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T

he medieval period is often associated
with stories of powerful kings
engaging in bloodthirsty battles. From
Charlemagne to Edward I of England,
it is usually male rulers whose lives
have been immortalised in the history books
and who are credited with transforming their
nations’ respective destinies – whether for better
or for worse. Often overlooked, however, is the
vital role played by queens and other female
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rulers of the period.
In this month’s essential guide, we
examine some of the most powerful and
influential royal women of the Middle Ages,
revealing stories of queens who ruled in their
own right and those who pulled the strings
behind the scenes. And, with help from
queenship expert Dr Elena Woodacre, we’ll
assess the skills required to be a strong medieval
queen and stand firm in the face of adversity.

28 Q&A: Medieval queens and power
How much control did medieval queens have over their subjects and court?
Dr Elena Woodacre answers the key questions
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An in-depth look at the life of one of medieval Europe’s most powerful queens

32 The four Matildas
Why four women with the same forename would come to wield exceptional influence
over England during the 11th and 12th centuries

36 Q&A: Medieval queens and image
How your subjects saw you – or how you allowed yourself to be seen – was incredibly
important for queens during the Middle Ages

39 Isabella of France
The story of the woman who forged good relations between France and England,
before eventually deposing her own husband

40 9 queens you might not have heard of
From Seondeok of Silla to Razia, Sultan of Delhi, these rulers may not be as wellknown, but are all as deserving of wider recognition
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How did medieval queens balance their roles as wives, mothers and rulers?

47 Philippa of Hainault
The life of Edward III’s devoted wife, dubbed the ‘Mother of the English Nation’

48 Margaret of Anjou
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The French-born queen who would help lead the Lancastrian
faction during the chaotic Wars of the Roses

49 Elizabeth Woodville and Edward IV
Inside the union between Edward IV and his ‘commoner’ bride Elizabeth Woodville

54 13 more medieval queens
We delve into the lives of other royal women who sat on the throne
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MEDIEVAL QUEENS AND POWER

EVERYTHING YOU WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT...

LEFT: Blanche of Castile with son
Louis, for whom she was regent

MEDIEVAL QUEENS
AND POWER

Dr Elena Woodacre answers key questions about the extent to
which royal women exerted their influence during the Middle Ages
Q: How much power did
medieval queens actually have?
A: One of the big debates in this area of
research is whether we should use the
terms ‘power’ or ‘agency’ when referring
to medieval queens – agency is being
able to decide something for yourself
and not have someone tell you what to
do, whereas power is more about telling
someone else what to do.
Agency is often used in relation
to medieval queens, but there is an
argument that this might underplay the
power of queens, because the so-called
‘soft power’ is harder to see. That type

of influence, particularly when exerted
over queens’ husbands, may have taken
place in private and not necessarily
been noted down. Equally, sometimes
it’s not recorded because – especially in
the Middle Ages – monastic chroniclers
perhaps didn’t want to overplay the
power of women, or maybe weren’t as
aware of the power of women in those
more intimate settings.
Obviously it’s much easier
to see regnant and regent
queens exercising power and
authority, by ruling in their
GETT
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absentee king, or standing in for a king
who is incapacitated (as in the cases of
Margaret of Anjou and Isabeau of Bavaria,
queen consorts of Henry VI of England
and Charles VI of France respectively).
One of the things that I focus on in
my academic research is power-sharing
dynamics – the idea that every ruling
couple, whether a king and queen
consort or a regnant queen and a king
consort, has to decide how they’re going
to share power. Sometimes the balance
is even, but other times more power
will lie with one individual. But the
key thing is that they both have to
be happy with that split. And when
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Q: What were medieval
attitudes towards
regnant queens?
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A: The early modern period often springs
to mind when historians talk about the
‘gynocracy debate’. It’s a discussion
that’s dominated by the likes of Scottish
minister and theologian John Knox,

ABOVE: Æthelflæd, ruler of Mercia,
was renowned for her wisdom
Isabeau of Bavaria with Charles VI of France, for whom she deputised during his bouts of illness
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LEFT: A statue of John Knox, who
strongly opposed female rule

