how to live in peace with one’s wife. 

 These remarks may lead us to question whether he has real respect and 
affection for his wife—Françoise Belen, who was comfortably widowed 
from a prior marriage, and who married Pasquier subsequent to his having 
won a legal case for her, as something of a reward for good offi ces ren-
dered! He never describes Françoise or his relationship with her, beyond 
these and a very few other brief remarks. We also have no surviving por-
traits of her. Was their relationship one marked by frequent disagreements, 
where Pasquier ceded to keep the peace? Was Françoise a domineering 
manager, similar to  Guillemette  (whose name means  helmet  or  protection ), 
the wife in the  Farce de Maistre Pathelin  which Pasquier enjoyed and com-
ments upon in his  Recherches de la France ?  11   Or, conversely, did Etienne 
and Françoise grow old together in a comfortable rapport, after, as he 
says, physical passion had subsided, and did they grow toward a “doux 
tolérance” (kind tolerance) for each other? His sentiments, expressed in 
the letter to Le Picart, would seem to suggest so, and that they had indeed 
become very good friends, also through recourse to compromise. If a man 
is too hard on his wife, he loses everything, he affi rms. One partner would 
normally have to cede to the other, since a match of two strong-willed 
individuals would never do, he notes. 

 In this narrative, Pasquier seems to echo St. Paul’s Letter to the 
Ephesians, Chap. 5 which exhorts reciprocal,  agapic  love and compromise 
between married spouses who are also a model of conduct for others. 
They are a model of Christian love, which seeks the good of the other.  12   
Pasquier would concur with this Pauline exhortation. At the risk of anach-
ronism, Pasquier, it would seem, was an advocate of gender parity  avant 
la lettre  in most of the arenas of life, both public and domestic. A par-
ticularly successful strategy of political ascent is undeniably a matter of 
cultivating infl uential women, as he notes in a letter to his friend in the 
 Parlement , Guillaume de Marillac,  13   since women are also those who most 
closely infl uence kings.  14   Pasquier goes on to discuss, in his major work, 
 Les Recherches de la France , circumstances in which gender had a decisive 
role to play in the continuity, indeed the survival of what he terms France’s 
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 monarchie de marque.  Embedded into the  Recherches  are vignettes of 
French history which he gives as parallels for the instruction of ethical 
government in his own troubled times. 

  Recherches , Book II, Chap. 19, is entitled  Gouvernemens des Roys 
mineurs par les Reynes leurs meres ,  Regences et Majoritez de nos Roys.   15   In 
it, Pasquier considers the crucial role sometimes played by royal spouses 
in safeguarding the realm in the untimely death of a king and during the 
minority of the late king’s son and heir. He maintains the principle of the 
Salic Law that stipulates that only a male may inherit the throne. Still, 
it is of no small interest that he admits the great  desaventage des femmes 
pour le regard de la succession du royaume .  16   He embeds into his text an 
unambiguous declaration that women of the highest prestige have at times 
been instrumental in safeguarding the legal and cultural values that, as 
he explains elsewhere, have made France the longest surviving monarchy 
since the fall of Rome.  17   This chapter appeared in most of its contents 
in 1607,  18   and it refl ects Pasquier’s thoughts about the potential loss of 
continuity that seemed to loom at the time of the accidental death of 
Henri II, already alluded to. He wants to insist that the royal widow, 
Catherine de Medici, is the only viable candidate as regent, and he suc-
cessfully supported her ascent as such in 1565. As he insists in Book I of 
his  Recherches ,  19   written accounts of a culture’s past are necessary to guide 
and safeguard both the present and the future. This is the raison d’être for 
his writing. Here, he relates how royal dowagers intervened to preserve 
royal and national continuity in France. He offers this chapter as a par-
allel to show his support for Catherine’s ascendancy. Thus he indirectly 
facilitates the female voice in the midst of his otherwise almost exclusively 
male political narratology. In his  Recherches de la France , Pasquier relates 
the achievements of builders of French institutions—the  Parlement , the 
University of Paris, and the Church—who are overwhelmingly male, but 
he also feels impelled to acknowledge that national history has at times been 
molded by certain uncommonly gifted royal women who not only mani-
fested traditionally feminine characteristics but also functioned with the 
strength and clear-headedness always ascribed to a strong king. Perhaps in 
a continued defense of his earlier decision to support Catherine’s regency, 
he very characteristically builds a lawyer’s evidence to support his thesis 
that royal dowagers were at times decidedly more prudent, more able, 
and more trustworthy as regents for the realm than any of the attendant 
princes of the blood or other (always male) ministers, all of whom stood 
to gain by self-interest at the expense of  legitimacy  and  continuity , values 
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that for Pasquier recur in his writings as leitmotivs. In his text in Book II, 
Chap. 19, he brings into “evidence” the instance of an effective female 
regent among the Ostrogoths, Amalassonte,  20   who successfully, and with-
out hint of personal ambition, guided the State during the minority of her 
son, Athalaric. Also, among the French themselves, Pasquier cites Queen 
Fredegonda whom we shall discuss later. He writes at length about her as 
a prime example of the ups and downs that can attend female exercise of 
power. 

 Pasquier notes that Fredegonda managed the State for Clothaire, her 
underaged son, and he insists here that she “did all things well and so 
deftly”  21   that Clothaire came to fi nd himself king of all of Gaul and of 
the German states. Similarly, Nantilde, the widow of Dagobert, governed 
aptly for her son, Clovis II. These worthy princesses are mentioned only 
briefl y, while Pasquier then pauses with more deference over the name of 
the venerable Blanche of Castile,  22   consort of Louis VIII and regent for her 
illustrious son, St. Louis (Louis IX). In just a few words, Pasquier conveys 
for his reader the  hyperdulia   23   bestowed on Blanche’s memory through 
the ages. He notes that this queen conducted herself so wisely that, just 
as Roman emperors had themselves called “Augustus” as a commemora-
tion of the singular virtues of Caesar Augustus, so also in former times 
(in France) queen mothers upon the death of their royal husbands would 
style themselves as “Queen Blanche” in honor of the memory of “that wise 
princess.” Pasquier is actually inaccurate in this detail  24   about dowager 
queens and their supposed deference to the virtues of Blanche of Castile. 
Moreover, it is noteworthy that Pasquier knew that both Blanche and 
Louis were also enshrined in hagiographical lore and in public memory: 
if St. Louis, her son, canonized in 1297, was to incarnate for posterity 
the image of the just and serviceable king, Blanche herself was venerated 
for her piety. Thus, in Christian iconography, she emerges not only as the 
wise queen regent par excellence but also as the ideal Christian mother, 
solicitous for her children’s salvation.  25   In addition, Pasquier’s comparison 
of the titles  Auguste  and  Blanche  is signifi cant since he places Blanche of 
Castile on par with Caesar Augustus, pairing them as comparably iconic 
fi gures who have come down through the ages as paragons of excellence 
of male and female rule, respectively. Thus Pasquier tacitly declares that, in 
reality, the given female lieutenant-ruler has at times proven as effective as 
even the most lionized of male political models from antiquity. 

 Pasquier then moves quickly over other instances of female regen-
cies: Isabel of Bavaria had ruled in the name of her husband, the men-
tally incapacitated King Charles VI, while Louise of Savoy maintained 
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the  government during the captivity of her son, François I, in Madrid. 
She was honored for the remainder of her life with the title of regent, 
Pasquier explains  26   He further deduces that the permanent bestowal of 
this title upon her strategically marked Louise as separate and distinct 
from any consideration for succession to the crown. Invoking Tacitus  27   
he pursues historical evidence in lawyerly fashion to support his asser-
tions, and he notes that the Germans (of whom  we  are descended, he 
adds) reserved the crown for males only, while in practice it called both 
males and females to a participatory role in the affairs of state. He sup-
ports this gender disparity in priority of roles and access to power by 
alluding to ancient French law regarding the succession to fi efdoms, a 
topic upon which he elaborates at length in Book II of his  Recherches de 
la France .  28   Fiefdoms passed in succession only to sons, by virtue of the 
need for military defense of the rights of ownership, while at the death 
of a father of underaged sons, the mother would administer the fi efdom 
in her son’s interests, and thus Pasquier solidifi es for his contemporaries 
and, in his view, also for posterity what has developed in regard to gen-
der in questions of successions. In this, as in many questions touched 
on by Pasquier throughout his writings, he appeals to the authority of 
 ancienneté  in regard to precedent and procedure. It becomes clearer, 
then, that Pasquier who, from the outset of Book I of his  Recherches , 
wishes to offer the State reliable written records of national history to 
guide its ethical decisions in time of turmoil such as his own, wished to 
give signifi cant  women  in that history long overdue recognition in that 
same spirit. While he never overtly challenges tradition in regard to the 
banning of a female succession, he does take measures in his text to 
accord women a rightful voice and to acknowledge the reality of their 
contributions to the survival of the State when they were clearly needed. 
He does his part to restore a fuller picture of the past which includes a 
place for gender which heretofore had been whitewashed from record, 
or at least marginalized. It is of no small interest that Pasquier’s Book 
II, in which he narrates the historic development of the various offi ces 
and institutions of the parliamentary monarchy, closes with this tribute 
to deft regents who assured continuity in times of transition, and it is 
indisputable that Pasquier has given a succession of female regents pride 
of place in this text. In this discussion of these dutiful queen regents, 
Pasquier is content only to name them for the most part, with a more 
detailed mention of the especially venerable character of Blanche. In 
other texts, we shall see that he details the strategies that a queen could 
employ in the construction of her rise to power. 
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 In Book V, Chaps. 6–10, of his  Recherches de la France , Pasquier 
considers female power as exercised by two colorful characters of the 
Frankish monarchy, Queens Fredegonda and Brunehaud. In Chap. 6, 
Pasquier considers “The Excesses, both for Good and for Ill, of Queen 
Fredegonda, Based on the Reports of our Historiographers.” It is signifi -
cant that Pasquier gives lengthy accounts of female rule in these chapters, 
in which he analyzes  exempla  in their itinerary of the traditional  topoi  of 
the just and the tyrannical ruler, while recognizing that both of these 
queens have long since passed into the annals of ignominious royal con-
duct. Pasquier makes ample use of these two women in his program, 
urgently felt, to use historical vignettes to teach good ethics, but also, 
and signifi cantly, to refute the program of Machiavelli, who insisted that 
rulers ought to use all means at their disposal to secure themselves in 
power.  29   

 Pasquier relies on the Benedictine chronicler Aimoin  30   for his own nar-
rative about Fredegonda and Brunehaud, and he gives an initial caveat as 
to Aimoin’s reliability. In this opinion he disagrees with his contempo-
raries: Aimoin’s work enjoyed great prestige throughout the Middle Ages 
and the early modern Period. Pasquier uses Aimoin’s work to recount the 
early itinerary of Fredegonda and Brunehaud. King Chilperic married the 
commoner Andouëre whom Pasquier qualifi es as a very discreet princess. 
One of her ladies was the beautiful young Fredegonda who became 
Chilperic’s concubine. During the king’s absence, Andouëre delivered a 
child. Baptism was to be administered immediately to the infant and, when 
no prominent matron or noble woman of rank qualifi ed to be godmother 
could be found, Fredegonda persuaded the naïve and gullible queen to 
allow her to assume that distinction. This action subsequently angered 
Chilperic and estranged him from the queen, and he banished her to exile 
in Mans with an annual income for her expenses, while the infant daughter 
was relegated to a convent in Poitiers  31   This malicious young woman, as 
Pasquier styles Fredegonda, succeeded in her strategy of ascent. 
Fredegonda, a beautiful young woman of humble birth, deployed the 
wiles traditionally ascribed (often by misogynists, moreover) to femininity. 
She uses her beauty to seduce Chilperic and she assesses him to be as 
potentially deceitful and self-serving as she herself, when circumstances 
serve his whim. We recall that Chilperic married three times and has been 
unfaithful to his naïve queen—whom he has wed for political expedi-
ency—and he is bored with her. Fredegonda takes full advantage of the 
queen’s simple nature to deceive her. She then defames the queen to her 
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husband and lies about the circumstances, blaming the queen for having 
 forced  her to witness the baptism. Chilperic feigns anger and disposes of 
both his dull wife, the queen, and an unwanted baby girl, thus giving free 
rein to his own libido and ego—and those of his female counterpart in 
treachery, Fredegonda. Pasquier depends on the account of Gregory of 
Tours  32   to assert that Chilperic then married Galsonde, Brunehaud’s older 
sister, as his second wife. While Pasquier makes no ethical judgments in 
this narrative apart from those that can be deduced by the reader, he 
explores an example of progress in female self-construction and rise to 
power that is not without implications for the regency of Catherine de 
Medici and the potential for eventual female rule in France. He begins to 
discourse, through this narrative, about the political recourse to treachery. 
Both Chilperic and Fredegonda disdained and mistreated Galsonde to the 
point that the new queen begged Chilperic to send her back to her father, 
she fully willing that he keep the wealth of dowry that had been given to 
him in the marriage contract. Pasquier allows himself a doleful play on 
words at this juncture. He notes that Chilperic returned Galsonde to her 
 true  father, that is to say, God and, thus, he implies that the two accom-
plices had her strangled in her bed. It is interesting to note that Chilperic 
then married Fredegonda, who controlled his policies absolutely, as 
Pasquier explains.  33   Meantime, with the death of Aurebert, king of Paris, 
a dispute broke out over the rightful succession. Sigebert, king of Austrasia, 
pushed back the forces of Chilperic and had himself proclaimed king of 
Paris. When Chilperic, with Fredegonda, had been forced to take refuge 
in Soissons, Fredegonda privately engaged two soldiers to assassinate 
Sigebert, promising them to have masses celebrated for their souls’ salva-
tion should they be taken prisoner or killed. The two complied with 
Fredegonda’s plan. Pasquier does not blame Fredegonda, who was only 
practicing self-defense, he opines. When the two soldiers had fulfi lled their 
mission, however, he notes that Fredegonda had them massacred.  34   
Pasquier views Fredegonda’s assassination of Sigebert to have been the 
impetus for the ensuing 40-year feud with Sigebert’s family. When 
Chilperic reached Paris, the doors of the city were opened to him. We 
remember that the theme of the underaged monarch is recurrent in 
Pasquier’s text. Sigebert’s child was a royal heir of only fi ve years of age. 
The citizens preferred Chilperic over the uncertain rule of a child (and his 
ambitious ministers, as Pasquier has previously insisted). Pasquier describes 
the vivid tableau that is the strategic activity of Sigebert’s widow, 
Brunehaud (the name rendered so in the orthography by Pasquier or his 
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editor).  35   He gives his reader the poignant though calculated scene of 
Brunehaud’s ordering that her child be lowered in a basket down the 
tower walls to the safety of allies in the city of Metz, a maternal instinct of 
protection that could endear her to the public. Upon arrival in Paris, 
Chilperic sends Brunehaud into exile in Rouen. However, Brunehaud has 
seduced one of Chilperic’s sons, Meroüée, who, rather than follow his 
father’s orders to subdue the Poitou region which had been loyal to 
Sigebert, returns to court and indeed marries the beautiful and cunning 
Queen Brunehaud. The latter bides her time in what I will call her game 
of chess. The next move, however, belongs to Chilperic, who in response 
places the queen under closer house arrest and packs his son Meroüée off 
to a monastery after having him tonsured. At the demand and threat of 
war on the part of an Austrasian embassy, Chilperic fi nds it the prudent 
thing to release Brunehaud into the hands of her loyal subjects. Is it a cita-
tion of the attitude of Chilperic himself, according to Aimoin, or is it 
Pasquier who places the aside in his mouth: “one woman isn’t worth all 
the trouble.”  36   This touch of misogyny aside, Pasquier demonstrates that 
Brunehaud makes full use of the role of the helpless woman—and beloved, 
endangered queen—in distress, rescued by her valiant men at arms. 
Pasquier uses the language of the theater as he explains to his reader: “This 
is how Chilperic, Meroüée and Brunehaud performed their roles, when 
Frédégonde wanted to rejoin the action.”  37   Fredegonda insisted that the 
Bishop of Rouen, who had married Brunehaud and Meroüée, be tried in 
a council of prelates in Paris. He was then banished to an island near 
Coutance. Fredegonda subsequently had her stepson Meroüée assassi-
nated, and the claim published that he himself had asked a servant to take 
his life rather than face his father Chilperic’s wrath. She was also respon-
sible for having Meroüée’s brother, Clovis, stabbed to death with the 
appearance that he had taken his own life. In an effort to blot out the 
entire family, she then had their mother, the harmless Andouëre, killed as 
well. Thus she sought to secure power for her own children with Chilperic. 
We can pause here to consider Pasquier’s motives for recounting these 
“scenes” in his  Recherches , and we are aware that he enjoyed the tragic 
theater of both Jodelle’s  Cléopatre Captive  and Garnier’s  Les Juives ,  38   both 
of which focus on massacres and vengeance, and the motive of the raison 
d’état. Pasquier’s own narrative here has taken a dramatic turn, partially in 
the spirit of Horace, both to entertain the reader and to instruct in good 
morals and the consequences of vice. He must also be recalling the blood-
shed of the contemporary Civil Wars of Religion, the Conspiracy of 
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Amboise, and the subsequent repression; Henri III’s ordered  assassinations 
of the Guises, of whom Pasquier was fond; and the St. Bartholomew 
Massacre, not to mention the participation in that massacre by Charles IX, 
so vividly caricatured in Agrippa D’Aubigné’s  Les Tragiques .  39   Pasquier’s 
Fredegonda is a historic fi gure reinterpreted as an artistic device (a woman 
has traditionally been thought to be a more engaging dramatic performer 
than a man)—but also as an ethical study in the dangers of Machiavellian 
recourse to murder and vice. We can also see, nonetheless, that Pasquier 
will give Fredegonda her due as an able queen as well as an immoral one. 
Indeed, we shall see further a special status he assigns her in the history of 
treachery: he discusses her in reference to Machiavelli’s theories and even 
in reference to the Borgias! Later we shall see that he actually defends her 
rationale. In his fi rst book of the  Recherches  and recurring as a principle in 
all of his writings, Pasquier explains that he will not fl atter royal person-
ages as had Paulo Giovio, Gauguin, Froissart or Commynes, for example. 
Rather, he will tell posterity the truth, giving as accurate and balanced an 
account as possible, weighing the evidence also with the help of his legal 
training. One feels that he accomplishes this in his recording of his synthe-
sis of Aimoin and Gregory about the behavior of Fredegonda, Brunehaud, 
and their circle of victims and accomplices. Pasquier’s attitude toward the 
personage of Fredegonda, nonetheless, remains a bit ambiguous, though, 
and much is left for critical debate by his readers. 