BELOW: Isabella of Castile, painted
in c1490 at the height of her power

who published a famous work in 1558
named The First Blast of the Trumpet
Against the Monstrous Regiment of
Women, arguing that rule by females was
unnatural and contrary to the teachings
of the Bible.
In the Middle Ages, however, we see
a different kind of intellectual debate
taking place between writers about the
role of women in society in general, and
within that, there was praise for strong
female rulers. Blanche of Castile, regent
for Louis IX, for example, was praised
for her ability, while Æthelflæd of Mercia
was heralded for her wisdom.
That’s not to say that there wasn’t any
pushback against women rulers in the
medieval period, though; it was harder for
women to come to the throne and harder
for women to overtly exercise power in
some ways. And they were often secondchoice successors: only in the absence of a
male heir or if there was no other option
to continue the dynasty. But at the same
time, resistance to female rule wasn’t a
given – especially if they ruled well.

Q: Who would you say were the
most powerful queens of the
Middle Ages?
A: This is a hard one! One of my
favourite medieval queens actually comes
right at the end of the Middle Ages, and
that’s Isabella of Castile, who was an
incredibly powerful queen. She had to
fight tooth and nail for her place on the
throne, and once she got there, she had
to whip Castile back into shape after
a century of turmoil – the 15th century
for Iberia was as traumatic as it was in
England with its Wars of the Roses. But
Isabella rose to the challenge.
Obviously, we have to credit some of
her success to her ruling partnership
with husband Ferdinand of Aragon,
but Isabella was never steamrolled by
Ferdinand. She held her position as the
regnant queen of Castile, and she and
Ferdinand created a kind of golden age
in their two neighbouring kingdoms.
Another very powerful queen was
Margaret, queen of Denmark, Norway

A stained-glass window in Cumbria depicting Margaret of Scotland, who was
renowned for her charitable acts towards the poor and was later canonised

“Women were often
second-choice successors,
but resistance to female
rule wasn’t a given”
(from 1387) and Sweden (from 1389).
Margaret is particularly interesting
because she was a queen and yet not
quite a queen – her power was wielded
through various male relatives – but
there’s no doubt that she was the true
power behind the throne.

Q: How important was
patronage for a medieval
queen, in terms of power
and influence?
A: The act of patronage – and specifically
religious patronage – was very important
during the Middle Ages. It’s a really active
area of queenship studies because it was
a way that queens could exert a great deal
of influence.
While religious patronage could spill
over into cultural patronage in terms of
sponsoring the decoration of palaces and
churches, it also included the founding
of religious institutions that could signal
political alliances at the same time.
Margaret of France, Isabella of France

and Philippa of Hainault, for example,
were all patrons of Greyfriars’ Church
in London, but that patronage was also
connected to their mutual Capetian ties
(they were all related to the Capetian
dynasty of France).
Being on good terms with the Church
could be beneficial to medieval queens
in other ways, too. For example,
when John of England refused to pay
Berengaria of Navarre the pension she
was owed as the queen dowager and
widow of Richard I, Pope Innocent III
intervened on her behalf.
Isabella of Aragon, 13th-century
queen consort of Denis of Portugal,
is another example of a medieval
queen who used patronage to her own
advantage. Her religious activities and
religious patronage not only gave her
power and influence during her lifetime,
but she was canonised as St Elizabeth
of Portugal in 1625, and thus left a
substantial legacy. Margaret of Scotland
(c1045/6–1093) was similarly canonised
and held up as a shining example of a
medieval queen.