 In the same text, Pasquier introduces another of Fredegonda’s accom-
plices, Landry.  40   Pasquier recounts a love affair that Landry has with 
Fredegonda, which is actually an invention of the historiographer Aimoin. 
Nonetheless, Pasquier includes it in his text. One day the queen is at her 
dressing table and Chilperic enters silently behind her, touching her shoul-
der. Without turning she rejoins “be careful Landry, the king has only 
just left and you are imprudent to have come to see me.”  41   Chilperic thus 
learns about their affair, and a plot is conceived by Fredegonda to kill 
Chilperic while he is returning from the hunt. The king is attacked at 
night, and it is claimed that the perpetrators are henchmen of Childebert, 
seeking vengeance for the death of his father, King Sigebert. Pasquier 
explains that Fredegonda, for her part, will not imitate the miscalculation 
of Brunehaud who allowed herself to be captured and exiled to Rouen. 
Fredegonda takes asylum in a church with the help of the benevolent King 
Gontran, whom she will later have assassinated. Some speculated that she 
had done so because of a guilty conscience, others to seek normal protec-
tion from danger, with her infant son, Clothaire. But Pasquier does not 
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pause here over her feminine vulnerability or her tender motherly solici-
tude: rather he will focus on the cruelty of Fredegonda. Pasquier pauses 
over the punctual occasion when Fredegonda might have had Brunehaud, 
Gontran, and Childebert massacred while worshipping in church and 
where they were thus more vulnerable, not as much on their guard, but 
the plan does not materialize. He then moves quickly without further 
comment to the instance of a servant, Oléric, “known for treasonous 
actions.” Fredegonda employs him to feign an offer of service to Queen 
Brunehaud with the purpose of assassinating her when the opportunity 
would arise. Pasquier explains that Oléric is unable to accomplish the deed 
and, even though discovered, is returned to Fredegonda safe and sound, 
who orders that the hapless servant’s hands and feet be severed as punish-
ment for failure in his mission. Pasquier summarizes the ruthless aspects of 
Fredegonda’s character: no means was impossible for her in getting what 
she wanted .   42   Thus far, Pasquier has followed both Aimoin and Gregory 
of Tours in his description of this determined woman as a she-wolf. There 
is ambiguity in some of his description, and he praises her cunning in 
places, as well as her protection of her son as we shall see; he also praises 
the motherly instincts of Queen Brunehaud. This said, the reader receives 
in his depiction of Fredegonda and certainly initially and later, in that of 
Brunehaud, an example of the exercise of female power as dark, perverse, 
and immoral. This is, as we have seen, an antithesis, not without ambi-
guity, to his encomiastic, if cursory treatment of Blanche of Castile and 
other queens regent. At the close of Chap. 6, Book V, Pasquier accords 
Fredegonda a shining moment. She emerges in his narrative not simply as 
a she-wolf, but also as a courageous princess who spares herself nothing to 
protect the interests of her son, Clothaire. Childebert wishes to avenge the 
death of his father, Sigebert, and so opens a campaign against Clothaire’s 
forces. As Pasquier explains, there was some doubt as to Clothaire’s age 
at the time of the confrontation with Childebert’s troops. However, 
Pasquier decides that, given the evidence, Clothaire was some nine years 
of age. At the opening of Chap. 8, Pasquier ascribes to Fredegonda not 
only lion-heartedness but also the slyness of a fox. The Battle of Droissy 
ensued. Fredegonda herself was at the head of the troops (actually led by 
Landry) with her young son, Clothaire. Pasquier assesses Fredegonda well 
for her shrewd strategy—she, a royal mother, delivers a stirring speech of 
encouragement to the troops who are also inspired by the very presence 
of the king himself among them, although he is still a minor. Pasquier 
recounts the details of the battle. As an example of her fox-like slyness, 
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Fredegonda’s troops placed bovine bells on their horses and carried large 
tree branches. They approached at night and the suddenly roused troops 
of the enemy took them to be sheep or cattle because of the sound of the 
bells; also, it seemed to them that suddenly they found themselves in a for-
est. The rout was complete and Pasquier admires Fredegonda’s resource-
fulness and courage, as well as her wisdom and admirable magnanimity. 

 After these comments on the itinerary of Fredegonda, Pasquier turns 
his attention rather suddenly to Brunehaud, fi rst comparing her conduct 
to that of Fredegonda.  43   While the latter’s career in perfi dy had been 
focused on by the Frankish historians as she protected the regalian rights 
of her own children with Chilperic and, although she had not spared royal 
blood in the efforts, Brunehaud by contrast worked in direct opposition 
to her own family and her own best interests. Pasquier notes that, at all 
times in her life, as a girl, a woman, and a wife, and in all her dealings with 
kings, she waged war against her servants and her own children, causing 
divisions among them and thereby hoping to maintain personal control 
over them and their policies. Queen Brunehaud, who lived from 543 to 
613, for her part, also fought vigorously to protect the rights of her son, 
Childebert II, a tactic she employed in an attempt to mask her own ambi-
tion for power and infl uence, so the story goes. At Sigebert’s assassination, 
the nobles would not support her efforts to be named as regent for her son 
Childebert. Brunehaud then left for Burgundy and in 612 persuaded one 
of her grandsons, Theodoric, to murder her other grandson, Theodebert, 
while Theodoric died anyway, soon after. She had previously published 
calumnies about the doubtful birth of Theodebert, who she asserted was 
in reality the child of a gardener. She supported the claim of her  great  
grandson, Sigebert II, but the nobles once again refused their approval. 
Ultimately, Brunehaud was charged as responsible for the murders of 20 
royal personages, as Pasquier, referring to her as “that cruel tigress”  44   
asserts in his text. Her victims were, strikingly, members of her own family 
and others. Brunehaud ultimately fell into the hands of Fredegonda’s son, 
King Clothaire, who condemned her to death and had her executed at the 
age of 80, dragged to death by a galloping horse. A shocked and dismayed 
Pasquier speaks of the horrible death of that princess. 

 In Chap. 10, Book V, continuing the same discussion, Pasquier compares 
 The Conduct of Fredegunda  and  Brunehaut ,  Queens According to the Old 
Lesson .  45   We recall that Pasquier’s goals in these narratives about the two 
queens have been didactic ones, that is to say, to give reliable records of his-
tory, also as  exempla  of acceptable and also notorious political conduct; to 

ETIENNE PASQUIER ON FRENCH HISTORY AND FEMALE… 89



include signifi cantly powerful female players in that record; and to consider 
the strategies adopted by women in power, weighing those strategies in 
light of his defense of the authority of Catherine de Medici and providing 
insistent caveats against Machiavellianism. In comparing the two queens, he 
fi nds their goals to have been quite contrary to each other. France had been 
at the mercy of each of them, and had had to  bend the knee —an expression 
he uses perhaps to suggest a general condition of constraint and tyranny 
they had imposed upon their subjects. Later in his text Pasquier employs 
the term  scélératesse , or treachery that Machiavelli had seen as central to 
the maintaining of power. For him, Fredegonda’s ambition could be char-
acterized as to a good purpose, while Brunehaud’s was weak and dimin-
ishing. Each had recourse to terrible malfeasance. The paper upon which 
their deeds were recorded ought to be red, either blushing with shame 
or stained with the blood of the many victims of their thirst for power, 
he marvels.  46   Be that as it may, Pasquier declares that the treachery that 
Machiavelli recommends to princes desirous of maintaining power would 
be best represented historically, not by the notorious Cesare Borgia, but 
by  our Fredegonda ! She had been responsible for more notorious crimes 
than Borgia, but with more consequence and with more felicitous results, 
Pasquier declares.  47   Moreover, her story, that of a woman (rather than a 
man),  was consequently more admirable . She had not been high born but 
had had to climb by dint of ambition from humble origins and, through 
treachery, had successfully defeated any obstacles to her self- construction 
and ascent. Pasquier, although a staunch anti-Machiavellian, is full of admi-
ration for her resourcefulness—indeed, despite himself. He seems to praise 
her abilities in the face of the enormous obstacles she no doubt confronted: 
she, a mother alone with a small child, suspected of the murder of Sigebert, 
tormented by her own conscience, and pursued by Childebert, Sigebert’s 
son. Still she knew how  to play her role , as Pasquier describes: she developed 
a fox-like slyness ( renardise ) that accustomed her to bloodshed, whether her 
victims might be friends or enemies; she developed the stomach of a man, 
indeed that of a fi erce warrior ( un coeur masle et guerrier ). As in the case 
of the far more conventionally virtuous queens regent we spoke of above, 
Pasquier credits her with the paramount achievement of having protected 
her son Clothaire’s interests and having secured his crown for him while also 
expanding the territories of the realm. This fi nal point, above all, suggests to 
the reader Pasquier’s implication of Catherine de Medici, who, despite the 
bloodshed that marked her administration, governed wisely and avoided, in 
her time, a change of dynasty, while also no crown lands had been alienated. 
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 Pasquier is anxious to share with his reader his conviction that Queen 
Brunehaud was the victim of historians’ “calumnies.” Men and women 
see things differently, he declares. The male writer may give too summary 
and severe an account of the “facts.”  Les plumes médisantes  ( maligning 
pens ), as Pasquier calls them, are of little value to the historian or to the 
service of good ethics, in their desire to defame Brunehaud. He explains 
that one such detractor is the historian Jonas, a friend of the preacher 
Colombain, who had been critical of Brunehaud’s behavior and was sub-
sequently banished through her infl uence. Pasquier asserts that Jonas is 
the most severe of the queen’s enemies, and that the Protestant Party, 
in his own time, made use of his narrative against her as a parallel narra-
tive in their efforts to defame Catherine de Medici. Pasquier also asserts 
that, contrary to Jonas, Boccaccio, Paul Emilio, and Pasquier’s fellow 
parliamentarian, Jean du Tillet, all wrote in Brunehaud’s favor.  48   Jonas, 
by contrast, suggests that she had recourse to charms and witchcraft to 
achieve her ends. But Pasquier defames the defamers. He declares that 
Brunehaud’s judgment and her execution was “the most shameful, inhu-
man and detestable act that had ever been set to paper.” He cites it as 
a miscarriage of justice, and a violation of both human and divine law. 
Pasquier takes on the tone and style of a defense attorney. He asks rhe-
torically, “ who , after all, was on trial? … a queen and sovereign princess,” 
and therefore she was not subject to the judgment of Clothaire, or to 
that of any human agency. “At most her enemy might have attempted to 
demand a ransom for her, or a long prison sentence or even death, but 
not a death so cruel and exemplary as this.” Moreover, he pursues, her 
alleged guilt in the death of ten royal personages was never corroborated, 
and her condemnation was deliberately expedited. Pasquier reemphasizes 
the atrocity of that condemnation, as she was “a woman, a queen and a 
sovereign princess, and the wife and mother of kings, well advanced in 
years.”  49   Thus Pasquier rides to the defense of female rule and female 
power, suggesting also that deference should be paid to womanly vulner-
ability. This last sentiment is perhaps an ambient survival of the ethos 
of chivalry and the codes of courtly love. He seems to infer that, in the 
course of things, a male, fi nding himself charged similarly to Brunehaud, 
might well have expected to suffer the harsh manner of death that was 
hers, though Pasquier is never explicit in this. It can be noted that, despite 
his indignance at Brunehaud’s execution, nowhere in the  Recherches  does 
he overtly call into question the exercise of the death penalty as such. He 
was certainly experienced in  capital  cases where death was the outcome. 
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We know from internal evidence that Pasquier presided at the  Grands 
Jours  at Tours and Poitiers, where capital penalties were meted out with 
regularity.  50   He was also adamant that, in his defense practices (such as in 
his early defense of the falsely accused Sieur d’Arconville), the innocent 
should be exonerated.  51   Of course, he is a royalist by political and reli-
gious conviction and the execution of an anointed monarch (Brunehaud) 
would not have received his approval. 

 Pasquier’s concentrated reading of the Frankish historians’ accounts of 
Fredegonda and Brunehaud reveal the considerable thought and atten-
tion he dedicated to the question of female rule, as both of those very 
complex women, if not queens regnant, certainly wielded power and 
carried out strategic plans that did much to mold the reigns and the 
psyches of their male successors. They are, as we have said, serviceable 
models of the praise and blame that accrue to royal conduct, and Pasquier 
has tried to set the record straight, in each instance, exercising the role 
of the truthful historian who avoids fl attery of his subject but offers an 
accurate account for contemporary policy and comportment. We have 
emphasized that he uses these two historical models as parallels for the 
reign of Catherine de Medici who, though herself not a queen regnant, 
certainly marked the second half of the sixteenth century through dint 
of her dominant character, her fi nesse, and also her shrewdness as guide 
and ancillary to her reigning sons, particularly Henri III. This last Valois 
king had recourse to her counsel and diplomatic intervention,  52   even with 
potential enemies, in his efforts to secure his throne. This alone provides 
us with a signifi cant key to the extent of the Queen Mother’s prestige. 

 Pasquier asserts through his text that queens regent or queens consort 
provided maternal nurturing for the psychic and social fabric of the State 
and were necessary,  female  embodiments of reassuring continuity in the 
midst of chaos. Pasquier accords this same achievement to the  pêle-mêle  
strategies of Fredegonda and Brunehaud. We see in conclusion that for 
Pasquier, these noble women of sometimes dubious method, nonethe-
less, were in fact mothers to the State who assured continuity in times 
of chaos. While Pasquier never budged in his support of the Salic Law 
forbidding female succession to sovereignty, still he is eager to share his 
awareness that continuity in instability could indeed be provided through 
the guiding hand of women of consequence. He provides a portrait of 
female malleability and versatile responsiveness as he accords these some-
times gentle, sometimes determined guiding hands their rightful place in 
French national historiography. 
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   PART II 

   Politics, Ambition and Scandal        
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        INTRODUCTION 
 Few Swedish queens have had a worse reputation than Blanche of Namur 
(d. 1363). Blanche was portrayed as vain and licentious, and contempo-
rary sources even accused her of poisoning her own son. Blanche and 
her husband, King Magnus Eriksson (1316–1374), were described as 
ungodly and lascivious; sources furthermore tell us that their mutual 
love for a young knight turned into an obsession. The political critique 
directed at both Blanche and Magnus, although different in content, had 
clear sexual connotations and it linked their sexual deviances to Magnus’s 
failed regency. Magnus would eventually be deposed and the propagan-
distic texts might have played a role in his deposition.  1   However, what the 
sources show us with certainty is that contemporary critics believed that 
deviant sexual and gender behavior could justify a dethronement. In their 
mind descriptions of an unruly queen and her weak effeminate husband 
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would help explain why the king had been overthrown. This chapter aims 
to explore the interconnections between gender, sexuality, and power in 
late medieval political critique by examining the accusations launched at 
Blanche of Namur, queen of Sweden and Norway. 

 Magnus Eriksson, Blanche’s husband, inherited the throne of Norway 
from his maternal grandfather in 1319 and the same year he was elected 
king of Sweden. He was only a young boy at the time and he became 
king in a politically unstable period. When it was time for Magnus to 
be  married, he and his entourage traveled to the small duchy of Namur 
to propose to Blanche, the daughter of John I, the marquis of Namur, 
and Marie of Artois. It is not known why Magnus—or his councilors—
decided to go to Namur to fi nd a queen. Foreign queens were certainly 
not unusual in Scandinavia, but during the late Middle Ages they tended 
to be chosen from the various German regions.  2   It is, nonetheless, safe 
to assume that the choice of Blanche of Namur was dictated by a wish 
to create benefi cial alliances with powerful French and Flemish families. 
Blanche married Magnus in 1335 at which point she received as her morn-
ing gift (dower) an important castle with belonging estates located on the 
border between Sweden and Norway. Blanche was crowned the year after 
and became the queen of a peripheral, but very large realm; Sweden and 
Norway were united but continued to be ruled as two kingdoms with 
separate royal councils. 

 There was nothing unusual about Blanche’s queenship. Magnus cer-
tainly ruled during a stormy era with aristocratic rebellions; however, polit-
ical turmoil was commonplace in late medieval Sweden, as in many other 
regions in Europe. In fact Magnus’s father and his uncle had been killed 
by their own brother during an infamous civil war. Perhaps Magnus and 
Blanche were just unlucky; they happened to live during the same time as 
one of the more remarkable medieval women: Birgitta Birgersdotter. This 
aristocratic lady, better known as St. Birgitta of Sweden, had strong politi-
cal opinions and her family was entangled in the political confl icts of the 
time. It is in Birgitta’s revelations and writings we fi nd the origin to the 
negative depictions of the royal couple. The allegations are vague at times 
but in a manifesto she stated openly that Magnus reputedly, but likely, had 
had sexual intercourse with men and that he should be deposed if he did 
not change his ways. 

 The political critique against the royal couple brought up many dif-
ferent faults, but it focused more and more on certain marital and sexual 
issues. There were thus political dimensions to sexuality and gender in the 
Middle Ages. This chapter will argue that sexual transgressions were used 

100 H. BAGERIUS AND C. EKHOLST



in propagandistic texts in order to underline how the royal marriage was 
meant to function. In marriage a man was supposed to have sexual inter-
course with his wife since this allowed him to control her. This idea cer-
tainly applied to the most public marriage: that between king and queen 
where the woman had substantial power which could be seen as threaten-
ing. Sexual deviances, such as sodomy  3   and adultery, were not peripheral 
to the understanding of politics and power; indeed, these issues were at 
the very heart of traditional concerns of power and ideology.  4    

   QUEENSHIP 
 During the Middle Ages the royal marriage was a symbol for the societal 
organization and in particular the relationship between the king and his 
subjects. The successful marital life of the king and the queen symbolized a 
peaceful coexistence where the woman lovingly submitted to the man.  5   It 
thus symbolized and reenacted the God-given hierarchical gender order. 
The importance of sexuality for the royal marriage is obvious. The sexual 
intercourse between king and queen provided the realm with an heir to the 
throne and secured the monarchy. Implicitly, sexuality can thus be found 
at the very core of monarchial organization. Indeed, it is commonplace to 
underline the queen’s sexual role; her primary duty was to produce an heir 
to the throne. Failure to do so could have serious repercussions for the 
queen, the regency, and the stability of the realm.  6   However, the queen’s 
sexual role went further than that. The queen’s very identity and her other 
duties such as mediation and intercession were connected to the physical 
proximity to the king and thus to her sexuality.  7   Since political power was 
centered on a person that meant that access to that person and the per-
son’s body became a political issue. One of the queen’s advantages was her 
access to the king and a primary way she could approach him was in the 
bedchamber. This was a great benefi t; she would be able to have the king 
to herself and talk to him undisturbed. This was where she could infl uence 
him and potentially gain power for herself or her relatives.  8   

 Some historians have claimed that the role of the queen changed during 
the Middle Ages; they argued that the queen’s political position was weak-
ened when the royal administration became institutionalized. Her house-
hold then became separated from the king’s and this left her outside of 
the power circle.  9   Recently this narrative has been questioned; in England, 
for example, the queen’s household was never completely separated from 
the king’s.  10   Furthermore, even if the queen’s role changed in the course 
of the Middle Ages this does not imply that she therefore lost power or 
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became marginalized.  11   However, queenship studies have taught us that a 
queen’s level of infl uence and power varied greatly with the circumstances. 
Her power, or indeed authority, depended on region, political context, the 
personality of the queen and her king, the strength of her original family, 
and so on. These variations can make it diffi cult to generalize and clearly 
defi ne the medieval queen’s position and role. As for Blanche, we know 
little about her, which is true of most Scandinavian medieval queens. But 
from the scarce sources we have at our disposal, we can tell that Blanche 
was a powerful queen who ruled the kingdom in Magnus’s absence and 
also co-ruled in his presence. We fi nd her seal on a number of documents 
and, together with her husband, she signed treatises and negotiated with 
other rulers. Furthermore, as mentioned above, after her wedding she 
received several Norwegian fi efs and she ruled over these as her own 
“queendom” within the kingdom, as Steinar Imsen puts it.  12   

 One thing that seems clear is that the queen’s symbolic role as a com-
plement to the king became more important during the Middle Ages.  13   
The queen represented the home and the household; she was the sym-
bol for the good wife who submitted to her husband and she was meant 
to present herself as obedient and chaste.  14   Also, her other roles, as an 
intercessor and mediator, were quite strongly gendered. She was meant 
to contribute to reconciliations and peace in society, to soften the king by 
her gentle touch.  15   If a queen was seen as neglecting this task, she could 
be reproached and be made responsible for the consequences. Eleanor of 
Castile, wife of Edward I of England, was thus criticized for her husband’s 
harsh rule. She was indirectly depicted as failing in her duties to enhance 
and infl uence the king in a more peace-loving and merciful direction.  16   
The role of the queen was thus very complex and in a sense pre-modern 
queenship embodied a paradox. She had a position of power, but not 
necessarily formal authority. Her position gave her power at times, while it 
required formal submission at others. These confl icting aspects were hard 
to successfully combine and in times of crisis the queen could easily be 
made a target of criticism. When the king’s policies failed or were unpopu-
lar, political critique could be aimed at his wife. This was an effi cient way 
to indirectly attack the king. There are patterns in the criticism directed 
at late medieval queens; allegations tend to have clear sexual aspects. This 
can be expected since the queen’s very function was linked to her sexual 
body. The queen was supposed to be a role model of chastity and piety and 
the thought of the queen’s sexuality was therefore almost always present.  17   
It is in this light that we must see the hints and insinuations that we fi nd 
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in Birgitta’s revelations. The queen’s sexuality was an easy target for criti-
cism and, as we shall see, it provided a framework for critics to question 
the power relationship between queen and king.  