Q: Is there a particular point
during the medieval period that
queens held more power than in
other times?
A: There used to be a feeling that the early
Middle Ages – when you see women like
Emma of Normandy and Edith of Wessex
– was a high point for medieval queenship.
This is because the looser structures of
monarchy gave women far more
MARCH 2021
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MEDIEVAL QUEENS AND POWER
LEFT: Richard II and Anne of Bohemia
both came from equally powerful stock
MAIN: The tomb of Henry IV and Joan of
Navarre. His death put her in
a tough position
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space, if you like, for power
and authority.
Then, as succession became
more regularised and primogeniture
was more widely established, it was
argued that queens primarily became
‘brood mares’ and that their power and
influence waned until the early modern
period when women like Catherine de’
Medici (wife of Henry II of France) and
England’s Tudor queens came along.
However, that’s a theory that has really
been challenged, and actually, we can
see a lot more continuity in terms of the
power queens exercised. Yes, the nature
of power changed as monarchy changed,
but if you look at the 12th century –
the proposed ‘low point’ for medieval
queens – there are many reigning women
wielding a great deal of influence: Urraca
of Castile, Melisende of Jerusalem,
Tamar of Georgia and other Byzantine
empresses, for instance.
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Q: Is there a difference in
the ways queens ruled
in Europe compared with
those elsewhere in the
medieval world?
A: The assumption would be that
queenship changed a lot from the ancient
to the modern era, and that it differed
according to religion and geographical
contexts. But one of the things I have
found is that the expectations of queens
and how they were expected to behave
was mirrored across the world.
Demonstrating piety and religious
patronage, for example, can be seen
in Japan and elsewhere in Asia in this
period. The importance of motherhood
and maternity were also constants across
different royal cultures.
30
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“The importance of
motherhood and maternity
were both constants across
different royal cultures”
Q: Were queens from royal
backgrounds able to wield
more power than so-called
‘commoner’ queens?
A: In the European context, it was the
norm, if you like, for a queen to be a
princess. But at the end of the Middle
Ages we see Anne Neville and Elizabeth
Woodville as queen consorts in England –
women who were both non-royal.
One advantage that foreign princesses
had over internal queens was the backing
and standing of her dynasty – someone
like Anne of Bohemia, for example, the
daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor,
would have had an immediate gravitas
at her new court. If her husband,
Richard II, had tried to cast her aside,
he could have faced huge repercussions
from Anne’s family on the continent.
But it was a different experience if
you didn’t have that dynastical backing.
Elizabeth Woodville, wife of Edward IV,
did have royal connections through her
mother, Jacquetta of Luxembourg, and
many members of the Woodville family

were given good positions at court and
made advantageous marriages, so she had
an internal network of support around
her. Yet the fact that the Woodvilles
rose so high also caused a great deal of
tension. Building a network of support
was crucial to a medieval queen’s success,
as was effective networking at court.
Foreign queens were expected to keep
up that network with family abroad
– ensuring she was useful in terms of
maintaining positive relations with her
home country, which was usually the
whole point of the marriage in the first
place. At the same time, however, many
foreign queens were also considered to
be spies for their homelands, and there
was always suspicion as to where their
loyalties lay.
A queen I’ve done a lot of work on
is Joan of Navarre, who was placed in a
really tough position during the Hundred
Years’ War. Joan had chosen not to return
to France after the death of her (second)
husband, Henry IV, which meant she
was living in England when her stepson,
Henry V, went to war with France. After
the battle of Agincourt, Joan was leading
services of thanksgiving for Henry V in
the knowledge that her son-in-law had
been killed and one of her sons (by her
first husband John IV, duke of Brittany)
had been taken prisoner.
Joan was viewed with a great deal
of suspicion and was even placed under
house arrest for several years on a charge
of witchcraft. But ultimately it was
about neutralising her, and the fact that
Henry V needed the money from her
lands in order to fund the war. d

ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE
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ELEANOR OF
AQUITAINE

THE POWERFUL DYNAST

QUEEN OF ENGLAND

After her divorce from Louis in 1152,
Eleanor swiftly married Henry, duke of
Normandy – later Henry II of England
– in Poitiers Cathedral.
The early years of Henry and Eleanor’s
partnership were largely successful, and
they ruled the Angevin realms until
Henry’s death in 1189, producing several
heirs in the first two decades of the union.
Their partnership was not entirely
harmonious, though, as Henry began to
restrict Eleanor’s power in the 1160s.