   A ROYAL EQUILIBRIUM 
 Scholars have in general analyzed the roles of the king and the queen sepa-
rately. The historiographies of kings and queens are in a sense as divided 
as their roles.  18   Kings were studied as political fi gures, while queens were 
studied biographically, for their scandalous behavior or their luxurious 
lives. The last decades have seen a shift in this tendency and queens are 
now studied as political beings, their roles analyzed as part of the political 
structure or political culture.  19   Queenship is, however, still studied as a 
separate phenomenon from kingship. Theresa Earenfi ght argues that the 
term rulership better captures the political dynamics between king, queen, 
and courtiers. The terms kingship and queenship might give the impres-
sion that the king and queen had two completely autonomous positions 
in society. This was not the case; the roles of the king and the queen were 
meant to complement each other.  20   As mentioned, sometimes the queen 
needed to step in as a regent and she was then meant to represent the king 
and further his political agenda.  21   The term rulership thus emphasizes that 
the king rarely, if ever, ruled alone. Rulership underlines the interrelation-
ship between the king and the queen and emphasizes that the royal couple 
functioned as a unit. Furthermore, it highlights the role of other infl uen-
tial people, such as ministers and courtiers. Earenfi ght also states that the 
king’s favorites must be included in government. These ambitious men 
could acquire so much power that they basically controlled both the king 
and the entire court.  22   

 This is also what the accusations against Magnus seem to imply. 
Magnus’s favorite was called Bengt Algotsson. He was born into one of the 
most powerful families in Sweden and from 1352 he is mentioned as being 
part of the king’s council.  23   In 1353, he was elevated to duke of Halland 
(a southern province of Sweden) and Finland.  24   This was indeed quite 
extraordinary; Bengt is so far the only Swede to have been awarded the 
title of duke without being related to the royal family. The Swedish aristo-
crats were displeased with Bengt’s increasing infl uence and riches and after 
a rebellion in 1356 he was exiled. King Magnus had to swear an oath that 
he would never let his favorite back into the country, a promise that he had 
to repeat in 1359. A short time period thereafter Bengt was murdered.  25   
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 It is undeniable that Bengt Algotsson infl uenced the rulership and that 
the king’s favorites have to be taken into account in order to understand 
medieval governing. Earenfi ght argues for the need to deconstruct medi-
eval monarchies in order to better understand their dynamics. It might 
not be productive to maintain dichotomies such as political and personal, 
public and private, if we want to capture the complexities of pre-modern 
government. Indeed, for the medieval king and queen the personal was 
public. The political was made personal through coronations, weddings, 
funerals, tours, and receptions.  26   

 Ideally a well-functioning rulership consisted of a king  and  a queen 
who would maintain the balance between male and female virtues. 
Furthermore, this allowed for the hierarchical relationship between 
masculinity and femininity to be made apparent. The royal equilibrium 
was a patriarchal equilibrium which could be expressed through rituals 
of various kinds.  27   Mark Ormrod refers to this as “the informal division 
of responsibilities between king and queen.”  28   This created a separation 
between the rulership’s masculine characteristics, that is, leadership, con-
trol, bravery, honesty, and justice, and its feminine traits, that is, love, 
reconciliation, and mercy. This division made it possible for the king to 
distance himself from the female characteristics of the rulership. But it 
subsequently entailed that the queen carried responsibility for the gentler 
traits of rulership, which meant that she could be criticized and blamed 
when confl icts arose or settlements failed. Indeed, Ormrod notes that this 
informal division of duties and roles had its risks. The equilibrium between 
the king and queen could be disturbed and the balance between the royal 
masculine and the royal feminine be tilted. This could, for example, hap-
pen when there was no queen to perform the female duties of rulership 
and the king had to take them on himself.  29   Also, if a queen for various 
reasons had to transgress her female role and perform duties that were 
considered manly, or indeed, kingly, she might be criticized for subverting 
the proper gender order. 

 The political critique against Magnus and Blanche allows us to examine 
the royal equilibrium between masculine and feminine characteristics and 
duties. It is evident that what one of the royals did could affect the other 
one, as on a tipping scale. If the queen was described as transgressive and 
as assuming a male dominant role, then the king might be seen as unmanly 
since he was unable to control his wife. In the Middle Ages these gender 
deviations could be expressed in sexual terms, which is what we fi nd in 
the criticism directed at this particular rulership. As mentioned above, the 
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sharp critique against Magnus and Blanche originates with St. Birgitta 
of Sweden. Birgitta belonged to the Swedish aristocracy and that would 
explain her position in this case. As in many other places in late medi-
eval Europe, the Swedish aristocracy staunchly defended their rights and 
fought for increased power. However, Birgitta’s relationship to the royal 
couple was not always strained; in fact it started out on a very positive 
note. Birgitta functioned as a lady-in-waiting for the queen and the royal 
couple early on supported her plans for a new monastic order.  30   In the 
mid-fourteenth century, Birgitta encouraged Magnus to go on a crusade 
to Novgorod; however, this military expedition turned out to be a very 
disappointing defeat.  31   At this point, Birgitta’s loyalty toward the royal 
couple seemed to have vanished and she instead became bitterly negative. 
In her revelations she now stated that the king was a “son of disobedi-
ence” who was controlled by the advice of the devil.  32   

 As noted, Birgitta was ready to take this further. In a short manifesto 
written in the beginning of the 1360s she suggested that it was time to 
depose the king.  33   Her manifesto urged four men to confront the king 
with a number of important issues and the very fi rst allegation concerned 
Magnus’s sexual behavior. Birgitta wrote that Magnus had the worst repu-
tation a Christian man could have: it was rumored that he had had inter-
course with men and that this probably was true since Magnus loved men 
more than he loved his god, his wife, and his own soul.  34   The idea that 
Magnus took pleasure in same-sex intercourse was further developed in a 
pamphlet known as  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  written sometime after 
he was deposed and imprisoned in April 1365.  35   The anonymous author 
is thought to have belonged to Birgitta’s circle and the purpose of the 
text was likely to justify the dethronement of King Magnus.  36   This pam-
phlet underlined that the sexual behavior of the royal couple was a politi-
cal issue; indeed, when the king and queen ceased to have intercourse 
the entire rulership collapsed. According to  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege , 
Magnus’s sexual activities were affecting his ability to govern and, as we 
shall see, in turn this impacted the behavior of his queen who became 
unruly. The royal equilibrium had been disturbed.  

   SEXUAL SLANDER 
 St. Birgitta’s allegations against Blanche adhere to a well-established tradi-
tion of sexually charged accusations directed at queens. Already the early 
revelations touched upon the queen’s childbearing role and her sexuality. 
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In one revelation the Mother of God likened the queen to a “gnawed core 
of an apple which was not beautiful to look at but bitter to taste and hard 
to swallow.”  37   Virgin Mary further stated that she had planted this queen 
in a foreign country to bear excellent fruit but now she spoke indecent 
words and behaved as if she only longed for secular honor and favor.  38   
Another revelation referred to a proud wife who was egotistical, disobedi-
ent, and desired only worldly things. Even Christ passed his judgment on 
this haughty wife and stated: “She is a viper with the tongue of a harlot, 
the bile of dragons in her heart, and bitter poison in her fl esh. Her eggs 
will therefore be poisonous.”  39   

 The early criticism directed at King Magnus also had sexual connota-
tions, but, as expected, of a different kind. Birgitta stated time and again in 
her revelations that a certain king had to get rid of his overly ambitious and 
greedy councilors. Putting blame on the councilors was a common tactic 
used in political critique of medieval regents.  40   She in particular pointed to 
one “clever fl atterer,” a person who had an insatiable thirst for riches and 
presents. If the king sought his friendship and “ruins himself with him by 
placing full trust in him” he would look like a crowned donkey rather than 
a wise prince.  41   The Latin wording  dissoluerit se cum eo  is interesting since 
it carries ambiguous meanings. The expression can be interpreted as “to 
destroy” or “ to ruin” but the verb  dissoluo  is connected to adjectives such 
as “loose” and “unchaste” and the phrase can be translated as “if he lets 
loose with him.”  42   This ambiguous expression with sexual connotations, 
but nothing too obvious, was most likely purposefully chosen. 

 Most historians agree that the “clever fl atterer” who Birgitta referred to 
is Bengt Algotsson, Magnus Eriksson’s favorite. Several of Birgitta’s revela-
tions referred to the king’s favorite. He is depicted as the devil’s servant 
and his family as vipers. That Magnus had chosen  one  favorite and thereby 
excluded others from governing was obviously one of the main concerns 
for Birgitta. In one revelation the Devil states that he advised the king to 
perform “certain sins” that he dared not do openly.  43   He recommended 
the king to pass over all the other capable men in the kingdom, to promote 
one man in particular and place him in charge and wholeheartedly love him 
more than himself.  44   The king is described as loving his favorite obsessively, 
which was the reason why he placed him above the other good men of the 
realm. It is never stated openly which sins the king had performed but the 
expression was meant to lead the thoughts in a certain direction without 
being too specifi c. Unlike the manifesto there is no explicit mention of 
sexual intercourse between men in her revelations, but the king’s desire for 
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his favorite is alluded to in several of the revelations. Birgitta’s revelations 
must thus be seen in a contemporary European context where political 
allegations of sodomy were rarely pronounced explicitly, but rather alluded 
to and insinuated. In a sense this made the unmentionable vice an even 
more effi cient weapon when used in political critique.  45   

 In the pamphlet from the 1360s,  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege , the 
discourse surrounding the royal couple changed.  46   In this text, Blanche 
is identifi ed as the root of all bad things that happened in the kingdom. 
What exactly she had done to deserve this harsh judgment is not explained, 
but it is obvious that Magnus’s failures as a king are linked to his marriage 
to Blanche. The pamphlet stated that he had been married to Blanche for 
only one year when he started to distrust the “best men” in the realm. 
Instead he would choose young men of low birth to be his councilors and 
the pamphlet described the dramatic consequences this had. When these 
low-ranked men were elevated to positions of power the “arrogance and 
pleasure seeking” increased in the Swedish kingdom. The king himself tried 
to fi ght against his desires but was eventually defeated by devilish lust and 
he started having sexual intercourse against nature and customs. Many who 
participated in these excesses were richly rewarded. The rumor of the king’s 
deeds fl ew over the kingdom, according to  Libellus de Magno Erice Rege .  47   

 These vivid descriptions imply that the queen had turned the king 
against his proper councilors, the best men of the realm. If we consider 
rulership to involve the king, the queen, but also the councilors, then 
we need to consider the queen’s interactions with these infl uential men. 
Indeed, her relationship to the councilors, in particular to favorites among 
them, could be complex during the Middle Ages. As mentioned, it was a 
common strategy to criticize the king’s councilors and favorites in order 
to indirectly attack the king. Propagandistic texts could also criticize the 
king for becoming too close or affectionate with one of his favorites. In 
situations where the favorite caused confl icts, the sources sometimes jux-
tapose the king’s favorite and the queen; they are portrayed as competing 
for the king’s time, space, and love. During the English King Edward II’s 
reign sources stated that “a rumour was spread over the kingdom that the 
king loved an evil sorcerer more than he loved his wife.”  48   Other sources 
claimed that Edward’s male relationships led him to reject the queen’s 
embraces.  49   This was part of the discourse in Birgitta’s revelations as well 
(see below). However, in the pamphlet  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  we 
fi nd a different pattern and the king, the queen, and the favorite are placed 
in what seems to be a love triangle:
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  When the king’s bad reputation and the queen’s audacity grew, the king 
elevated a knight that he and the queen loved equally, and they loved him 
more than their sons. They made him a duke and turned over the entire 
kingdom, as well as all respected and fortifi ed castles, to him.  50   

 We fi nd that the king and the queen had changed over time albeit in dif-
ferent ways. The king has gotten a bad reputation from the sexual excesses 
at court, while the queen is referred to as “audacious.” As we shall see, a 
closer examination reveals that the text points to an upset gender balance 
in the royal marriage.  

   THE REJECTED QUEEN 
 In her call for rebellion, made in the early 1360s, Birgitta stated that 
Magnus loved men more than his god and his own soul. Birgitta was 
also convinced that Magnus’s love for other men was stronger than his 
emotions for his wife. His love for men was therefore a threat to the royal 
marriage which was a major concern for Birgitta. If we return to her rev-
elations we can see that she had suspicions about the king’s desires long 
before the manifesto. One of her earlier revelations stated that the king 
and queen had decided to live in abstinence after the queen had given 
birth to two sons. Birgitta had herself lived in a chaste marriage and she 
believed that a vow of abstinence could be a good thing—if it was done 
out of love for God. But this was not the case for Magnus and Blanche:

  [T]his king and queen mutually consented to an apparent good but not a 
wise one, because one of the partners lightmindedly consented to a vow of 
abstinence out of new-found fervor and imprudent zeal, while the other 
partner did so impulsively out of a kind of complacency and in order to 
avoid pain.  51   

 Birgitta advised Blanche and Magnus to immediately resume their marital 
intercourse, because if they kept living separately they might get exposed 
to temptations and in the end they would regret their vow to remain 
chaste. It was not a sin to retract a promise that was not properly thought 
through, Birgitta ensured. In fact, she claimed that worse things might 
happen if they did not resume marital sex; there was a chance that it would 
start rumors and the royal couple would be slandered. Now, that should 
be reason enough to resume life as husband and wife, Birgitta stated.  52   
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 Birgitta mentioned that the king and the queen took their vows of 
abstinence for different reasons. Queen Blanche did not want to give 
birth to more children and was hoping that a promise of chastity would 
please people in her surroundings. King Magnus, on the other hand, was 
described as frivolous. He wanted to cease to have marital sex because of 
a new desire or, as the contemporary Old Swedish translation put it, “of 
a new and intense heat and senseless lovemaking.”  53   Magnus’s desire had 
changed; he felt a new heat in his body. In another revelation Birgitta 
claimed that both Magnus and Blanche had changed their ways and 
 customs when they elevated “a man from a viper’s root.”  54   It is not pos-
sible to pinpoint which ways and customs Birgitta was referring to but 
in the context of the other revelations it certainly could lead to specula-
tions about the royal couples’ intimate life. As other scholars have pointed 
out, this is the seed to the outright allegations of sodomy that Birgitta 
later launched.  55   However, she made no explicit link between Magnus’s 
reluctance to have marital sex and same-sex desires. Instead, she vaguely 
referred to a “new desire.” In these revelations same-sex desire “is always 
hovering nearby as a hint, a suggestion, a possibility,” to borrow Richard 
E. Zeikowitz’s words.  56   

 The descriptions of the royal couples’ sexual activities changed over time. 
An initial phase of insinuations—where Blanche had the tongue of a harlot 
while Magnus had a new desire—turned into explicit statements in Birgitta’s 
manifesto where Magnus is rumored to have had sex with men because he 
loved them more than his wife. This development escalated further in the 
pamphlet  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  where the royal marital intimacies—
or rather lack thereof—affected the state of the kingdom. In the description 
of events Magnus’s rejection of Blanche forms a narrative turning point:

  At this time joy turned to sorrow since the disinterested king did not want 
to have sexual relations with the queen. She consented to this for a while. 
But she then withdrew her consent, revealed her discontent to some of 
the king’s councillors and said that she found it hard to endure. The king 
was advised to change his attitude. He answered the queen unfriendly, that 
he would rather suffer the worst pains and death than return to the ordi-
nary. So, the king and the queen lived together for a while and outwardly 
it seemed like they lived in harmony and mutual respect, as was expected. 
Only a few knew what lay hidden in their hearts, as opposed to what they 
showed openly—although many suspected the truth. After a time, through 
the agency of the devil, the king was defeated by lust, and complied to hav-
ing sexual intercourse, but against nature and custom.  57   

THE UNRULY QUEEN: BLANCHE OF NAMUR AND DYSFUNCTIONAL... 109



    Libellus de Magno Erici Rege , thus, made the sex life of the royal couple 
into a political issue. When Magnus did not want to have intercourse with 
Blanche she turned to his councilors to solve this political problem. They 
tried to convince Magnus to return to the marital bed, which he refused. 
The author of  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  made it clear that the political 
order and traditional hierarchies were in danger when the king rejected 
the queen and engaged in sexual activities against nature. 

 The lack of royal marital sex had other consequences as well. As Ruth 
Mazo Karras has pointed out, medieval people did not necessarily view 
sexual intercourse as a mutual act; instead, they conceptualized sexual 
intercourse as an act that one person did unto another—in proper order, a 
man unto a woman. The sexual intercourse was gendered and interpreted 
in terms of an active man and a passive woman, or a penetrating male and 
a receptive female. This symbolized the correct hierarchical gender order, 
where the man literally was supposed to be on top.  58   Any other type of 
sexual intercourse, be it same-sex or with the woman on top, disturbed the 
natural God-given hierarchical order. The heterosexual intercourse repre-
sented and enforced a correct gender order.  59   

 Thus, the proper gender hierarchy could be disrupted when the king 
refused to have sex with his wife. The heterosexual intercourse kept the 
woman content and in place, without it she could become disorderly. 
 Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  described how the gender order was disturbed 
when Magnus and Blanche ceased to have marital intercourse. It was after 
her failed attempt to get Magnus back into her bedchamber that Blanche’s 
“audacity grew” and she started to act independently. Erik, Blanche’s and 
Magnus’s eldest son, fi nally managed to expel the royal favorite and he 
threatened to put him to death if he returned to Sweden. According to 
 Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  this made Blanche so upset that she decided 
to take action to protect her favorite. She traveled to the Danish king—a 
very cruel ruler according to the author—and she offered him a province 
in southern Sweden if he supported and helped her exiled favorite. That 
Queen Blanche was the one who negotiated with the Danes was regarded 
with distrust. Indeed, the pamphlet stated: “Everyone thought that it was 
improper and suspicious that the queen meddled in state affairs while the 
king calmly stayed in the home.”  60    Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  related 
that Blanche would not stop there. She apparently saw her own son as a 
great threat after his successes and in order to fi nally get rid of him she 
poisoned him. Twenty days later he was dead and Magnus regained the 
power of his realm. It can be added that the narrative in  Libellus de Magno 
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Erici Rege  has little correlation to real events. The description of Blanche 
using poison to solve a political issue to her own gain is rather part of 
contemporary European political discourses. It was not uncommon that 
medieval queens were accused of using magic or poison to their advan-
tage. In addition, many of the queens who were accused of using poison 
were foreigners in their own country just like Blanche.  61   

 As we have seen, Magnus’s reluctance to have sexual intercourse with 
his wife was not due to any wish to abstain from sex completely. Indeed, 
Magnus’s unwillingness to fulfi ll his conjugal duties was linked to his “for-
bidden desire.” He put the entire kingdom in jeopardy when he started 
to have sexual intercourse against nature and customs. The male same- 
sex intercourse was alarming for the same reasons as intercourse with the 
woman on top. The male same-sex intercourse upset the correct gender 
order since one of the men were conceptualized as effeminate due to his 
passive and receptive role in intercourse. What could be more worrisome 
than imagining the king, the leader of the realm, as effeminate, passive and 
not in charge? Sodomy was also a political concern because the lover got 
direct access to the king. Much like the queen, the lover gained access to 
the king’s body and to his ear. The physical contact with the king would 
make it possible for him to gain infl uence and power. Furthermore, if the 
king preferred one man over the others the favorite could in turn also 
block their access to the king. In that sense a sodomitical relationship 
between king and favorite threatened established power structures and 
ranks at the court. 

 In sum, Magnus’s unwillingness to have intercourse with his wife made 
her unruly and too independent while his own sexual relationship with his 
favorite made it unclear whether the king was still in control or ruled by 
another man. When  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  stated that the king sat 
passively at home while the queen acted in state matters, it was without 
doubt a reference to the king’s lack of manly control and activity. The 
pamphlet portrayed a powerless and effeminate king that ceased to be the 
master in his marriage and therefore could not control his unruly wife.  

   THE UNRULY QUEEN AND THE WEAK KING 
 The idea that Queen Blanche poisoned her own son was long perpetu-
ated in Swedish historiography, but modern historians have disregarded 
this as a fabrication and part of a quite conscious attempt to destroy the 
reputation of both Blanche and her husband Magnus.  62   But how about 
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the other parts of the political critique, is there any truth to the rumors? 
We will never know whether Magnus had a sexual relationship with Bengt 
Algotsson. Moreover, to try to establish whether Magnus was homosexual 
is in our opinion anachronistic. It is much more interesting to understand 
why his alleged same-sex desire was used in political critique and examine 
how his sexualities were constructed in contemporary sources.  63   

 What we do know of Blanche does not necessarily correspond to the 
image created. It is important to recall that a big discrepancy existed 
between queenly norms and queenly practices, and, furthermore, that the 
norms that outlined the expected queenly behavior were often contradic-
tory. In fact,  Libellus de Magno Erici Rege  gives Blanche less power and 
autonomy than she had in reality. As far as we can tell from the available 
sources, Blanche was powerful and active in government and her tempo-
rary right to rule and represent the Swedish kingdom was accepted by 
contemporaries. Still, the queen’s undefi ned role and her unoffi cial posi-
tion of power made her an easy target for criticism. Criticizing the queen 
for excessive power was an excellent way to indirectly claim that the king 
had lost control. He had no control over his wife, how could he possibly 
be in control of the kingdom? Within the royal equilibrium, an indepen-
dent and unruly queen presupposed a weak and submissive king.  64   

 This chapter has argued that although the king and the queen had 
separate roles they were dependent on each other. In a well-functioning 
rulership there were clearly separated female and male characteristics and 
duties and these were carried out by the queen and king, respectively. 
The king and the queen were tied together and one crucial link between 
them was sexuality. We need not point out that the queen’s primary role 
was to produce heirs to the throne. But the link between royal sexuality 
and politics went beyond this. Sources show that the sexual intercourse 
between king and queen was seen as necessary not only for the production 
of heirs—the king’s bedchamber was a place for physical intimacy but also 
for conversation; it was here that the king could be infl uenced and swayed. 
This place should ideally be occupied by the queen, rather than another 
man. While a king could be criticized for being infl uenced by his wife; it 
was even more threatening if a man took the queen’s place. Who could 
then tell which man was in control? 