Having spent the 1150s and 1160s
largely in England and other Angevin
territories, Eleanor returned to Aquitaine
in 1168 to rule. Tensions between the
couple escalated, leading to the 1173
rebellion of Eleanor and her sons (who
included future kings Richard the
Lionheart and John Lackland),
although Eleanor’s role in the
uprising is disputed. After the
rebellion, Eleanor was
imprisoned for at least a
decade. She was given
permission to travel under
supervision at various
points, but her
relationship with Henry
never recovered.
After 1189, Eleanor continued
to exercise power beyond the
role of queen mother; she was
politically active and occasional
regent for her sons. She retired
to Fontevraud Abbey, Chinon,
before her death in 1204. d

FACT FILE
BORN: c1122-24
DIED: 1 April 1204
QUEEN FROM: 1 August 1137 until 21
March 1152 (in France); 19 December
1154 until 6 July 1189 (in England)
PARENTS: William X, Duke of
Aquitaine, and Aliénor de Châtellerault
CHILDREN: Ten, including Henry the
Young King, King Richard the Lionheart,
and King John.
REMEMBERED FOR: Her influence on
both England and France, and her
questionable role in her sons’ rebellion.
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leanor of Aquitaine, born
c1122-24, is perhaps one of
the most famous queens of
medieval western Europe. The
only woman to be crowned
queen of both France and England,
her long life, and position as one of the
wealthiest duchesses of western Europe,
enabled her to exert great influence in
both countries. Eleanor’s early life at the
Aquitanian court afforded her a great
education, and sophisticated upbringing.
Upon the death of her father, William X,
duke of Aquitaine, in April 1137, Eleanor
inherited the duchy and was taken under
the care of Louis VI, king of France.
Married to his son Louis VII some three
months later at the Cathedral of SaintAndré, Bordeaux, Eleanor’s first marriage
was far from harmonious due to their
differing personalities.
Eleanor’s ability to exercise power
as queen consort was increasingly
restricted by Louis and his advisors.
A daughter, Marie, was born in April
1145, but the lack of a male heir and
Eleanor’s dissatisfaction with the
marriage led to her request for an
annulment whilst she and her husband
were on the Second Crusade.
Unsubstantiated allegations of
Eleanor conducting an incestuous affair
with her uncle, Raymond of Poitiers,
prince of Antioch, and her future fatherin-law, Geoffrey of Anjou, are the cause
of much of Eleanor’s infamy.

DR GABRIELLE STOREY is a historian of Angevin queenship, power, and
sexuality and founder of the educational blog Team Queens. She recently gained
her PhD from the University of Winchester and has appeared on the BBC Sounds
podcast You’re Dead To Me with Greg Jenner and Rachel Parris
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THE FOUR MATILDAS

THERE’S
SOMETHING ABOUT

MATILDA...
They may not have all been crowned, but four remarkable
women – each bearing the same forename – would come
to wield exceptional influence over England during the
11th and 12th centuries. Catherine Capel tells their stories
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M

atilda of Flanders
was consort to one of
England’s most famous
kings, William the
Conqueror.
However, Matilda did not start her
life in the public eye. The daughter of
Baldwin V of Flanders and Adela of
France, Matilda originally held the title
of Duchess of Normandy, having married
William (then duke) in 1050. With the
couple being distant cousins and William
having been born a bastard, the union
was certainly an unconventional and
unpopular choice. Archbishop Malger

A modern
depiction of
Matilda of
Flanders, who
married William
the Conqueror

of Rouen, for instance, insisted that
the couple were too closely related and
demanded that it should be annulled.
William and Matilda both protested,
but Pope Nicholas II agreed to grant
them a dispensation if they built two
monasteries as recompense, to which
the couple acquiesced. Matilda founded
La Trintié in Caen, which received
her patronage while she was both
duchess and queen.
Prior to the Norman conquest in
1066, Matilda was actively involved
in government, witnessing William’s
charters and issuing her own. Although

THE TIN
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A scene from the Bayeux Tapestry depicting William the Conqueror’s ship, Mora, crossing
the Channel. Queen Matilda would not join her husband in England for another two years

Matilda did not embark on the famous
journey to England with William, she
made sure he had a grand vessel to escort
him. Named Mora, (a word thought to
be Flemish in origin), the boat featured
a statue of a child blowing a horn and
pointing forwards, supposedly towards
England. Notably, it was depicted on the
Bayeux Tapestry, where the figure of the
child can be clearly seen.