 Furthermore, conceptually the heterosexual intercourse kept the queen 
in her proper subordinate position. The sexual intercourse represented and 
reenacted the correct gender order, without it she could become unruly. 
The worst cases were of course when the queen became so unruly that 
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she sought out a lover, another man who would subordinate her sexually 
and infl uence her actions. We claim that the heteronormative practices of 
medieval rulership were seen as vital for political stability; these practices 
dramatized the patriarchal ideology. The heterosexual intercourse was a 
power-generating action. He who penetrated demonstrated his manly 
ability to act with force and certainty. The woman who was penetrated 
thereby accepted to respect, obey, and honor his decisions. For the royal 
couple—where the female was by her very position powerful—this dem-
onstration of a correct gender order was of utmost importance.  
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The nature of Edward II, king of England, and the nobleman Piers 
Gaveston’s relationship has been debated. A contemporary source, the 
Vita Edwardii Secundi, claims that:

almost all the earls and barons of England rose against Piers Gaveston…they 
put to death a great earl, whom the king had adopted as a brother, whom 
the king cherished as [a] son, whom the king regarded as a companion and 
friend…I am certain that the king grieved for Piers as a father at any time 
grieves for his son…In the lament of David upon Jonathan, love is depicted 
which is said to have surpassed the love of women. Our king also spoke like 
that.1

Some modern historians believe that their relationship was of a homosex-
ual nature and others view it as a bond between brothers-in-arms.2 What 
is certain, and probably what is of more importance for the historian of the 
political culture of medieval England, is that Edward II bestowed upon his 
favorite a marriage, a title, lands, and offices that the rest of the nobility 
considered unbefitting of Gaveston’s status. Historians have also argued that  
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the king’s relationship with Gaveston prevented Edward II’s young wife 
and daughter of Philip IV, king of France Queen Isabella, from performing 
the roles of queenship. However, it has recently been argued that despite 
Edward’s love for Gaveston, whatever the nature, Isabella was able to per-
form the expected queenly duties of intercession, motherhood, and patron-
age.3 This chapter considers the effect of Edward and Gaveston’s friendship 
on a different queen of England, Margaret of France, the dowager queen, 
stepmother to Edward II, half-sister to Philip IV of France, and aunt to 
Queen Isabella. It argues that it was Margaret who felt threatened by Edward 
II’s favoritism of Gaveston, and so she attempted to establish herself as a key 
player in a conspiracy against Gaveston. In doing so, she crossed the fine line 
of acceptable behavior for queens, thereby alienating her stepson and initiat-
ing her retreat from court.

Margaret of France, born around 1279, was the daughter of Philip III, 
king of France, and Mary of Brabant. Her brother, Philip IV of France, 
arranged her marriage to Edward I, king of England, in 1294 as part of the 
negotiations intended to end the war between England and France over 
Gascony.4 The marriage was reconfirmed in the Treaty of Montreuil-sur- 
Mer in 1299.5 She married Edward I in Canterbury in September 1299, 
but hostilities between the two kings did not end until 1303.6 Her first 
son, Thomas, was born on June 1, 1300, in Brotherton and Edmund of 
Woodstock, her second son, was born on August 1, 1301. Her last child, 
Eleanor, was born in 1306 in Winchester less than a year before Edward 
I’s death in 1307. Edward I and Margaret’s marriage appears to have been 
congenial. There is significant surviving correspondence between the two 
about their own health and that of their family.7 Margaret accompanied 
Edward to the Scottish Marches on at least one occasion and as a consort 
she was an extremely successful intercessor.8

Margaret of France was also on good terms with her stepson, Prince 
Edward of Caernarvon (the future Edward II). She spent the first two 
months of her marriage in the same household as Edward and her step-
daughter, Mary.9 Prince Edward and Margaret cooperated in joint inter-
cessory petitions to the chancellor: in 1300 they secured 20 oaks from 
Inglewood Forest for the prior and convent of Carlisle; and Robert 
Benedicte of Norwich received the lesser piece of the seal for recogni-
zances of debts in Norwich at their request.10 Margaret also became the 
prince’s champion with his father. In 1305, Prince Edward came into con-
flict with Walter Langton, bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, and Edward 
I’s treasurer and advisor. When Langton complained to the king, Edward I 
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banished his son from his household and severed his income at the exche-
quer.11 Margaret interceded with her husband on behalf of her stepson 
and succeeded in convincing Edward I to reinstate his son’s income.12 In 
November 1306, the young prince, who had been in Scotland campaign-
ing with his father, left Scotland for the south and decided to hold a tour-
nament in Wark.13 Edward I had banned tournaments for the duration 
of the war in Scotland and had even ordered the sheriffs to treat a group 
of knights as traitors for leaving the Scottish campaign to attend a tour-
nament earlier that autumn.14 Once again, Margaret interceded between 
father and son, and as a result the prince and the other deserters were par-
doned for their participation in the prince’s tournament.15 Margaret had 
been a key player in the intercessory culture of her husband’s later reign, 
particularly as an effective mediator between her husband and his son.

It is surprising then, that after Edward I’s death in July 1307, Margaret 
of France seems to have disappeared from court life almost entirely. Studies 
of Edward II’s kingship have briefly noted that Edward and Margaret 
might have come into conflict over Gaveston, but they do not connect 
this possibility with her withdrawal.16 In fact, John Carmi Parsons is the 
only historian to offer any explanation for her departure after Edward I’s 
death in July 1307. Parsons argues that Margaret’s intercessionary influ-
ence ceased completely because she “willingly stepped down” to allow 
the new queen consort, her niece, Isabella, to handle petitions. He asserts 
that “it is tempting to think of these adult women,” by whom he means 
Margaret and Edward II’s sisters, “holding a kind of strategy conference 
on the new, twelve-year-old queen’s assimilation into the female net-
works of the Plantagenet family. Among themselves they might well have 
reached some decisions on the management of petitions.”17 While this is 
a very nice image of female networking, it is purely speculative. Parsons 
is unable to offer any substantive evidence that this scenario occurred. It 
seems unlikely that a woman who had been an extremely successful inter-
cessor with her husband, who had been very involved in the Plantagenet 
family politics, and who had, until now, maintained a very cordial rela-
tionship with her stepson would suddenly decide to discontinue almost 
all direct involvement with the crown.18 Instead, she was pushed out, not 
by Isabella, but by Edward II. Margaret angered her stepson because she 
would not make way for his favorite, Piers Gaveston.

Piers Gaveston, initially a member of Edward II’s household while he 
was prince, was exiled from England three times. The first exiled happened 
in 1307, probably because Edward I was alarmed by his son’s desire to 
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settle large amounts of land on Gaveston. The second time occurred in 
1308 because the English nobility was unhappy with the level of patronage 
Gaveston received from Edward II. The final exile transpired because once 
again the English nobility felt that Edward II had bestowed too many 
favors on Gaveston. They drew up a list of ordinances for the king to fol-
low, part of which required Gaveston’s exile. However, he returned to 
England sometime between December 1311 and January 1312. Edward 
II, Gaveston, and Isabella fled north to avoid the anger of the nobility, but 
by the summer of 1312 Gaveston had been captured and murdered.

Gaveston returned from his first exile shortly after Edward I’s death in 
July 1307, and Margaret may have felt anxious about her security as dowa-
ger queen. On August 6, Gaveston received the earldom of Cornwall, 
except for the honor of Berkhamsted. Berkhamsted was associated with 
the earldom of Cornwall, but Gaveston did not receive it at this time 
because it made up part of Margaret’s dower assignment.19 He also did not 
receive those honors that the wife of Edmund, the late earl of Cornwall, 
held in dower. While this initial grant did not detract from Margaret’s 
dower, it came very close to her Berkhamsted holdings. She may also have 
been concerned because she believed that the earldom of Cornwall had 
been earmarked for her son Edmund. The grant issued by Edward I in 
1306, which detailed the inheritance of both of his sons with Margaret, 
made specific provision for Thomas to receive the earldom of Norfolk, but 
it never specified the exact lands that Edmund should receive. The grant 
simply states that Edward I granted land “to the value of 7,000 marks to 
Edmund.”20 Margaret certainly knew the contents of the grant because 
the steward of her household, Sir John Hastings, was one of the listed 
witnesses. However, it was subsequently assumed by many contempo-
raries that the earldom of Cornwall would be the appropriate assignment 
because members of the royal family, mainly second or illegitimate sons 
and their heirs, had traditionally held it.

Several of the chronicles dating to the first half of the fourteenth cen-
tury express the view that Edward I had intended Edmund to receive the 
earldom of Cornwall or that it should have remained within the royal fam-
ily. Written contemporarily with the events it records or shortly thereafter, 
the Vita may best reflect contemporary opinion regarding Cornwall.21 It 
is the only chronicle to directly connect Cornwall to Edward II’s half- 
brothers, claiming “the old lord king Edward had decided that the earl-
dom of Cornwall should be conferred upon one of his sons, Thomas or 
Edmund, but that his sad death prevented what was appropriate from 
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being carried out.”22 Robert of Reading’s Flores Historiarum, Trokelowe’s 
St. Albans Chronicle, and the Annales Londonienses claim that the earldom 
of Cornwall should not have been alienated from the royal demesne, that 
from ancient times Cornwall was to be given to members of the royal fam-
ily, though they do not name Edmund or Thomas specifically.23 Trokelowe 
may have been writing his edition to the St. Albans Chronicle, contempo-
rarily with the events it covers, but certainly not later than 1330.24 Both 
the Flores and the Annales Londonienses were written during the minority 
of Edward III.25 Thus, it could be said that these three chronicles may 
have been colored by later knowledge of Gaveston’s demise, but were 
written close enough to the events in question to have still echoed the 
sentiments of 1307.26

These chroniclers had a solid basis for their assumptions. Reginald 
Dunstanville, an illegitimate son of Henry I, received the earldom of 
Cornwall from Robert of Gloucester. When he died, the earldom was 
taken into the hands of Henry II.  In 1227, Richard, earl of Cornwall, 
brother to Henry III, received Cornwall from his father King John. 
Richard then passed it down to his own son Edmund, earl of Cornwall, 
who was Edward I’s cousin.27 When Edmund died, Cornwall was returned 
to the royal demesne. Edward I’s actions may also have implied to con-
temporaries that Cornwall was to be saved for his son, or that he at least 
did not want it to go to Gaveston. Michael Prestwich claims that Edward 
I had taken exception to Prince Edward’s demand that Gaveston receive 
Cornwall or Ponthieu, another highly valuable and significant holding 
that was part of English lands in France.28 Jeffrey Hamilton has argued 
that Edward I had initially exiled Gaveston in February 1307 to punish 
Prince Edward because the prince “had shown himself to be profligate 
and financially irresponsible in his regard for Piers Gaveston.”29 If Edward 
II’s behavior as prince had alarmed Edward I, Margaret would have been 
aware of his anxiety, and thus he may have been distressed on behalf of 
her deceased husband when Edward II recalled Gaveston back to court 
so suddenly in the summer of 1307 and gave him the title and lands that 
many believed belonged to her son.

It certainly seems to be the case that Margaret turned her feelings of 
concern into action by May 1308 when a newsletter arrived in England 
from France, describing a great conspiracy against Gaveston. This letter 
states that King Philip IV viewed Piers Gaveston as his enemy and would 
pursue anyone who supported him. It also declares that the English earls 
had “ordered, established, and decided” that Gaveston should relinquish 
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his English landholdings. The letter finishes by claiming that Philip IV sent 
copious amounts of wine to Henry de Lacy, earl of Lincoln, and to Aymer 
de Valence, earl of Pembroke, and that “the queen of the deceased king” 
(this could be no one other than Margaret) had sent these earls £40,000 
“for their expenses,” presumably for the parliament of April 1308, held in 
Westminster.30 This newsletter has been evaluated in studies of the earls 
mentioned within it and in analyses of the relationships between Edward 
II, Gaveston, Philip IV, and Isabella. However, the nature of Margaret’s 
involvement in the conspiracy outlined in its contents has never been con-
sidered in any great detail.31 An examination of the context of this letter 
clearly demonstrates that Margaret had far more agency in the creation of 
this scheme against Gaveston than she has hitherto been credited with.

Former connections can be established between all four of the individu-
als specifically named in the letter. First, and most obviously, Margaret and 
Philip IV were siblings. Still more striking than a simple familial connection 
is Margaret’s presence at the French court during the period immediately 
prior to the newsletter’s composition. Margaret traveled to France for the 
marriage of her niece, Isabella, to her stepson in January 1308 and she was 
there until at least March 16, 1308, and more likely until mid-April. The 
patent rolls contain an enrollment of an order for Robert Kendale, con-
stable of Dover castle and warden of the Cinque Ports, to allow John Abel 
to pass the seas with £200 sterling and two palfreys because he was going 
to parts beyond the sea to Margaret, queen of England.32 It is important 
to note the distinction here from what is usually seen in this type of enroll-
ment on the patent rolls, which is a household member conducting busi-
ness abroad for the queen while she was in England. Here, John Abel is 
actually bringing things to her in France. Parsons’s proposed strategy meet-
ing between Margaret and Edward’s sisters, described earlier in this chap-
ter, supposedly took place in England at the coronation on February 25, 
1308. However, Margaret was not at the coronation in England. Neither 
the Flores Historiarum nor the Annales Londoniensis, which include lists of 
notable guests, include Margaret among them.33 The household accounts 
for the coronation only mention the king’s half-brothers, Thomas and 
Edmund, and his sister, Mary, as joining the household for the event.34 
It is possible that Margaret was not recorded as attending the coronation 
because she was already with the court when it traveled back to England 
from France after the royal marriage. She may have returned to England 
for the coronation and then traveled back to France on her own again 
afterward. However, we do not see any of the usual preparations for travel 
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to the continent in February or March of 1308; for instance, there are no 
examples of household members appointing attorneys at the exchequer 
in preparation for their travel outside of England with the queen or any 
records of other arrangements, which are typical just prior to a voyage 
abroad.35 We do see records of these types of preparations in December 
1307 before Margaret left for France for the royal marriage, but not in 
the late winter or early spring of 1308.36 It is also notable that Margaret’s 
preparations made in December 1307 for the wedding were made through 
to Easter of 1308. For example, Humphrey de Walden, who was “going 
beyond seas with queen Margaret,” nominated attorneys to represent him 
at the exchequer “until Easter.”37 Margaret was clearly still in France dur-
ing the coronation and she had always intended to be there until Easter. 
In 1308, Easter was on was April 14. Thus, she was present at the French 
court just prior to the parliament of April 1308 and the newsletter’s arrival 
in England.

In mid-March 1308, while Margaret was in France, Edward II redistrib-
uted the keeperships of five of Margaret’s castles, specifically the castles of 
Devizes and Marlborough to Hugh Despenser, the castle of Cambridge to 
Giles of Argentein, the castle of Gloucester to Nicholas Kingston, and the 
castle of Mere to Walter Skidmore.38 At this time Edward also appointed 
new custodians, including Gaveston and Hugh Despenser, the Elder, to 
some dozen strategic castles throughout England. There is a general con-
sensus among historians that Edward was acting in response to an increase 
in political tensions and that he chose new custodians who he felt were 
loyal to him.39 It is notable that three of the custodians whom Edward 
removed from these castles were Payne Tybetot, Robert Clifford, and 
John Botetourt. All three men had endorsed the Boulogne Agreement. 
Drawn up in Boulogne during the nuptials of Edward II and Isabella, the 
Boulogne Agreement was an understanding, expressed in letters patent 
of the bishop of Durham, the earls of Lincoln, Surrey, Pembroke, and 
Hereford, Henry de Grey, John de Berwick, and Clifford, Tybetot, and 
Botetourt. In these letters, they affirm that they were bound by fealty 
to preserve the honor and rights of the crown. They agreed to do any-
thing within their legal power to protect this honor. The extent that their 
actions were an attack on the king or simply an attempt at reform has been 
explored at length. Bertie Wilkinson has pointed out that the agreement 
made a distinction between the person of the king and the institution 
of the Crown, a distinction that he believes laid the foundation of the 
“baronial opposition” to Edward.40 J.R. Maddicott contends that while 
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the intentions behind the agreement were to protect Edward, it was an 
overt attack against Gaveston.41 J.R.S. Philips argues that it was an attempt 
at reform.42 It has also been implied that the agreement instigated or justi-
fied the alteration of the coronation oath used for Edward II in 1308 to 
include the clause: “Sire, do you promise to hold and protect the laws 
and customs that the community of your realm shall determine, and will 
you defend and enforce them in all your power to the honor of God?”43 
R.M. Haines has argued that Edward removed these men from the castles 
as retribution for their involvement in the Boulogne Agreement.44 If this 
is the case, then Edward’s redistribution of Margaret’s castles at the same 
time suggests that he was already worried about her loyalties.

Landed power was very important for queens because it allowed them 
to exercise authority in their own right, to dispense patronage directly, and 
to attract a retinue. In essence, it allowed them to act in the same manner 
as male magnates.45 Redistributing the queen’s lands was one of the most 
intrusive actions of the king. He might do this if there was a dispute over 
the custody of the lands or if he needed to use them elsewhere. However, 
this would commonly take the form of a quid pro quo transaction, in which 
the king compensated the queen by granting her lands in another place 
or through another source of revenue, something he could do with any-
one holding crown land. Quid pro quo exchanges of land between kings 
and queens were frequent; Edward I, Edward II, and Edward III often 
reabsorbed lands, estates, or other rights that had been granted to their 
consorts as dower into the royal demesne. For example, in 1303, Margaret 
surrendered the castle and manor of Montgomery, and the manors of 
Hope, Brummore, Norton, Bromsgrove, and Great Compton valued at 
£372 to Edward I because he had since granted them to Prince Edward of 
Caernarvon, Hugh Courteney, Edmund Mortimer, and John Mohun. In 
return, Edward granted Margaret the castle and town of Berkhampsted, 
the manor of Risborough, Dalham, and Bradfield, the castle and manor of 
Mere, the hundreds of Redlane, Whiteway, Brownshall, £12 that Nicolas 
Segrave paid to the exchequer, and the tolls and pleas to the king in the 
town of Shafton, all together valued at £313 5s 1d. To make up the 
remaining value of the surrendered lands, Edward granted Margaret many 
of the fines and other income arising from the newly granted places.46 
Often these types of land transactions were made at the “request of the 
king” or with “the assent of the queen.”47 It is appropriate here to ques-
tion whether the absorption of a queen’s lands was actually done with her 
assent, or if a king’s request was more of an order than a choice. In truth, 
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it may be that the statement was a mere formality. Yet, even if this was the 
case, its inclusion in the chancery issues demonstrates that it was necessary 
for the chancery to create the impression that authority for the transac-
tion came from the queen. This was not done when Edward II granted 
Margaret’s castles to Despenser, Argentien, Kingston, and Skidmore. Nor 
did he offer her any other landholdings or other sources of income in 
compensation. The seizure of these castles might have further contributed 
to Margaret’s anxieties over Edward II’s general disregard in the grants 
he made. Edward II was slowly eroding one of Margaret’s major sources 
of power and this would have served as an impetus to participate in a con-
spiracy to eliminate the major beneficiary of the king’s uneven distribution 
of patronage.

There were established connections between the four individu-
als named in the newsletter. Margaret and the earl of Pembroke had an 
established, cooperative relationship as early as 1302 when he acted as an 
inquisitor in an oyer et terminer for trespasses on Margaret’s park at Queen 
Camel.48 Correspondence concerning these legal proceedings between 
Margaret and Pembroke continued for a period of four years. Lincoln had 
spent most of 1303 traveling between Edward I and Philip IV in an effort 
to negotiate the final Treaty of Montreuil, and so his connection to the 
conspiracy is likely more through his established relationship with Philip 
rather than with Margaret. Both Pembroke and Lincoln were members of 
the party that went to France in November 1307 to negotiate the terms of 
Edward and Isabella’s marriage contract. Moreover, these men were also 
mentioned by the Brut chronicler as being entrusted by Edward I, on his 
death bed, to prevent Gaveston from returning from exile in 1307.49

Despite the connections between these four “conspirators,” Margaret 
and Philip’s gifts, if intended as inducements, may not have garnered the 
outright support the two were seeking. Phillips has convincingly argued 
that Pembroke was unlikely involved in such a scheme against Gaveston. 
Phillips’s first point centers on the Boulogne Agreement. Phillips believes 
that the Boulogne Agreement was not a specific attack on Edward II, 
himself, or on Gaveston, but was rather an attempt to reform abuses of 
royal administration that stretched back into Edward I’s reign before 
the king’s opponents in England became uncontrollable.50 He argues 
that the Boulogne Agreement was not connected to the alterations made 
to the coronation oath or in retaliation to Gaveston’s appointment as 
regent, and therefore Lincoln and Pembroke’s participation in the con-
struction of the agreement should not be viewed as expressing disloy-
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alty toward the king, but rather the opposite.51 Second, Phillips points 
out that the rumors articulated in this newsletter do not reflect what is 
known about Pembroke during this period. Pembroke appears to have 
been on good terms with the king following Gaveston’s exile: Edward 
assisted him in recovering debts at the exchequer; he granted Pembroke 
the lordship of Haverfordwest; he approved the purchase of Hereford; 
and he gave him diplomatic help in business that Pembroke was pursing 
at the French court.52 Pembroke was also part of the embassy that went 
to the pope at Avignon to seek a reversal of Gaveston’s excommunica-
tion.53 According to Phillips, Pembroke’s sympathies still lay with the 
king, and we do not see a change in attitude toward Gaveston until after 
Gaveston returned from his second exile in 1309.54

In the spring of 1308, Lincoln’s contemporaries viewed him as an enemy 
of Gaveston. As mentioned above, both Pembroke and Lincoln were por-
trayed by the Brut chronicler as being entrusted by a dying Edward I to 
prevent Gaveston’s return from exile. Although it should be noted that 
Phillips believes that the oath should not be taken at “face value,” that 
these men were not anti-Gaveston, but rather, as Edward’s advisors, they 
were giving their support to the new king.55 It is also likely that such 
a story was written with the knowledge of Gaveston’s second and third 
exiles and of his execution. The Middle English translation of the Brut, 
which contains this story, was probably made between 1350 and 1380 or 
even as late as 1400, long after these events took place.56 The Vita, which 
was penned contemporaneously with the events it describes, claims that 
Lincoln was the only member of the baronage to argue that Edward had 
the right to alienate Cornwall from the royal demesne, but later in the text 
it explains that Lincoln, who had once supported Gaveston, subsequently 
became one of Gaveston’s foremost enemies.57

A faction of monks at Westminster Abbey also believed that Lincoln 
was an opponent of Gaveston. In January 1308, Richard Kedyngton was 
elected as the abbot of Westminster Abbey. This group of monks resented 
his election because they believed that he had received this appointment 
unfairly through Gaveston’s patronage. One of these monks, Reginald 
de Hadham, wrote two letters in the late spring of 1308 while he was in 
Avignon acting as the representative of the anti-Kedyngton party to the 
pope.58 He explained that Queen Isabella and the earl of Lincoln should 
be secretly approached and asked for their support in exposing Gaveston’s 
bad character to the king of England and of France. He wrote that Isabella 
and Lincoln’s hatred of Gaveston would make them especially amenable 
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to the monks’ plight.59 Hadham’s letters serve as the only evidence of 
the monks’ plan, and there is no indication that the monks ever took any 
action, or that Lincoln and Isabella ever joined their cause. Consequently, 
I have argued elsewhere that the letters serve as evidence of contemporary 
perception of Isabella’s feelings toward Gaveston, but they cannot serve 
as proof that she actually felt this way nor do they demonstrate that she 
took part in the monks’ plots.60 The same can be argued about Lincoln. 
Nevertheless, whatever his attitude toward Gaveston in 1308, many of 
his contemporaries, both in England and in France, believed that he was 
Gaveston’s adversary.

Modern studies on Lincoln’s allegiances during this period have inter-
preted his actions in two very different ways. These studies have concen-
trated not only on the Boulogne Agreement, in which he was involved, 
but also on a declaration that was presented to parliament in April 1308 
called the Homage et Serment. This declaration made a distinction between 
the king and the crown and asserted that homage is done to the latter. It 
claimed that the earls had the duty to act to preserve the crown when the 
king prejudiced it and in the current circumstances this meant calling for 
Gaveston’s exile. R.M. Haines, while acknowledging that there is some 
doubt as to whether Lincoln was actually an author of this document and 
that modern historians are divided in regard to its authenticity, cites it 
as evidence of Lincoln’s anti-Gaveston sentiment.61 On the other hand, 
Philip’s interprets this same document with the conclusion that Lincoln 
was a moderating influence in that the Homage et Serment gave the earls 
a way to attack Gaveston without attacking the king.62 Nevertheless, as 
with Pembroke, Lincoln was reconciled with the king, if indeed he had 
ever been on the outs: Lincoln assisted him with a loan in July 1309 and 
the Vita claims that Lincoln was one of the principal mediators in bringing 
Gaveston back from his second exile.63

If the many studies of Edward II’s reign have demonstrated anything, 
it is that court factions were so fluid during his reign, it is virtually impos-
sible to construct which earls were “loyal” to the king and which were not 
at any given time. If Pembroke and Lincoln’s loyalty to the king was ever 
in question, the king and the two earls resolved any such conflict quickly. 
The newsletter adds one more key player to the political milieu of the 
period, the dowager queen Margaret of France. It demonstrates that con-
temporaries viewed the queen as a significant political player of the period, 
and given the fact that Margaret certainly had her own motivations, given 
her physical proximity to Philip IV, and given that she was the only person 
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who lost any favor with Edward II that she might still have curried before 
the newsletter arrived in England, there is a strong indication that she had 
more agency in creating the alliance than the two earls.

Margaret was the only one of the four conspirators who experienced 
any lasting retribution from the king. Margaret disappeared from court 
because, by participating in this scheme against Gaveston, she alienated 
herself from the king and the crown in an effort to protect one of her 
sources of power—her landed estates. In protecting this source of power 
she lost another valuable one—influence with the king and crown. In 
December 1308, Margaret’s castles were returned to her, but between 
December 1308 and March 1309 there are no recorded acts of interces-
sion on the chancery rolls.64 Moreover, when Gaveston returned from 
his second exile in the spring of 1309, Edward not only returned the 
earldom of Cornwall to him, but also granted him the castle, town, and 
honor of Berkhampsted, the castle and manor of Mere, and the manor of 
Risborough, which were all portions of Margaret’s dower that had been 
held back in the original 1307 grant of Cornwall to Gaveston.65

It was not until March 1310 that Margaret managed to secure a con-
firmation of all her dowerlands, including Berkhamsted, Risborough, 
and Mere. This was a confirmation of letters patent issued by Edward II 
before he assumed the governance of the realm, and in these letters pat-
ent, Edward II as prince, had ratified the grants of dower made by “his 
father to his mother, queen Margaret.”66 Margaret managed to assert her 
claim to these lands and force Edward to enroll officially his previous con-
firmation of her dower in the form that it had been granted by Edward I 
in 1299. It may not be a coincidence that the confirmation was enrolled 
on March 19, the same time that Edward issued letters patent agreeing to 
the election of the Lords Ordainer.67 The amount of power that Edward 
surrendered to the Ordainers at this time demonstrates a capitulation to 
his opponents. The confirmation of Margaret’s dower and the restoration 
of confiscated lands at the same time implies that Margaret was included 
in this capitulation. It is also striking that the confirmation was made at 
the insistence of the earl of Lincoln. Although her dower was now safe, 
as late as 1314 Margaret was still working to recoup income that she had 
lost during these early years of Edward’s reign. For instance, Edward I had 
given Margaret £50 per annum out of the £100 for the farm of the manor 
of Lechlade. Edward II then granted the entire farm of £100 to Gaveston. 
On April 3, 1314, Edward regranted the original £50 to Margaret, but 
Margaret petitioned to have £250 in arrears from the time that Gaveston 
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had her half of the farm, that is from August 5, 1309, to April 27, 1314.68 
Edward acquiesced to her request and Margaret received the full £100 
until the arrears were paid.

The irony of the 1310 enrolment of the confirmation of her dower is 
that, thereafter, Margaret seems to be alienated from the court to spend 
the rest of her widowhood on these very dowerlands. Aside from a few 
records of letters between Margaret and Isabella documented in Isabella’s 
household books, and a visit to her new step-grandson and nephew, Prince 
Edward of Windsor, in 1314, Margaret ceased to have significant contact 
with the crown.69 There are only five recorded acts of intercession from 
1310 until her death in 1318.70 Of these five, four actually refer to an act of 
intercession she carried out during the Lincoln parliament of 1301, under 
her husband, Edward I.71 Margaret only interacted with the crown when it 
concerned the administration of her estates and her household. The single 
act of intercession found on the chancery rolls between 1310 and 1318, 
which truly occurred during this period, is a confirmation of an inquiry 
to be made into trespasses of vert and venison in several of Margaret’s 
forests.72 This chancery issue notes that these forests were granted to her 
as part of her dower by Edward I and also refers to the confirmation of 
her dower grant by Edward II in 1310. There are no surviving letters 
from Margaret to Edward II, and there are only a few surviving letters 
from Margaret at all after 1310: in 1314, she wrote to the chancellor ask-
ing for assistance in recovering debts owed to her; in 1317, she asked for 
letters of protection for her chaplain, who was going to France; and one 
of her tenants wrote to her asking for an oyer et terminer.73 It may also be 
that Margaret was kept from her sons, Thomas and Edmund. During her 
marriage to Edward I there is significant evidence of Margaret’s involve-
ment in her sons’ lives, but after Edward I’s death, Margaret had very 
little, if any, contact with her children.74 She does not appear in Thomas 
and Edmund’s existing household accounts for Edward II’s reign. There 
are no surviving letters between, or concerning, Margaret and her chil-
dren. Part of this lack of evidence for Margaret’s contact with the crown 
may be an accident of survival, but what has survived indicates that, while 
Margaret was still active in running her estates and household, she was no 
longer an avenue to the king and crown.

The no-win situation in which Margaret found herself is illustrative 
of the fine line between the acceptable and unacceptable boundaries of 
behavior that queens had to negotiate. Scholars have identified two guid-
ing principles for acceptable queenly behavior: a medieval queen needed 
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to appear submissive when she was in a position of power and she must use 
influence in a manner that recognized the king’s authority.75 These prin-
ciples were also true for men who wished to intercede with the king, but 
such guidelines were particularly emphasized for the queen because she 
was often the closet person to the king’s body and could thus exercise a 
large amount of influence. Her role as an intercessor meant that the noble 
petitioners must acknowledge their inferiority to her, and so the queen’s 
agency was often constructed through submissive gestures or language in 
order to imply her subjection to the king.76 The chronicler Jean Froissart 
placed Philippa of Hainault, Edward III’s consort, within the common 
trope of submissive intercessor in his recounting of the siege of Calais, 
a major English victory during the Hundred Years War. By construct-
ing Philippa’s actions in this way, Froissart reaffirms the idea that medi-
eval society needed the queen to appear submissive in order to applaud 
her influence over the king. Strohm comments that her pregnancy, her 
submissiveness, and her place on the margins all give Philippa a sense of 
authority. In reality Philippa was not pregnant during the siege, but it 
was a necessary fictionalization that served to enhance her vulnerability 
at a time when she exercised enough influence to change the king’s mind 
in full public view.77 It was specifically this submissiveness that allowed 
Philippa to influence the king when the other lords and barons had failed. 
She was able to intercede with Edward precisely because her vulnerability 
in this situation explicitly acknowledged his authority. However, queens 
who were accused of possessing too much influence with the king or who 
attained significant political positions could be accused of a multitude of 
vices to discredit their agency—vices specific to their gender, which often 
contributed to the construction of a negative reputation both in life and 
posthumously: Judith, the second wife of Louis the Pious, was accused 
of every possible sin, including adultery, sorcery, and incest while acting 
as regent; Merovingian queens, Balthild and Brunhild, received the slur, 
Jezebel, because influential men were affronted by their exercise of power; 
Eleanor of Castile was accused of causing Edward I to rule harshly as a 
result of her failure to conform to a position of humility when interceding 
with the king; Isabella of France was called an enchantress by the monks 
of Durham when she used her influence with the king to secure the elec-
tion of her own man to the bishopric of Durham; Margaret of Anjou 
was accused of adultery; and Isabeau of Bavaria was accused of adultery, 
incest, greed, licentiousness, wastefulness, and so forth due to her political 
involvement in the negotiation of the Treaty of Troyes.78
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Queens were also expected to act in a manner that always acknowl-
edged the king’s authority.79 Queens who were unable to do this faced 
consequences. Eleanor of Aquitaine provides the most extreme example 
of an English queen, who went against the king’s authority. Her most 
recent biographer, Ralph V. Turner, commenting on her participation in 
her sons’ rebellion against their father, Henry II, argues that “the queen’s 
active part in a revolt against her royal husband was near unimaginable 
to contemporaries.”80 As a consequence for her rebellion, Eleanor was 
imprisoned in Chinon Castle in France and later at Salisbury Castle in 
England.81 She would remain captive in numerous castles throughout 
England for nearly 16 years, until Henry II’s death in 1189.82 Isabella 
of France was able to negotiate this fine line by working with the barons 
who felt animosity toward Edward II, but always in a way that deferred 
to the king as the ultimate authority.83 However, Isabella did overthrow 
Edward II in 1326, putting her son, Edward III, on the throne. She was 
only able to do so because the political crisis in 1326 created an ideal 
environment for her success, one in which she had almost the full support 
of the nobility.84 Nevertheless, by 1330, Edward III became disenchanted 
and deciding that his mother was not behaving in a way that recognized 
his authority as king, he enacted a coup against her.85 While he could not 
bring himself to officially prosecute his own mother in parliament, he took 
other punitive actions.86 All of Isabella’s landholdings were taken from her 
control and she temporarily resided at Windsor, where she remained for 
about two years.87 Edward also placed Isabella’s jewels and other goods 
in the Tower under guard.88 Isabella was reinstated slowly into court life 
and managed to play a part in politics during her dowagerhood, but she 
never had quite the same relationship with the king again and 200-plus 
years after her death she was dubbed the she-wolf, a reputation that would 
continue into the twentieth century.89

Like Eleanor of Aquitaine and Isabella of France, Margaret did not place 
herself in a submissive position and she did not acknowledge the king’s 
authority. She made an alliance with a foreign lord and she attempted to 
extend that alliance to the English nobility. Isabella and Margaret were not 
in as extreme a position as Eleanor of Aquitaine. Nevertheless, Margaret 
found that she was no longer accepted in the political milieu at court, 
much as Isabella experienced in the first years of Edward III’s majority. 
Moreover, Margaret never succeeded in regaining any influence with her 
son as Isabella had. And so Margaret suffered from Edward’s patronage 
of Gaveston. In her attempt to rectify it, she accomplished her immediate 
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goal of preserving her dower rights, but she also alienated her stepson to 
such a degree that she was no longer a viable source of power at court. It 
was easier for Edward II to seek retribution against Margaret than against 
the earls because their cooperation was necessary to stabilize the polity and 
secure Gaveston’s return. Margaret’s support was not. During Gaveston’s 
exile, Edward successfully mollified the nobility, so that they would 
approve Gaveston’s return. Margaret’s previous attempts to organize the 
earls against Gaveston demonstrated that her presence could endanger 
Edward’s efforts to lay the foundation for Gaveston’s homecoming. The 
queen could be a powerful tool for the king when he wanted to unite 
the polity, something that Edward would find in Isabella.90 However, 
Margaret’s disloyalty demonstrated that she would not be useful to Edward 
in this way. Because Margaret was a woman and the guidelines of submis-
sive behavior were particularly emphasized for women, Edward would be 
able to easily pursue punitive actions against her. In the end, Margaret may 
have recuperated her landed wealth, but she sacrificed the significant place 
at court that she had enjoyed under Edward I. Not only did she lose the 
actual power she had once had, she lost her symbolic or perceived power 
as well. A symbiotic relationship exists between actual power and the per-
ception of power. In the Middle Ages there was an expectation or per-
ception that queens would act as intercessors. Queens could exploit this 
symbolic power to reach achieved power. Likewise, in order to maintain 
the reputation of power and influence, a queen must continue to intercede 
in a demonstrably successful manner. Once Margaret no longer possessed 
a place at court that allowed her to actively assert her influence, she lost 
the reputation as a powerful intercessor with the king. As such, it is likely 
that the lack of intercessory activity was due as much to a lack of requests 
for her intercession as to her actual inability to intercede.91 Margaret had 
crossed the threshold of what was acceptable for medieval queens and, in 
doing so, she was alienated from the king and from the main mechanisms 
of government.

Appendix: Timeline: July 1307–mArch 1310
July 1307—Death of Edward I
August 1307—Gaveston Returns from exile and is granted the Earldom 

of Cornwall
December 1307—Preparations are made for Margaret’s trip to France for 

the royal wedding.
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January 25, 1308—Marriage of Edward II and Isabella of France
January 31, 1308—Boulogne Agreement
February 25, 1308—Coronation
March 12–18, 1308—Edward appoints new custodians to a dozen key 

castles in England.
March 12, 1308—Margaret’s castles are granted to Hugh Despenser, 

Giles of Argentin, Walter Skidmore, and Nicholas Kingston
March 16, 1308—John Abel travels to Margaret in France
April 1308—Homage et Serment presented to parliament
April 14, 1308—Easter (Margaret returns to England?)
May 12–14, 1308—Newsletter arrives in England
June 25, 1308—Gaveston’s second exile
Spring 1309—Gaveston returns from second exile
August 5, 1309—Regranting of the Earldom of Cornwall to Gaveston, 

including Berkhamsted, Mere, and Risborough.
March 16–20, 1310—Ordainers elected
March 19, 1310—Confirmation of Margaret’s dower
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       The turbulent life and political career of Isabeau of Bavaria (c. 1370–1435) 
provides much material through which to approach a theme of queenship, 
reputation, and gendered power. Isabeau held an unprecedented position 
for a queen of France because of the extraordinary circumstances following 
the fi rst attack of insanity suffered by her husband, Charles VI, in August 
1392, and his subsequent descent into a distressing and debilitating state of 
mental illness.  1   Isabeau was faced with political intrigues, assassinations, and 
acts of vengeance among the royal families of France that spiraled into civil 
war, as we see in Zita Rohr’s chapter. After the deaths of two of her sons 
in their teenage years from infections, Isabeau herself suffered a humiliat-
ing period of captivity at the hands of the Armagnacs in 1417, isolation 
politically from her last remaining son and, fi nally, by what one might call 
the most important victory of Henry V—when he negotiated an alliance 
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with the Burgundians that would lead to the negotiation of the Treaty of 
Troyes. Over the following pages, close analysis will be made of the regency 
ordinances enacted by Charles VI in moments of seeming sanity, fi rst, in 
January 1393  in preparation for his (seeming) expected imminent death 
and, then, during 1402–1403, when, ten years after his fi rst attack, it had 
become clear that Charles was going neither to die nor to recover from this 
mysterious illness, and that measures had to be taken to continue govern-
ment in the name and in the absences of the king when he was incapable 
of so doing himself. This chapter also will examine the role set out for the 
queen in each of these measures and explore the signifi cance of these in the 
context of the political situation in France at the beginning of the fi fteenth 
century and, also, in the context of medieval queenship studies. 