A FIERCE FAMILY FEUD

The queen’s involvement in government
continued in William’s absence, and she
safeguarded the duchy of Normandy
as his lieutenant alongside their eldest
son, Robert. This was a role that Matilda
undertook throughout her reign, and
after her coronation in 1068, she was
recognised as his queen-lieutenant.
While the marriage of Matilda and
William has often been depicted as happy
and harmonious, there was a notable
source of tension between the couple.
Specifically, this stemmed from the

W

hen Matilda of
Scotland married the
newly crowned
Henry I in 1100, she
was certainly no
stranger to life in England.
The daughter of Malcolm III, King
of Scots, and Margaret of Wessex (later
canonised as St Margaret of Scotland),
the young princess spent much of her
childhood being educated at Romsey
Abbey in Hampshire, where she was
equipped with knowledge of languages
and literature – important attributes for
the wife of a sovereign.
However, her time at Romsey created
a scandal that nearly prevented Matilda
from becoming queen. While living
at the abbey, there were rumours
Matilda had taken the veil and become
a nun, meaning she could not marry
Henry I. But when confronted with the
accusation, Matilda took matters into her
own hands, declaring that she had taken
no vows because it had never been her
wish nor her parents’ for her to do so.
Instead, the young Matilda claimed
that she had only worn a veil on the
instruction of her superiors and as a ploy
to prevent anyone from recognising her
or attempting to steal her away and force

stormy relationship between William and
Robert, who clashed over who should
have control of Normandy.
In 1077, Robert rebelled against his
father and attempted to wrest control of
the duchy from him by force. During the
rebellion, Matilda supplied her son with
money and troops, and when William
discovered her involvement, he is said to
have flown into a rage, accusing her of
desiring his downfall.
In response, Matilda claimed that her
actions had been driven from her love for
Robert as a mother, and her inability to
carry on living in luxury while their son
wallowed in poverty.
Fortunately, father and son were
reconciled (something Matilda was
instrumental in arranging), and the
dispute failed to do any long-term damage
to the king and queen’s relationship.
Matilda continued to wield power in
Normandy, and when she died in 1083,
William buried her in queenly splendour
at La Trintié – the abbey she so adored.

William’s son, Robert, is depicted wounding him in a battle over the duchy
of Normandy. The pair were eventually reconciled with help from the queen

MATILDA OF SCO
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A WOMAN OF EXC
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her into a marriage.
In fact, it had been prophesised that
the Matilda would become queen of
England since the day of her baptism.
According to one story, the young
princess pulled on the royal headdress of
her godmother, Matilda of Flanders – an
apparent sign of the path that lay ahead.

ESS

A 19th-century
engraving of Matilda
of Scotland. A story
concerning her abbey
upbringing threatened
to derail her marriage

THE QUEEN OF PIETY

When this prophecy eventually became
true, Queen Matilda fulfilled her dynastic
duty by providing Henry with children,
giving birth to a girl, who became the
Empress Matilda (see page 34), and a son,
William, named after Henry’s late father,
William the Conqueror.
Crucially the queen was also widely
involved in key matters of governance,
witnessing her husband’s charters,
presiding over judicial matters, and
serving as his queen-lieutenant while
he was involved in reconquering his
father’s lands in Normandy. And, like
other medieval queens, Matilda was

“While living at Romsey Abbey,
there were rumours that she had
taken the veil and become a nun”
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THE FOUR MATILDAS
a renowned patron, commissioning
books, acquiring artwork and building
new bridges and monastic houses. Her
legacy of patronage with the Church in
particular would come to cement her
reputation as a ‘pious queen’ – a model
for all those who would come after her.
Famously, Matilda wrote numerous
letters to her friend and spiritual advisor,
Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury, who
had been sent into exile by Henry I
following a dispute over investiture
(the right for the monarch to appoint
bishops and abbots over the pope).
Although the matter was later resolved,
Matilda had claimed she would discard
her royal robes in the manner of the
biblical queen Esther in protest at
Anselm’s treatment.
In 1118, Matilda died and was buried
in Westminster Abbey. In the eyes of her
devotees, ‘Good Queen Maud’ would be
remembered as a “truly incomparable
woman” and a queen “whose name
[would] be blessed through the ages”.
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Matilda of Scotland marries the newly
crowned Henry I of England in 1100
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mpress Matilda, although
never officially crowned queen
of England, was a female ruler
whose legacy certainly cannot
be ignored.
The daughter of Henry I, Matilda’s
early life, from the age of eight, was spent
in Germany receiving an education in
preparation for her marriage to Holy
Roman Emperor Henry V. She was to
become a prominent figure there during
her husband’s reign, but when the
emperor died in 1125, Matilda had no
children and no reason to stay, and so
returned to her native England.
Ironically, the untimely death of the
emperor spelled a new opportunity
for Matilda’s father. After her brother
William drowned in 1120, England was
left without an heir. But with Matilda’s
return, Henry I now had a legitimate
child he could name as successor. In 1127,
an oath was sworn by the leading men
of the kingdom to recognise Matilda as
England’s future queen. The king also
arranged for Matilda to marry Geoffrey,

A 14th-century illustration of Empress Matilda. Her usurpation from the
throne led to a tumultuous period in English history known as ‘The Anarchy’
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the soon-to-be count of Anjou, to cement
an Anglo-Angevin alliance.
Henry I’s eventual death in 1135 should
have marked the rule of England’s first
queen regnant, but Matilda was usurped
by her cousin, Stephen of Blois, beginning
a civil war known as ‘The Anarchy’ – an
accurate description of events.
Matilda first arrived back in England in
1139 to reclaim her crown, but 1141 would
prove to be the pivotal year: the empress’s
forces won a key victory at Lincoln and
captured Stephen on the battlefield,
making it seem as though Matilda would
win the war. Flushed with success, she
made her way to London to assert herself
as queen, adopting the title ‘Lady of the
English’ until she could be crowned.
Although welcomed at first, relations
soon broke down between the would-be
queen and the Londoners, causing them
to turn on her and side with Stephen’s
wife, Matilda of Boulogne (see opposite
page). The empress was thus forced to
flee to Winchester, where she was again
besieged by Stephen’s supporters.

“The empress travelled to London,
adopting the title ‘Lady of the English’
until she could be crowned”

Ultimately, Matilda was never able to
fully claim her rights as queen, but she
did successfully secure her son’s place as
the next king, Henry II.

RIGHT: Empress Matilda flees from Oxford in 1142, crossing the frozen river Thames
BELOW: King Stephen’s supporters make their feelings against the empress known

AN ENDURING LEGACY

While much of her life was consumed
with civil war, Empress Matilda was still
a considerable patron, particularly of Bec
Abbey, where she was originally buried.
In her later years, she also remained
engaged in politics, acting as her son’s
lieutenant in Normandy, his advisor
in governmental and military matters,
and a mediator between Henry II and
the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas
Becket, when they became locked in
a now-infamous dispute.
When the empress died in 1167, she
left most of her wealth to the Church.
Although the legacy outlined by her
epitaph (“great by birth, greater by
marriage and greatest in her offspring”)
emphasises the men in her life,
Matilda should be remembered
as a ruler in her own right.