 What might seem now to be the most natural function for a queen, that 
of a regent for an absent husband or a minor son, was not always considered 
so in earlier centuries, and there is a chronological correlation, if not a direct 
connection, between recognition in this short-term role and decline in rou-
tine political involvement over the course of the Middle Ages.  2   For example, 
during the minority of Philip I (1060–1108), the dowager Anne of Kiev held 
no offi cial position, while Louis VII appointed an all-male regency council 
when he departed on the Second Crusade, ignoring his formidable mother, 
Adelaide of Savoy.  3   Forty years later, Philip Augustus maintained the idea 
of collective regency but included his mother, Adele of Champagne, who 
shared guardianship over the kingdom and the future Louis VIII with her 
brother, William, archbishop of Rheims, under the guidance of a Council.  4   
Therefore, the regency provisions drawn up on his deathbed by Louis VIII 
in 1226 were extraordinary at this stage for the unequivocal confi dence 
shown in his wife, Blanche of Castile, under whose tutelage were placed the 
royal children and governance of the kingdom itself.  5   The regency or co-
rule of Blanche continued at least until the marriage of her son, Louis IX, 
and she again served as regent during his fi rst crusade, from 1248 until her 
death in 1252. Blanche’s career, though, proved to be an exception rather 
than a turning point for female regencies in France: her daughter-in-law, 
Margaret of Provence, was not included within the collegiate regency orga-
nized by Louis IX when he again went on crusade in 1270 and was similarly 
shunned as a dowager by her son, Philip III.  6   

 In fact, the change in attitude toward temporary government by 
women appears to be connected to their defi nitive exclusion from rights 
to inherit the Crown of France. The further removed from royal author-
ity that women became—once a queen could no longer be regarded as 
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a force in her own right and entitled to authority—the more acceptable 
it was that they be granted power in specifi c circumstances. Valois kings 
after 1328 were comfortable in regarding a range of female relations as 
possible regents in whom trust could be placed with confi dence. In 1338, 
faced with war against England, Philip VI designated his wife, Jeanne of 
Burgundy, as regent during his lifetime with full powers in government, 
public fi nance, and justice if he were occupied elsewhere, the fi rst king to 
take such a step, and the fi rst likely to, because his wife “was raised with 
him and must fall with him; who better to entrust with the dynastic heri-
tage?”  7   Louis XI took the radical step in 1483 of recruiting his daughter, 
Anne de Beaujeu, as guardian of the kingdom and her younger brother  8  —
the ultimate proof that “the vocation of regency was consolidated with 
the exclusion of women from the succession,”  9   given that, under pure 
primogeniture, Anne would have been heir presumptive to the boy in 
her care and, hence, perhaps considered an unsafe guardian. However, 
the choice of a king’s mother as his most natural proxy had become so 
accepted by the end of the medieval era that Louise of Savoy could act as 
her absent son’s regent in 1515 despite never having been queen herself,  10   
and Catherine de Médici simply could put herself forward uninvited in 
1560 as regent for Charles IX to become “the fi rst queen in French his-
tory to succeed to the regency without prior royal designation.”  11   

 There were no guarantees, certainly, but a late medieval queen might 
presume a natural expectation of some involvement in a regency and, as 
demonstrated by Blanche of Castile, motherhood was the means by which 
a queen created a political space for herself and strengthened her political 
identity.  12   The birth of a son in February 1392 gave Isabeau of Bavaria 
a multiple stake in France:  13   the kingdom was now the birthright of her 
son, as well as her husband’s heritage and her own domain through the 
sacramental ties of marriage and coronation. However, as we will see when 
examining the various regency measures, initial plans set out in 1393 rec-
ognized Isabeau’s position as royal mother but contained no provision 
for direct involvement in government more widely. If Charles VI and his 
ministers were looking dispassionately at the young woman in front of 
them rather than the offi ce of queen that she held, arguably this was not 
a surprising choice. At this point, Isabeau was only twenty-two years old, 
mother to three children under four years old (with two other children 
having already died in infancy) and must have been as untrained for a role 
in royal government as any other bride from an unimportant ducal house. 
However, ten years later, when both Isabeau’s talent for arbitration and 
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her interest in becoming involved in politics had come to the fore, the role 
of the queen would be greatly increased—and, this time, not in a theoreti-
cal future minority administration but in the regime of the day. 

 When drawing up plans for a regency for his baby son in the event of his 
death, Charles VI almost exactly duplicated legislation drawn up by his own 
father, Charles V, in 1374.  14   The king’s brother, Louis, duke of Orleans, 
was named as regent of the kingdom, while joint custody of the dauphin 
and the other royal children and the estates and income set aside to support 
them was entrusted to the rest of the family.  15   In the performance of their 
duties, the guardians of the royal children (the  tuteurs ) were to be assisted 
by a council of six nobles, three prelates and three clerks, to be selected 
by the guardians collectively and who would remain in their company and 
service on a permanent basis in order to advise on their guardianship. The 
obligation and privilege of governing the person of a minor monarch was 
given, in the main, to Isabeau of Bavaria. It was stated that, according to:

  written reason and natural instinct, a mother has the most tender love and 
the most gentle heart towards her children, and is more diligent in protect-
ing and nourishing them affectionately than any other person, even those 
next of kin, and for this [the mother] must be preferred to any other.  16   

 Accordingly, the ordinance goes on to state that the queen would enjoy 
“the principal custody, guardianship and care” of her eldest son and other 
children,  17   but would share responsibility with the king’s uncles, the dukes 
of Burgundy, Bourbon, and Berry, as well as with her own brother, Ludwig 
of Bavaria.  18   Therefore, Charles V’s 1374 legislation was copied also in 
giving the dauphin’s maternal relatives an equal status in his upbringing 
to his paternal family. All eventualities were covered by this legislation: 
if any of the royal dukes became unavailable through imprisonment or 
death, the remainder should continue their duty of care without them, 
and either the queen or any one of the princes were empowered to act 
as sole  tuteur  rather than replace their colleagues. If Isabeau was unavail-
able, Berry and Burgundy were named to replace her as “chief and prin-
cipal guardians.”  19   Orleans  20   and each of the fi ve guardians were required 
to make detailed oaths, promising to uphold the regency provisions and 
pledging loyalty to the king, the queen, and the dauphin. Even Isabeau 
was expected to swear: commencing “Je, Elisabeth de Baviere, Royne de 
France,” the queen promised that, if the king died before his heir reached 
his fourteenth year, she would:

146 R.C. GIBBONS



  sustain, guard and care for my said eldest son and all my other children, 
born and yet to be born, carefully and diligently, to the best of my ability 
and knowledge, for their greatest good, health, honor and profi t.  21   

 She also pledged not to allow or consent to anything that could endanger 
the persons or property of her children and to maintain “tutele, garde 
et gouvernement” of them fully in accord with the content and spirit of 
the ordinance.  22   In all cases, the oaths taken by Isabeau and her fellow 
guardians in 1393 were almost exact copies of those sworn by Jeanne of 
Bourbon, her brother and the royal dukes in 1374.  23   

 Given past precedent, perhaps Isabeau could have legitimately expected 
a role in a planned regency government. That she was not given such an 
opportunity most probably had more to do with her youth and the most 
immediate precedent than with any doubts as to her personal commitment 
and aptitude. Jeanne of Bourbon, French-born and in her mid-30s when 
Charles V’s ordinance was drawn up in 1374, had not been chosen as regent 
and was similarly entrusted with joint custody of her children. Therefore, 
it was highly likely that Isabeau would be sidelined in the same way. Like 
Jeanne, Isabeau was accorded status in keeping with her new position as 
mother of the heir to the throne, illustrated by the inclusion, not only of her-
self but also of her brother—the children’s only maternal relation to hand—
as guardians of equal status to paternal relations. However, it is clear that 
responsibility and power would be hers only in respect of her status as royal 
mother and wife, not in any way related to her own merits. This is shown 
by the fact that death and illness are not the only possibilities given for the 
queen’s inability to discharge her duties as guardian ( tutrice )—remarriage 
is also prohibited. This provision too was rooted in precedent: Charles V 
enforced the same condition in 1374 and, when drawing up regency plans in 
1294, Philip IV entrusted guardianship of a minor king and of the realm to 
his queen, Jeanne of Navarre, with the only stipulation on her prerogatives 
being that she would lose them automatically if she chose to remarry at any 
point before their son attained his majority.  24   Although, in itself, his mother’s 
remarriage would not pose a political threat to a boy king, the balance of a 
collegiate arrangement could well be altered by the inevitable introduction as 
a “co-guardian” of a man who would, legitimately enough, consider himself 
as entitled to his wife’s status and legal prerogatives as he was to her other 
possessions. A royal stepfather was an unacceptable risk and any disquiet that 
a dowager’s personal rights would be infringed was not allowed to threaten 
the greater good of the kingdom. Queens of France were not the only 
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widows facing such a ban: Isabeau’s youngest daughter, Catherine, queen 
of England, was prevented by a statute of 1428 from remarrying before 
her son, Henry VI, attained his majority and was able to give his personal 
consent.  25   This siltation of legally-enforced celibacy resulted in Catherine’s 
clandestine union with Owen Tudor and that seems particularly unjust given 
that the dowager queen had been given no rights of regency or custody over 
her son and, thus, that there was no political role upon which a stepfather 
might intrude. We might also consider Jeanne of Navarre, dowager duchess 
of Brittany, who married Henry IV of England in 1402. Charles VI enforced 
his rights as overlord of the duchy  26   and took her four sons into wardship;  27   
Jeanne was allowed to take only her two unmarried daughters with her.  28   A 
remarried mother would not be allowed to have an input into the upbringing 
of the children that mattered—her sons and in particular the heir. 

 The role set aside for the queen in the provisions of January 1393 
for a possible minority is an indication of Isabeau of Bavaria’s general 
political position at that particular time. Her new status as mother to the 
heir to the throne allowed her to have a major input in the upbringing 
of that child and in his preparation for ruling responsibility but was in 
no way a government prerogative of her own. Isabeau’s rank as queen 
enabled her to consider herself as the senior member of a family collective 
that held the tutelage of the dauphin, but would in itself accord her no 
ruling power in the kingdom. However, ten years on, circumstances had 
changed. The king’s mental condition had become more obvious and seri-
ous. Breakdowns continued, with frenzied moments of alarm, amnesia, 
delusion, and paranoia that were unpredictable in onset, length, and sever-
ity, and interspersed with longer periods of calm when he might appear to 
be reacting normally but from which he would degenerate again. In the 
meantime, competition between the dukes of Burgundy and Orleans to fi ll 
the vacuum left by the king’s periodic incapability became ever more bla-
tant and bitter. The queen’s success in mobilizing the other dukes with her 
as arbiters between the two rivals meant that she was in a strong position 
in 1402 and would have a key role to play when it was accepted, fi nally, 
that a formal, regency-style settlement would have to be established to 
compensate for the increasing absence of Charles VI. 

 On July 1, 1402, Isabeau’s powers of arbitration were clarifi ed and 
extended to constitute a considerable range of authority to act in place 
of the king when he was unfi t to do so.   29   It was confi rmed that she held 
“power, authority and special instruction to appease all debates, discords, 
dissensions and divisions”  30   that existed now or erupted in the future, 
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around any issue whatsoever, between any of the Princes of the Blood, 
but particularly in light of various initiatives of power sharing between 
the dukes of Burgundy and Orleans (in the administration of the  aides  
taxation, for instance) that Charles VI had recently been trying out in an 
attempt to mollify all his relations.  31   By this document, the queen was 
empowered to resolve such disputes, if possible “by kind words” and if 
necessary “by ruling between them,” calling on the advice of any princes 
not involved in the dispute and whichever other members of the council 
that she saw fi t to ask.  32   As well as being able to command that advice 
given by her and the council be taken, Isabeau was also given far-reaching 
authority to deal with the “government of Our fi nances and other impor-
tant needs of Our realm” at all times when the king could not deal with 
affairs personally through “absence or other affairs” and when delay could 
be damaging to the kingdom. This power to act in the king’s periods of 
insanity “in all things and all circumstances as we ourselves could do if we 
were there”  33   was the fi rst time that actual day-to-day governmental mea-
sures were taken to counter Charles’s madness, and illustrates the painful 
recognition, a full decade after his fi rst attack, that death would not be 
the only trigger for regency government. By mid-1402, the king and his 
court were forced to accept that every day of his life could become one of 
emergency conditions, and that allowing whoever happened to be around 
him at the time to control events during these ever-increasing periods 
could no longer continue. The queen was, in essence, named as the king’s 
replacement or lieutenant in periods when he was incapable of rule, but 
the signifi cance is not only in the extent of power that she was given, but 
in the choice of Isabeau at all, over the heads of the king’s brother and 
uncles, all of whom had been able to manipulate the chaotic situation 
until this point. The fact that this fi rst outline for regency government 
deliberately did not follow the same pattern as that which was designed in 
1393 in the eventuality of minority rule,  34   which ignored the queen and 
nominated the duke of Orleans as regent of the kingdom, implies that 
views on the involvement in politics of Isabeau had dramatically changed. 
She was expected to consult the royal dukes and take their opinion into 
account, but the ordinance is clear that, in the absence of the king, her 
word was law:

  [the king commands] that, towards our aforesaid spouse and in all the ordi-
nances and appointments that she makes … they  35   obey and pay attention to 
diligently, and carry them out as if we ourselves had made them.  36   
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   There has been some debate as to the intent behind and the upshot 
of the second regency provisions of April 26, 1403. Marcel Thibault 
claims that the 1403 ordinance gave Isabeau “supreme authority,”  37   while 
Richard Famiglietti argues almost the complete opposite, that Charles VI 
had “imposed signifi cant restraint on the queen’s power” as given in July 
1402.  38   Close examination of the document itself, however, implies that 
its provisions should be seen as a natural progression in an overall policy 
of Charles VI. It is aimed at ensuring collective responsibility when the 
king was not fi t to govern personally and also as a next stage onward from 
the rather open-ended July ordinance, in that measures were no longer 
emergency provisos, but the setting up of an administration that had to be 
prepared to govern frequently and come together instantly when required. 
The preamble to the document declares that it has always been the king’s 
intention to rule according to the will of God and for the good of his 
subjects but, because he cannot always attend to important matters when 
they arise, he is making alternative provisions.  39   The queen and the dukes 
of Berry, Burgundy, Orleans, and Bourbon were authorized and ordered 
in periods of “absence” to summon any “of our blood and lineage who are 
at court,” the Constable, the Chancellor and any other Council members 
“whom and in such numbers as seems expedient,” and all should then deal 
with any business of state in the king’s name, with decisions to be taken 
“by the most substantial and sound party of opinion.”  40   

 The difference between the two regency ordinances, fi rst, on July 1, 
1402, and, then, on April 26, 1403, is not quite as pronounced as one 
might initially think—from autonomy for the queen to the democracy of 
a Council. Key is the clause that decisions had to be taken according to 
the will of “la plus grant et saine partie des voix” (the most substantial/
largest and sound party of opinion). What we see with this provision is not 
merely rule by numerical majority, for “saine” indicates that the substance 
and quality of the counsel should also be taken into account, as well as the 
numbers advocating any viewpoint.  41   The ordinance does not specify to 
whom should be left the decision as to which was the wisest view but, given 
the trust often placed in the queen’s ability in the past, it would be relatively 
safe to assume that Isabeau might be expected to hold an arbitratory posi-
tion of this kind. Indications are here in this royal ordinance that Isabeau 
is still the central fi gure of authority, in that the existence of the Regency 
Council rests with her. If any or all of the four royal dukes “by circum-
stances cannot always be present together with our aforesaid spouse when 
the need arises,”  42   the queen and those of the Council with her have the 
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authority to make decisions “as if all were there” ( comme si touz y estions ).  43   
The existence of the Council is with her and its membership at any given 
time comprises those on the spot, either by chance or whom she has delib-
erately chosen to summon—and, by consequence, not including any of 
those not with her or whom she has not summoned. Given that it was made 
clear in the ordinance of July 1, 1402, that Isabeau should consult and note 
the opinions of the dukes and other members of the Council, and that she 
was intended to preside over the new administration, not too much appears 
to have been altered by the new ordinance of April 26, 1403. 

 Therefore, the change from quasi-lieutenancy by the queen into a more 
collegiate structure should not really be seen as a snub to Isabeau, or as an 
indication that her loyalties were thought to be questionable by Charles 
VI as has been suggested. After all, there was no legal requirement for the 
king to maintain his wife’s preeminence in the regency government, or to 
allow her to contribute in any capacity, even as just one among many in a 
Council. As the original minority provisions in 1393 had demonstrated, 
the only expected formal role of a royal woman was to safeguard the heir 
and, although it would seem appropriate for that to include some level of 
input into the governance of his inheritance, there was no precedent for this 
situation and no onus on Charles VI to give any power to Isabeau if he did 
not trust her motives and want her involvement. Again, the most plausible 
explanation is that, rather than wishing to attack the queen’s position, the 
king was again taking steps to curb the power of the royal dukes, this time 
controlling their role in government with the fetters of majority rule. It was 
unfortunate for Isabeau that what had made the provisions of 1402 initially 
seem so appropriate to “emergency” conditions—the lack of formal param-
eters to her position, enabling specifi c reaction to problems as they arose—
was perhaps their major weakness, given the circumstances of the time of 
continued friction between the two most powerful princes, Burgundy and 
Orleans. Another factor may have been an even greater need for perma-
nence because, although only ten months elapsed between the two ordi-
nances, Charles VI’s condition worsened noticeably over that period, in 
which he spent only six weeks in a state of acknowledged “sanity.”  44   

 Although the idea of being replaced by his consort at times when he was 
too ill to act for himself had been acceptable as an occasional emergency 
measure, the atmosphere of April 1403 had descended, now, into one of 
submission. As Charles’s mental state declined, “emergency” government 
was becoming more usual than was government by the king. Therefore, any 
regency had to be more than a fi ller—in fact, had to be well thought- out, 
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equitable, and built to last for the rest of the reign, in what could, and would 
prove to be, diffi cult and uncertain times. The queen’s position was not so 
much the subject of “a very signifi cant restraint,”  45   as provided with a legisla-
tive context and the security of being underpinned by an inclusive Council. At 
the most basic level, certainly, it might be argued that the 1403 arrangement 
did not allow as much potential personal power as that of 1402.  46   The origi-
nal regency situation provided for a theoretically greater freedom of action 
on Isabeau’s behalf, recommending, rather than requiring, that the views of 
the princes and the Council be taken into account. Such open, unstructured 
power could well have functioned as an emergency provision but, however, it 
would always have been likely to lead to dispute as time wore on, particularly 
among those who had not been included. The principle of a seen-to-be equi-
table division of power was not upheld in such a scenario, where the most 
powerful were given no formal role or parameters to their involvement: the 
provisions of July 1402 established the Princes of the Blood Royal only as 
optional consultants, with the names of the feuding Orleans and Burgundy 
not included on the list. Of course, these two ambitious princes would not 
allow themselves to be excluded from affairs long-term—with no ruling man-
date at all, one or either of them had been able to monopolize government 
during the king’s periods of relapse over the last decade—which would leave 
the queen in an invidious position, whatever her theoretical authority. 

 In order for there to be any hope that the desperate struggle for power 
would come to an end, all parties would need to be given and to accept an 
explicit, precise role within this regency and within any future administra-
tion that might operate during a minority.  47   Therefore, at this point, Charles 
VI also revised provisions for the succession, permitting a new king to be 
crowned immediately, however young, and also stipulating that, during a 
minority, France would be ruled by this same Regency Council. Again, deci-
sions would be made “with no regard paid to anyone’s importance, author-
ity and rank, but only to those who speak and advise to the good, usefulness 
and profi t of the aforesaid matters.”  48   This ordinance indicates that Isabeau 
would retain ascendancy in a minority governing Council: other members 
would be “called by her and alongside her” and she was now promised sole 
tutelage over a child king and all her other underage children.  49   It is highly 
likely, therefore, that the queen would have been wholly supportive of these 
new measures. Although she was now the senior member of a family-based 
council rather than sole possessor of a royal mandate, she would not have 
been subjected to as much pressure from disgruntled princes, aiming to 
force their views upon her. There would be less to gain from seeking to 
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coerce Isabeau when there was an entire Council that would have to be 
persuaded. The queen had maintained a sovereign status within the  cursus 
honorum  of the Regency Council, and had made a defi nite gain as the sole 
guardian ( tutrice ) of her children in the event of a minority. Therefore, 
despite having lost nominal autonomy, Isabeau of Bavaria was perhaps in a 
stronger position than before. 

 In conclusion, to twist a turn of phrase, even in madness, there is per-
haps method. The 1402 ordinance had been a fi rst attempt by a temporar-
ily recovered Charles VI to break the cycle of feuding, by raising his queen 
as an independent force between the dukes of Burgundy and Orleans, 
while that of April 1403 sought to neutralize further the dukes’ potential 
for unlicensed absolutism through the check of quasi-majority rule. The 
collegiate administration was intended to prevent any one prince being 
able to intimidate his way to supremacy by keeping power and respon-
sibility divided up as much as possible—as did the mere act of including 
the queen. The sovereign status of Isabeau of Bavaria trumped any claims 
for preeminence based on seniority or blood relationship that might be 
pursued by the dukes, while she herself was not a force that could imperil 
the king. Her rank and position as queen gave her power, but that (quite 
clearly) was inextricably dependent on her relationship with the king and 
one might argue that this made her above all others more neutral, with no 
agenda of her own. As the king’s wife and the legal guardian of his heir, 
she was the most entitled to act as a proxy yet, unlike the rest of the royal 
family, could never be a successor herself; so she was no threat.  50   A queen 
has power (the capacity to persuade people to act or make things hap-
pen) but no royal authority of her own, no publicly recognized right to 
rule.  51   If authority was granted or sanctioned by the king, and  recognized 
by his peers, a queen held it and it was legitimate, as was the case for 
Isabeau for most of her reign. The provisions establishing the queen as 
head ( présidente ) of the Regency Council set her into a position of sub-
stantial authority and great vulnerability. While being appealed to, buf-
feted and threatened by both sides in an increasingly acrimonious civil war, 
Isabeau was careful always to claim intermediary status for her acts, as the 
representative and deputy of her husband’s authority—and she needed to 
do so. By sheer defi nition, the role of queen consort was as a subordinate 
to the king and Isabeau had to maintain the perception that she was acting 
only in support of her husband, not as an independent political being with 
her own agenda. However, Charles VI’s selection of Isabeau as head of the 
Regency Council, ruling in the king’s stead in his periods of illness with all 
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the powers of a lieutenant-general appointed in short periods of absence 
for war, demonstrates that the offi ce of queen was not regarded as periph-
eral to monarchy, but an integral part of it that could be utilized when 
necessary in the service of the Crown as a corporate entity and invested by 
the king with the authority of kingship. 

 The queen’s authority would be tested to the full over the twenty years 
following the outbreak of the king’s madness in 1392, and fi rst shared 
with, then gradually yielded to, her eldest son, the dauphin Louis, as he 
grew toward maturity, both in years and in diplomatic capability. As soon 
as it was legally possible, in the days before his thirteenth birthday, Isabeau 
organized Louis’s emancipation (his legal majority). Although Isabeau 
tended to retain chairmanship of the regency council, there were occa-
sions after 1410 when she might easily have attended but chose not to, 
thereby pushing forward her son into the limelight as next in line after 
her as the king’s deputy. The dauphin Louis represented the king dur-
ing the preliminary negotiations at Arras in September 1414, and at the 
later meetings at Saint-Denis and Paris in February 1415 that led to the 
eventual truce between the warring Burgundian and Orleanist/Armagnac 
factions. In fact, the phrase recorded by Michel Pintoin, the Religieux de 
Saint-Denis, in his account of the peace of Arras describes Louis’s role 
perfectly as the one “who held the reins of the State during his father’s 
illness.”  52   However, the end of 1415 witnessed two disasters for France, 
with the desolation of the battle of Agincourt in October and the sudden 
death of the dauphin Louis in December. Grieving and politically isolated, 
Isabeau of Bavaria would spend the remainder of her life, another long 20 
years, as subsumed and powerless as the rest of the country in the disaster 
of division and conquest. She was imprisoned by the Armagnac faction in 
1417, who issued an ordinance establishing her last remaining son, the 
future Charles VII, as the king’s deputy instead. It is an interesting coda 
to this discussion of the regency provisions to consider their later misuse as 
well. Although Isabeau was in no position to exert power herself in 1417, 
the ordinance of April 1403 naming her as the king’s deputy in periods of 
emergency Council-run government seems only to have been replicated 
(not revoked) when the dauphin was granted his title. By arguing that the 
grant of powers to Isabeau in 1403 was irrevocable, as Burgundy would 
claim when releasing her from captivity in 1418, it was worth his while 
to fund her and establish her as the fi gurehead of a rival regime, seeking 
to regain possession of the person of the king. Isabeau of Bavaria found 
herself in an unenviable situation, with no fi nancial backup of her own, no 
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power base, and absolutely no prospect of being able to take back govern-
ment herself. In such a scenario, control  of  the queen and her authority, by 
neutralizing her in prison like Armagnac or, like Burgundy, by persuasion 
or coercion, or perhaps even deceptive use of her titles and seals with no 
attempt or interest in gaining her consent or not, remained the ultimate 
weapon in the civil war. Regency authority somehow endured, despite the 
essential powerlessness personally of the individual regent queen. 
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      By rights, Leonor of Navarre should never have become a queen. Born 
the youngest child of Blanca I of Navarre and her consort Juan of Aragon 
in 1426, Leonor made a strategic marriage to the heir of the neighboring 
county of Foix. Leonor’s elder brother was designated as the Principe de 
Viana, or heir of Navarre, while her elder sister was married to the heir 
of Castile. However, after the death of Blanca I in 1441, Juan of Aragon 
refused to cede the title of King of Navarre to his son, triggering a civil 
war between those who supported the rights of the Principe de Viana and 
those who favored the continued rule of Juan of Aragon. Juan eventually 
disinherited the Principe and his elder daughter, Blanca, when they refused 
to support his continued rule and settled the succession to the Navarrese 
throne on Leonor and her husband, Gaston of Foix, in 1455. Although 
Leonor was named as the heir apparent and given the right to administer 
Navarre as her father’s lieutenant, she had a tortuous path to the throne, 
facing opposition from her elder siblings and their supporters, competition 
from her son, confl icts with her father, half-brother, and daughter-in-law, 
and struggled to gain acceptance from many of her subjects. When her 
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father fi nally died in 1479, Leonor only had a handful of weeks to enjoy 
the crown before her own death. 

 To this day, Leonor remains an unsympathetic fi gure as her legacy has 
been marred by criticism from chroniclers and she was later vilifi ed in 
popular literature. Her unsavory reputation comes from her unorthodox 
career, collaborating with her father to unseat her elder brother and sis-
ter as the heirs to the throne of Navarre, upsetting centuries of custom, 
undermining the laws of the  Fueros  and transgressing the established order 
of succession as set down in the reign of her grandfather, Carlos III, and 
her mother, Blanca I.  The untimely deaths of Leonor’s elder siblings, 
which conveniently removed them from her path to the throne, cast sus-
picion on Leonor, given how much she stood to gain from their demise, 
and gave Leonor the reputation of a kin slayer, who would not shy from 
killing those who stood in the way of her ambition. This reputation was 
amplifi ed in the nineteenth century, by novelists, historians, and other 
writers who wrote about the intensive dispute for the Navarrese succession 
and promoted the idea of Leonor as a villainess. 

 There are some interesting parallels between Leonor and her contem-
porary, Richard III of England. Richard was also accused of murder, or 
being complicit in the murder, of his kin in order to gain a throne. In 
both cases, the exact nature of the suspicious deaths remain a mystery, 
but both Leonor and Richard stand accused due to the benefi t that they 
stood to gain from their relatives’ deaths. While both Leonor and Richard 
have been vilifi ed in the works of historians and in popular culture, only 
Richard has begun to emerge from the onus of his dark reputation in 
recent years after the apparent rediscovery of his body by archaeologists 
and subsequent ceremonial reburial in Leicester Cathedral, which have 
prompted reevaluations of his life and reign. A plethora of new and reis-
sued material on Richard has emerged in popular history in reaction to 
the archaeological fi nd, many of which focus on Richard’s reputation and 
the allegation that he was responsible for the deaths of his nephews, the 
“Princes in the Tower.”  1   Popular interest in the reburial of Richard III led 
to the internment being broadcast live on the BBC and the foundation of 
a new visitor center in Leicester, which claims to offer a thorough and bal-
anced assessment of Richard’s reputation in its exhibition.  2   

 Leonor, on the other hand, retains the legacy of suspicion in her sib-
lings’ deaths and the reputation of a woman who stopped at nothing to 
satisfy her ambition for a crown. Though she has yet to benefi t from a 
surge of popular interest in recent years as Richard III has, Leonor is 
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also deserving of reexamination, in order to create a greater understand-
ing of both her career as a fi fteenth-century female ruler and how her 
 reputation as an overambitious kin slayer was created. This chapter will 
begin by tracing Leonor’s career from the moment that she usurped her 
siblings’ place in the line of succession until she fi nally attained the crown 
for which she worked and waited for nearly 25 years. Then the chapter will 
compare Leonor’s treatment by early modern historians and nineteenth- 
century writers in order to understand the development of her negative 
image. Finally, the chapter will conclude by evaluating her actions as a 
ruler in comparison to the charges laid against her by historians and writ-
ers in order to ascertain whether her blackened reputation is deserved. 
Ultimately, this chapter will argue that, given her tenacity to maintain her 
position and authority in intensely challenging circumstances and a lack 
of proof that Leonor had any direct involvement in her siblings’ deaths, 
Leonor should be rehabilitated as a strong female ruler, instead of being 
remembered as a villainess. 

   LEONOR IN THE HISTORICAL RECORD 
 It is impossible to understand the charges leveled at Leonor without a clear 
delineation of the events which created her negative reputation. While the 
confl ict between Juan of Aragon and his son, the Principe de Viana, has 
been explored extensively elsewhere, this section will particularly focus on 
the competition between Leonor and her sister Blanca, as it is this rela-
tionship in particular which was seized on by later writers as the reason for 
her dark reputation.  3   

 Leonor’s path to the throne began when her father Juan of Aragon 
summoned Gaston and Leonor to Barcelona in October 1455 to discuss 
his proposed changes to the succession. The couple’s ceremonial entry 
into Barcelona to meet with Juan demonstrated the wealth and power of 
the couple and their keen desire to impress Juan in hopes of being named 
the heirs of Navarre.  4   The agreement to promote Leonor and her husband 
in front of her elder siblings in the order of succession was reached on 
December 3, 1455, and was described by the Aragonese chronicler Zurita 
as “against the order and regulation of all laws, divine, natural and human 
and a great offence to God.”  5   Zurita termed this an act of “great inhu-
manity” particularly as the Principe de Viana and Princess Blanca had been 
disinherited without any opportunity for negotiation or reconciliation 
with their father.  6   While this change to the succession was unexpected and 
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certainly ran counter to ideas of primogeniture, it must be noted that Zurita 
was writing a century after these events occurred, and his  knowledge of 
the subsequent deaths of the  infantes  Carlos and Blanca most likely infl u-
enced his denunciation of the 1455 Barcelona agreement. 

 The new plans for the succession did not put an end to the war between 
Juan and Carlos which raged intermittently for the next six years and was 
only truly ended by Carlos’s death in September 1461, which has been 
alternatively blamed on consumption or poison.  7   The latter possibility 
became a part of Leonor’s “black legend” and will be discussed later in 
the chapter. Carlos’s supporters, the Beaumonts, immediately gave their 
backing to Princess Blanca, who was now in their eyes the rightful Queen 
of Navarre. Blanca had returned to Navarre in 1453 after a childless and 
probably unconsummated 13-year marriage to Enrique of Castile ended 
in an embarrassing divorce and had been her brother’s most stalwart sup-
porter in his fi ght to reclaim his rights from Juan of Aragon.  8   

 Even though Leonor possessed considerable advantages over her elder 
sister as her father’s designated heir and the mother of several children 
who could guarantee dynastic continuity, her position was not completely 
secure. Blanca set up a rival court in Olite only 40 kilometers (approxi-
mately 24 miles) away from Leonor’s own base at Sangüesa. Leonor and 
her husband Gaston of Foix were concerned both by the Beaumonts’s 
continued support of Blanca and by the possibility that the Count of 
Armagnac, Leonor’s fi rst cousin and Gaston’s regional rival, could stake a 
claim to the Navarrese throne through his mother Isabel of Navarre.  9   The 
new French king Louis XI also appeared to favor claim of Leonor’s sister 
Blanca, who Louis described as “our very dear and well beloved cousin, 
the Princess of Navarre.”  10   

 Leonor’s position was clearly under threat and decisive action was 
needed in order to secure her position as lieutenant of Navarre and heiress 
apparent from these formidable counterclaimants. Louis XI was brought 
on side through a marriage between his sister Magdalena and Leonor’s 
son and eventual heir Gaston, which was celebrated on March 7, 1462.  11   
With French support secured, Leonor reaffi rmed her position as heir-
ess in an accord with her father, Juan of Aragon, which was signed at 
Olite on April 12, 1462.  12   However, even with the avowed backing of 
both the French and Aragonese kings, Leonor’s position would never be 
fully secure while her sister remained in Navarre. A plan was immediately 
enacted to remove Blanca from the realm through the offer of a presti-
gious marriage to Charles, Duc de Berri, brother of Magdalena and Louis 
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XI. When Blanca refused, either because she had no desire to wed the 
French prince or because she suspected a ruse, she was taken north, into 
the Pyrenees, by force.  13   Thus only weeks after her father and sister had 
signed the accord at Olite, Blanca found herself a prisoner. During a brief 
stop at the Pyrenean monastery of Roncesvalles, on April 23, 1462, Blanca 
wrote a series of missives, complaining of her treatment by her family.  14   
Blanca claimed that

  the said Count of Foix and his wife, my sister, took me to exile me and dis-
inherit me of my kingdom of Navarre and make me make a donation and 
renunciation and transport my said kingdom or part of the other lordships, 
lands, rents and rights which pertain to me to the said Count of Foix, his 
wife or their children.  15   

 Blanca railed against her sister and her nieces and nephews who she 
claimed “want the said Kingdom of Navarre and reign there against all 
right, justice and good reason.”  16   Although Blanca named her father, Juan 
of Aragon, as the “principal…destructor of my honor, inheritance and 
rights” she noted that Leonor, Gaston, and their children participated 
“tacitly or expressly in my exile, disinheritance, seizure and pressure.”  17   

 Three days later, at St. Jean Pied de Port, she appealed in despera-
tion to her former husband, the King of Castile, her cousin the Count 
of Armagnac and the head of the Beaumont clan to help her escape her 
fate. On April 30, in a fi nal attempt to thwart the ambition of her sister 
and brother-in-law, she wrote up a document “donating” her right to 
the crown to her ex-husband, Enrique IV of Castile.  18   Shortly afterward, 
Blanca crossed the frontier of Navarre, into the territory of her brother-
in- law, the Count of Foix. There she was taken by the Captal de Buch 
to the formidable stronghold of Orthez. This episode, the kidnapping 
and imprisonment of Princess Blanca, became the cornerstone of Leonor’s 
“black legend.” The dramatic retelling of these events and the subsequent 
impact on Leonor’s reputation will be discussed later in the chapter. 

 Blanca’s disappearance did not initially guarantee Leonor’s position 
as undisputed heiress and the Beaumont faction still supported Blanca’s 
claim, even in her absence. Enrique of Castile took advantage of Blanca’s 
decision to “donate” her right to the Navarrese throne and promptly 
invaded the realm to press his claim. The Accord of Tafalla, drafted in 
late November 1464, was intended to resolve the matter of the succes-
sion by reviewing the position of all the claimants, including Princess 
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Blanca.  19   However, Blanca died on December 2, 1464, under mysterious 
 circumstances and was never able to return to Navarre to reassert her 
claim to the throne.  20   

 The death of both of Leonor’s siblings did not completely clear the 
fi eld of competitors or guarantee familial harmony. Zurita claims that 
Leonor and her husband decided that they “were not content with the 
role of lieutenant, but that they wanted to stick to (or be girded with) the 
royal crown.”  21   However, Juan of Aragon had fought off challenges to the 
Navarrese crown from his two oldest children, and Leonor and Gaston 
were equally unsuccessful in their attempts to extricate Juan from power 
in Navarre.  22   Instead, Juan removed Leonor and Gaston from power, 
appointing their son Gaston and his wife Magdalena of France as the new 
lieutenant-governors of Navarre on December 11, 1469.  23   This caused a 
great deal of anguish within the family, particularly for young Gaston who 
felt unable to reject the position that his formidable grandfather had given 
him, even if that meant angering his parents.  24   Leonor only regained her 
position due to her son’s untimely death while participating in a tourna-
ment on November 23, 1470.  25   If her son had survived, it is likely that 
he would have retained the lieutenancy and ultimately succeeded to the 
throne of Navarre in her place, ousting her completely from the succes-
sion. As it was, Leonor’s triumphal return to the lieutenancy had come at a 
terrible cost; the loss of her eldest son and heir with no hope of reconciling 
after their bitter split.  26   

 Juan was only willing to return the lieutenancy of Navarre to Leonor 
after she signed the Convention of Olite on May 30, 1471, in which she 
had to acknowledge him as King of Navarre until his death and agree to 
Juan’s right to name the keepers of Navarre’s castles and fortresses as well 
as the right to occupy the strongholds of the realm.  27   It was Leonor’s last 
attempt to dislodge her father from the Navarrese throne. She had to 
remain content with her hard-won position as heiress apparent and rule as 
lieutenant until his death. However, the infi ghting within the family, pit-
ting sibling against sibling and parent against child, left a bitter aftertaste 
and Leonor’s role in this dramatic family saga established her reputation 
as an overly ambition woman who prioritized a crown over family har-
mony or unity. 

 In spite of the continual family quarrels, Leonor proved to be an active 
and able lieutenant, even though she was administering the realm during a 
time of acute crisis.  28   She tried to mitigate the damage done to the key cit-
ies of the realm, such as Estella, due to the ongoing civil confl ict.  29   Leonor 
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also attempted to reduce the tension in realm which had been created by 
the dispute between her father and brother and had been further fueled 
by the ongoing succession crisis and as Zurita noted “attempt to arrive at 
a stable peace.”  30   

 Despite Leonor’s efforts, Navarre continued to be riven with confl ict 
and the continuing division in the realm made it incredibly diffi cult for 
Leonor to govern effectively, as some towns such as Tafalla and the capital 
Pamplona that had been sympathetic to her brother, the Principe de Viana, 
were opposed to her rule as her father’s lieutenant.  31   Leonor also strug-
gled due to inadequate support from her family, who at times actively or 
surreptitiously, worked against her. Her only true ally, her husband Gaston 
IV of Foix, died on July 10, 1472, ironically while en route to give sup-
port to Leonor and their partisans in the Pyrenean town of Roncesvalles 
where Leonor’s sister Blanca penned a vitriolic response to her unwill-
ing captivity ten years earlier.  32   Gaston’s death meant that Magdalena of 
France, widow of Leonor’s lost son Gaston, was now regent in Foix for 
Leonor’s grandson Francisco Fébo and she could not be counted on to 
continue to provide key military and fi nancial support Leonor’s lieuten-
ancy in Navarre.  33   

 Navarre’s strategic position as a Pyrenean gateway meant that it was 
literally trapped between the hostilities and rivalry of the kings of Aragon, 
Castile, and France—all of whom were also members of her natal or mar-
tial family. Both the Iberian and French kings were keen to secure Navarre 
in order to attack or prevent an attack via the Pyrenean passes. Leonor’s 
half-brother Ferdinand of Aragon and her new sister-in-law, Isabel of 
Castile, aimed to eliminate the possibility that the French could bring an 
army through the Pyrenees through the establishment of a Castilian pro-
tectorate in Navarre in 1476 which hindered Leonor’s ability to exercise 
authority as lieutenant.  34   

 Although her administration of Navarre as her father’s lieutenant lasted 
for nearly 25 years, Leonor only ruled as queen for a matter of a few 
ephemeral weeks between her father’s death in January 1479 and her own 
the following month. Her extended lieutenancy had prepared her to rule 
as a fully fl edged sovereign, but she did not get the opportunity to exer-
cise the royal prerogative for very long. However, Leonor’s administration 
of the realm lasted longer than her mother’s rule or that of her ancestor 
Juana II, even if Leonor was only a lieutenant for the majority of that 
time. This brief delineation of Leonor’s career demonstrates her ability as 
a ruler, particularly as she was able to retain her place in spite of intensive 
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challenges she faced from the faction within the realm who sought to 
unseat her and the alternative claimants within her family who posed a 
serious threat to her position. Leonor’s tenacity and her ability to navigate 
the turbulent political landscape both within and surrounding Navarre is 
worthy of greater attention, yet the majority of interest in her reign has 
come from those who have focused almost exclusively on the question of 
whether or not she can be held accountable for her siblings’ deaths.  

   EVALUATING LEONOR’S RULE AND REPUTATION 
IN THE WORKS OF LATER AUTHORS 

 This section will evaluate Leonor’s treatment in historical and fi ctional 
works after her death, with particular focus on the nineteenth century 
when a plethora of works emerged which focused on her life, in order to 
understand the development of her negative reputation. Leonor has often 
been represented as a scheming villainess, driven by ambition to claim a 
crown and willing to kill her own siblings if necessary in order to reach 
her goals. This negative image of Leonor was fuelled by the nineteenth- 
century romantic works of Francisco Navarro Villoslada, whose popular 
novels  Doña Blanca de Navarra  (fi rst published in 1847) and a later work, 
provocatively titled,  El ante-Cristo ;  La princesa de Viana , renewed interest 
in the lives of the two sisters.  35   These works were quickly translated into 
English and printed in various editions including a three-volume work 
which retained the original title  Doña Blanca de Navarra  and another 
version published in Philadelphia under the title  The Queen ’ s Favorite; or 
The Price of a Crown: an Historical Romance of the Fifteenth Century .  36   
These works portray the two sisters in opposition, with Blanca as the tragic 
victim of the aggressive ambition of her scheming sister Leonor. This por-
trayal of Leonor, though fi ctional, was clearly infl uenced by early modern 
chroniclers like Moret, Zurita, and Favyn. However, in keeping with the 
medium of a romantic novel, Villoslada took the portrayal of the two sis-
ters as heroine and villainess to a dramatic extreme. Blanca is described as 
“the most beautiful of women, the most unfortunate of queens” whereas 
Leonor is noted as a “woman of severe and almost masculine beauty, of 
haughty look and majestic bearing” who discomfi ts all the men in her 
presence, even her son.  37   Villoslada continually emphasizes Leonor’s 
“unrelenting cruelty” and describes her as “haughty and domineering.”  38   

 The imprisonment and death of Princess Blanca caught the imagina-
tion of nineteenth-century readers and spread the dark legend of Leonor, 
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the sister slayer. However, Villoslada was hardly the only one publishing 
the tale. The story of the two sisters turns up in an extensive number 
of nineteenth-century works in Spanish, French, and English including 
national and regional histories, travel guides, and even the  Monthly Packet 
of Evening Readings for Younger Members of the English Church.   39   Many 
of these works predate Villoslada’s novel, so the popularity of his work 
was not the only reason for the intense interest in these two fi fteenth-
century sisters. 

 The interest in the sisters’ tale in English language works can be linked 
to an infl ux of tourism to the Pyrenean region, and Pau in particular, 
during the nineteenth century. In the fi rst half of the century, the more 
adventurous of the economically privileged travelers who were part of the 
“Romantic” era of the Grand Tour did sometimes venture to the Pyrenean 
region.  40   A great surge of English travelers to the region in the latter half 
of the century was provoked by Dr. Alexander Taylor’s 1845 work  On 
the Curative Infl uence of the Climate of Pau and the Mineral Waters of the 
Pyrenees on Disease .  41   This interest in the region continued throughout 
the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, to the extent that Pau was 
sometimes referred to as an “English town.” 

 Louisa Stuart Costello and Sabine Baring-Gould’s versions of the story 
in their respective travelogues are excellent examples of the negative treat-
ment of Leonor by writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, which appears to be clearly infl uenced by early modern historians.  42   
Baring-Gould has an extended coverage of the history of Navarre from 
the death of Blanca I in 1441 and the civil war which was indirectly trig-
gered by the codicil in Blanca I’s will which allowed Juan to retain the 
title King of Navarre at the expense of their son, the Principe de Viana.  43   
Both accounts are fairly thorough, though somewhat melodramatic, and 
demonstrate that both authors must have read into the situation, even if 
they do not cite the sources of their information. Costello does briefl y 
mention Moret in one of her notes which clearly suggests that she has read 
his account and she also repeats a particular line about the “vengeance of 
Heaven” which exactly echoes the account of Zurita, suggesting that she 
may have also read his work.  44   

 While in theory Baring-Gould may have based her own account on 
Costello’s, it is important to note that they differ slightly in content and 
tone and Baring-Gould’s includes more historical context both before and 
after the event. However, both accounts describe the seizure of Princess 
Blanca and her forced trans-Pyrenean journey in detail and paint Blanca as 
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the hapless victim of the machinations of her relatives. There is a slight dif-
ference in the portrayal of Leonor, however; Baring-Gould labeled Leonor 
as “ambitious and unscrupulous” while Costello clearly links Leonor to 
the crime but appears to argue that the mastermind of the whole affair and 
the death of the Principe de Viana was their stepmother Juana Enríquez.  45   
Baring-Gould adheres to the line of the early modern chroniclers in link-
ing the death of Princess Blanca to the later tragedies of Leonor’s children 
and descendants and Leonor’s ephemeral rule as queen, claiming that “the 
crime committed brought but a bitter gain.”  46   

 Exactly what happened to Princess Blanca and where she died is a mat-
ter of some dispute in these works. Most early modern historians and later 
writers seem to agree that Blanca was imprisoned in the fortifi ed castle of 
Orthez, specifi cally in the impressive Tour Moncade. Local legends claim 
that the princess (known as “La Dame Blanche”) still haunts this tower, 
seeking vengeance for her murder.  47   Louisa Stuart Costello picked up on 
this local tale and claimed in her guide that “the pale shade of Queen 
Blanche still fl its among the ruined battlements of [la Tour] Moncade.”  48   
Sabine Baring-Gould suggests that perhaps the preoccupation with this 
legend comes from the Orthez being a “dull town” with “little to occupy it 
except to brood on the past.”  49   In contrast, George Bradshaw’s  Illustrated 
Travellers ’  Hand-Book to France  (1807) includes Orthez on Tour 65 and 
notes that the town is the location of “the decayed Castle Moncade where 
Blanche of Castile was poisoned by her sister, the wife of Gaston IV and 
where Gaston, surnamed Phoebus, killed his own son and died.”  50   

 However, a few French writers have suggested that Princess Blanca was 
taken to Lescar and died there instead of at Orthez. Henri Courteault was 
vehement in his support for Lescar and blamed the popular belief that the 
princess died at Orthez on “the imagination of an English historian.”  51   
This assertion was publically criticized in turn in a special notice in the 
 Revue de Gascogne  in 1896.  52   Ironically perhaps, Louisa Stuart Costello 
had already attempted to debunk the theory that Blanca may have died at 
Lescar back in 1844:

  Some historians say that Blanche was confi ned in the castle of Lescar, but 
there is no foundation for the assertion. No castle but that of Pau or Orthez 
would have been suffi ciently strong to retain a prisoner of such importance. 
Moret, and other Spanish authors, relate the event as above.  53   
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 There is little disagreement that the princess was buried at Lescar, how-
ever, which may have been the source of the confusion. 

 The manner of Blanca’s death is less disputed as nearly all of the sources 
claim that she was poisoned either directly or at the behest of her sister 
Leonor, even though there is no direct proof of this. Poison may have 
been alleged purely because Blanca’s death was both suspicious and unex-
plained. Although she may well have died from natural causes, the con-
venient timing of her death, just when there was a concerted effort in 
Navarre to resolve the succession crisis by bringing all the claimants for-
ward for a diplomatic solution, gave her death the appearance of foul play. 
Poison may have also been suspected as it was considered to be an ideal 
weapon for women to use.  54   The connection to poison further darkened 
Leonor’s reputation, as it was considered to be an underhand method of 
murder and one that Garthine Walker notes was “attributed with negative 
feminine characteristics—weak, foolish, wicked, cunning.”  55   

 Thus the mysterious circumstances of Blanca’s death and the fact that 
Leonor, as a woman, was accused appears to have been all the evidence 
which has led to the consensus that poison was the weapon used against 
the princess. This accusation may have originated from the seventeenth- 
century Navarrese chronicler, José de Moret.  56   Certainly his contem-
porary, the French chronicler Favyn, who is more dubious of the story, 
claims that “Spanish authors” originated the tale.  57   However, Moret did 
not accuse Leonor of administering the poison, only that one of her ladies 
supplied the fatal dose, it is merely insinuated that the order originated 
with Leonor. However, nineteenth-century writers were happy to claim 
that Blanca was “poisoned by her sister.”  58   

 Moreover, Leonor is not the only queen of this period whose “black 
legend” includes accusations of poisoning. Bona Sforza, a queen of Poland 
born less than 20 years after Leonor’s death, was also accused of being a 
poisoner in contemporary sources and continues to be perceived as such in 
modern popular culture.  59   More famously perhaps, Catherine de Medici, 
another of Leonor’s near contemporaries, was also noted for her skill with 
poison; this allegation has become so fi rmly associated with her that it is 
mentioned in a recently published textbook on toxicology.  60   Sutherland 
notes the association between the infamous French regent and poison 
in her exploration of Catherine de Medici’s reputation, “The Legend of 
the Wicked Italian Queen.”  61   One infamous episode of poisoning asso-
ciated with Catherine de Medici was the death of her contemporary 
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and supposed rival, Jeanne de Albret, Queen of Navarre and Leonor’s 
great-great granddaughter. The nineteenth-century writer Martha Walker 
Freer relates the legend that Catherine may have caused Jeanne’s death 
through poison administered through food or even poisoned gloves, even 
though a postmortem attributed her death to ill health.  62   However, the 
contemporary pamphlets which were responsible for creating this reputa-
tion as a poisoner claimed she was far more prolifi c—accusing her of “the 
attempted poisoning of three of her sons and the entire army of the Prince 
de Condé.”  63   

 Like Leonor, Catherine de Medici featured in nineteenth-century nov-
els; interestingly, however, Catherine’s reputation as a poisoner was at 
least partially combated in the famous novel by Honoré de Balzac. When 
Charles IX asks Lorenzo Ruggiero, an expert in poisons, if his mother, 
Catherine, has ever asked for any poison from him, Lorenzo replies, 
“Queen Catherine is too able a woman to employ such means. She 
knows that the sovereign who poisons dies by poison…The queen is from 
Florence, she knows that poison should never be used except as a weapon 
of personal revenge.”  64   

 In contrast, Villoslada’s novel emphasizes Leonor’s use of poison at 
several points in his novel. There is a prolonged scene between the two 
sisters, where Blanca agrees to sign over her rights to Leonor and the two 
drink a toast.  65   To show her good faith, Leonor drinks the fi rst half of 
the glass and then subtlety laces it with poison and passes it to her sister. 
Leonor’s action to poison her sister appears even more malicious because 
Blanca appears all too willing to renounce her claim to the throne in this 
scene and renew good relations with her sister as demonstrated in her 
toast to Leonor before Blanca drank from the poisoned goblet:

  My sister! may God bless you in your children; may you sit on the throne of 
Navarre, and may they succeed you; may God grant you the happiness he 
has denied to me, and forget your faults, as I forget and forgive the injuries 
which you have done to me.  66   

 Leonor’s involvement in the deaths of both her sister and brother are 
made crystal clear in Villoslada’s novel—Leonor freely admits her guilt in 
her discussion with her Jewish physician, Jehu:

  The poison you gave my brother Carlos, heaven rest his soul, caused him 
to suffer a thousand pangs for the space of eight days, and occasioned us a 

172 E. WOODACRE



world of anxiety, lest we should be discovered. I afterwards took you into 
my service, and loaded you with riches; I asked of you a poison for my sister 
Blanca, who is now in heaven, a more active poison, and which should pro-
duce less pain than the other, and you gave me one so potent.  67   

   Although the allegation of poisoning her siblings has never been defi -
nitely proven, the emphasis on Leonor’s supposed crimes dominates any 
analysis of her life both in popular culture and in the work of nineteenth- 
century historians. Antonio Cavanilles claimed the “so many crimes 
opened the way to the throne of Navarre for Doña Leonor.”  68   In his non- 
fi ction appendix to the novel, Villoslada reaffi rms his opinion of Leonor’s 
responsibility for the deaths of her siblings—“Thus the path to the throne 
was made straight for unprincipled ambition. The Countess of Foix suc-
ceeded to the throne of Navarre, as the reward of fratricide.”  69   Ambroise 
Rendu included Leonor’s husband in the criticism, arguing that Leonor 
and Gaston’s diffi culty in maintaining her lieutenancy in Navarre was evi-
dence that “the parricides, complicit in her death could not enjoy the 
fruits of their crime with tranquility.”  70   It is interesting that Gaston is not 
mentioned as frequently in association with Blanca’s death, even though 
it took place in one of his strongholds. However, Emile Garet alleged that 
Gaston was so overcome with guilt for his involvement in his sister-in- 
law’s death that he abandoned Orthez and made Pau his primary seat.  71   

 Leonor’s death scene in Villoslada’s novel makes it clear that her 
incredibly brief reign as queen after years of effort to obtain the crown 
was a price she had to pay for her scheming. The hero, Ximeno, declares 
to the dying queen who fears that she too has been poisoned: “Leonora! 
it is not the hand of man which kills you; you are smitten by the bolt of 
divine justice!”  72   In an attempt to provide a deeply ironic twist, Villoslada 
had altered the death date of Blanca in his novel to February 12, 1464, so 
that Leonor could die exactly 15 years later, after a reign of just 15 days.  73   
In her death throes, Leonor grasps this terrible irony and rails against her 
brief reign:

  God has permitted me to reign fi fteen days, but during those fi fteen days 
I have not passed a single decree as a sovereign. History will not record a 
single document bearing my signature as queen in my own right; I have 
conferred no benefi t on my people; I have only been a queen in my horrible 
sufferings; my reign will not pass into oblivion, but it will be only remem-
bered with maledictions. God, God alone could have chastised me in so 
signal a manner!  74   
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   Villoslada’s nineteenth-century work echoes the judgments of near 
contemporary chroniclers of Leonor’s reign. Moret argued that Leonor’s 
diffi culties ruling the realm as lieutenant were her own fault:

  God wanted her to suffer (the authors said this in common) to punish her 
great crimes committed against the Prince and Princess of Viana, her elder 
siblings, with the end of depriving them of the crown of Navarre.  75   

   In a similar vein, the chronicler Andre Favyn suggested that the tragic 
death of Leonor’s eldest son happened “by divine permission, for the 
vengeance and punishment of the hastened death of the Princess Blanca 
of Navarre.”  76   Louis Pierre Anquetil went so far as to suggest that the 
Annexation of 1512, when Leonor’s granddaughter Catalina lost the 
kingdom of Navarre to Ferdinand of Aragon, was the result of the “atro-
cious crime” perpetuated by Leonor which doomed her entire line and 
made them illegal and unjust successors to the Navarrese crown.  77    

   CONCLUSIONS: REALITY VERSUS REPUTATION 
 While early modern and nineteenth-century writers have passed judgment 
on Leonor’s reign, condemning her for her supposed crimes, it is diffi cult 
to truly evaluate the effectiveness of Leonor’s rule of Navarre, given the 
upheaval that the realm was experiencing in the midst of civil war and 
caught between the rivalries of Juan and his Castilian and French adversar-
ies. There has been criticism from early modern chroniclers and later his-
torians that both Juan and Leonor put their own ambitions to rule before 
the welfare of Navarre by changing the succession of the realm to suit their 
own selfi sh desires.  78   Although it could be argued that part of the cause 
of the internal confl ict in the realm was due to the Gaston and Leonor’s 
ambition to be promoted ahead of her elder siblings, the responsibility 
for the ongoing confl ict clearly originated in her father’s unwillingness to 
cede the royal title to his children. Villoslada harshly condemned Juan’s 
actions with regard to his eldest children:

  Thus the insensate monarch disposed of an inheritance which did not belong 
to him, and conferred a right which he did not possess himself; and, adding 
barbarity to injustice, he bound himself never to become reconciled with or 
to forgive his son and daughter.  79   
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   Boissonade summarized the impact of Juan’s reign: “a state ruined 
by civil war, disabled by anarchy, that is the heritage that Juan II left.”  80   
While Leonor has often been characterized as overambitious for a crown 
that should not have been hers, would she have been able to gracefully 
decline her father’s offer to usurp her siblings place in the line of succes-
sion? Crossing her irascible father by failing to fall in with his scheme for 
the succession would not have been prudent for her and her husband, 
given Foix and Aragon’s shared border. Indeed, as discussed previously, 
the same argument was made when her son usurped her lieutenancy, that 
the young Gaston had no option but to concur with Juan’s decision to 
award him the lieutenancy. To oppose Juan was to invite destruction, as 
Leonor’s older siblings learned to their cost. Perhaps what has been inter-
preted as Leonor’s overweening ambition could instead be seen as a keen 
survival instinct. 

 The idea that Leonor was responsible for the death of one or both of 
her siblings in her quest for a crown and that her short reign and troubled 
lieutenancy were all a form of divine recompense for the crimes that she 
allegedly perpetrated has become embedded in any analysis of her career, 
fi ctional or historical. In his novel, Villoslada’s hero Ximeno declares that 
“history will pronounce a righteous judgment on the ruthless Countess of 
Foix—will be as severe as heaven towards her.”  81   History has indeed passed 
judgment on Leonor and the largely negative accounts of the chroniclers 
and the nineteenth-century writers have inevitably colored the perception 
of modern historians. Leonor’s unsympathetic character may be part of 
the reason why she has not been the subject of a great deal of academic 
study. Although Eloisa Ramírez Vaquero remains fairly neutral in her 
monograph for the  Reyes de Navarra  series, Leonor’s reputation has not 
yet been fully rehabilitated by scholars. Unlike Richard III, Leonor has 
not attracted enough interest from scholars or the general public which 
might inspire a revisionist account of her reign. 

 Anyone who might have been able to say with certainty how Blanca 
died and whether her sister had a hand in her demise is long since dead. 
It is clear that Blanca was held in her brother-in-law’s Pyrenean territo-
ries and Leonor obviously had the most to gain from her elder sister’s 
demise. It is too easy to dismiss Leonor, as the nineteenth-century writ-
ers did, as an overambitious schemer who would do anything to obtain a 
crown, shedding the blood of her own siblings and her subjects in order 
to attain the throne. However, a deeper investigation of her long lieu-
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tenancy and ephemeral reign shows a woman who fought tenaciously to 
 preserve her place but also worked tirelessly to administer a realm which 
was crippled by internal confl ict and the center of the political schemes of 
France, Aragon, and Castile. She tried to broker peace, fi ght off those who 
opposed her, repair the wounds caused by confl ict, protect the sovereignty 
of the realm, and keep the wheels of governance turning. Leonor was not 
always successful in achieving all of these aims but given the background 
of confl ict and the lack of cooperation she received from all of her fam-
ily members, bar her loyal husband, it is a huge achievement that she 
survived to wear the crown at all. Many writers have argued that Leonor 
deserved the troubled lieutenancy, personal tragedies, an ephemeral reign, 
and a blackened reputation, basing their assumption that she committed 
a crime that cannot be proven. However, a more fi tting description of her 
would be that of a resolute ruler who successfully overcame a multitude 
of challenges in order to survive in a diffi cult political landscape and gain 
a hard-fought throne. 

 Leonor’s life and legend are a key example of a queen’s reputation that 
can be permanently damaged by assumption and insinuation. While there 
is no doubt that Leonor was complicit in the seizure and imprisonment of 
her sister Blanca, the assumption that Leonor was involved in her sister’s 
death is less clear. The insinuation that poison was used, or even adminis-
tered, by Leonor in order to clear the path to the Navarrese throne has no 
basis whatsoever in fact but the rumor started in the sixteenth century had 
become established as legend by the nineteenth century and was happily 
parroted by the writers of that era. The image of Leonor as not only a kin 
slayer, but a poisoner, created the persona of an underhand and schem-
ing woman whose ambition knew no bounds. The succession of a queen 
is rarely straightforward, and in Leonor’s case, as both a woman and a 
younger sibling, her path to the throne was diffi cult and complicated. 
As a woman, she had no option to vanquish her rivals honorably on the fi eld 
of battle to assure her accession, in the same way as Henry Tudor’s victory 
over Richard III at Bosworth in 1485 established him as the next king 
of England. Multiple public declarations by her father, Juan of Aragon, 
and the avowed support of Louis XI, King of France, was not enough 
to ensure Leonor’s position as heiress apparent. Ultimately, Leonor’s 
accession required some unorthodox reordering of the established line 
of succession and involved a few untimely, but convenient deaths, casting 
suspicion on her as the benefi ciary of her siblings’ demise. This unusual, 
and fairly dramatic, mode of succession generated comment from her 
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contemporaries which developed into a “black legend” which cast Leonor 
as a villainess. This negative mythology has damaged Leonor’s reputa-
tion and has perhaps discouraged further exploration of her life and career 
which could shift the focus from a presumption of guilt in the death of her 
sister to an appreciation of Leonor’s political acumen and activity during a 
very turbulent period of Navarrese history. This chapter has explored both 
Leonor’s career and the development of her “black legend,” demonstrat-
ing that her reputation as a scheming kin slayer is undeserved and that, 
instead, the lasting image of her should be that of a strong and determined 
lieutenant/queen, whose instinct to survive helped her navigate the chal-
lenging political landscape of late fi fteenth-century Iberia.  
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