M

atilda of
Boulogne was
the last queen consort to
hold this name, but her
role in shaping English
history was just as significant as that of
her predecessors.
The only legitimate child of Eustace
III of Boulogne and Mary of Scotland,
Matilda was made the heir to her father’s
dynasty following his retirement to a
monastery in 1125, becoming countess in
her own right and a large landholder in
both France and England. But when she
married Stephen of Blois in that same
year, she could never have known that in
a mere 10 years’ time she would become
his queen consort, with influence
stretching far beyond France.
During her husband’s time on the
English throne and the civil war that
followed, Matilda was certainly no
passive pawn. From December 1135
onwards, she played an important role
in Stephen’s government, witnessing
his first charters as king, confirming the
grants he made to religious houses in
her lands, and refusing to shy away from
military matters.
In 1138, when Empress Matilda’s
forces were ravaging the south-east coast
of England, Queen Matilda led a force
of Stephen’s supporters to besiege the
castle at Dover. She also called upon her
kinsmen and allies across the English
Channel in Boulogne to begin a blockade
to starve the castle of supplies, securing
its surrender as a result.
Matilda’s greatest achievement as
queen, however, was the impressive

MATILDA OF BOU

LOGNE

A WOMAN WITH T

HE ‘VALOUR OF A

leadership that she displayed during the
turmoil of 1141. After Empress Matilda
refused to negotiate Stephen’s release
from imprisonment in London, the
queen led her troops to the edge of the
city, and – together with the locals –
succeeded in forcing the empress out.
Notably, she then led the army at
the Rout of Winchester, and along
with William of Ypres (one of the
most prominent commanders during
Stephen’s reign), besieged the empress
and forced her to flee for a second time.
Matilda was subsequently instrumental
in securing the release of her husband,
which she achieved at the end of 1141.

A WARRIOR QUEEN

Like the empress, Matilda of Boulogne
was a prolific patron of the Church, and
was responsible for founding Faversham
Abbey in 1148, where she and Stephen
were later buried alongside their eldest
son, Eustace.
But Queen Matilda’s legacy should
ultimately be centred around the events

ABOVE: Matilda of
Boulogne played
a crucial role
in supporting her
husband on the throne
INSET: The queen’s
fierce rival, Empress
Matilda, refuses to
release Stephen from
imprisonment

MAN’

of 1141. Due to her impressive capabilities
as a military leader, she would become
known as a “woman of subtlety and a
man’s resolution” by her contemporaries.
Her achievements during her time as
queen may have long been overshadowed
by the empress who shared her name,
but Matilda of Boulogne is certainly not
a woman whose life should be forgotten
by history. d
CATHERINE CAPEL is a PhD student
at the University of Winchester. She
is a regular presenter at conferences
and a contributor to teamqueens.org,
an educational forum on queenship
MARCH 2021

35

MEDIEVAL QUEENS AND IMAGE

EVERYTHING YOU WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT...

MEDIEVAL QUEENS
AND IMAGE
Dr Elena Woodacre shines a spotlight on the ways in
which female rulers chose to portray themselves
– and how others perceived them

Q: What behaviours were
expected of medieval queens?

ALAMY X5, GETTY IMAGES X1

A: I always summarise them as the
four goods and the three Ps. Essentially,
queens were expected to be the ultimate
‘good woman’ – a model of virtuous
behaviour. They were expected to be good
wives and mothers as well as good rulers,
but they were also meant to be pious
peacemakers and to look pretty.
That may seem like a rather trite
description, but it really does sum up
what was expected of medieval queens.
Beauty was obviously a huge part of
a queen’s role, and they were expected

HISTORYEXTRA.COM

which takes us back full circle to those
expectations of medieval queens.

Q: Who created the blueprint of
what a medieval queen should
be and how she should behave?

ble de
is, no
queen’s scriptions of th
fa
e
physica cial features or
l attribu
tes have
survived
.

Alfonso X of Castile depicted alongside his queen consort, Violant of Aragon. The monarch specified his ‘ideal’ bride in his writings
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MAIN: Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, whose only surviving son married Margaret of Austria after her engagement to
Charles VIII of France collapsed INSET: A portrait of Maria Manuela of Portugal, whose mother equipped her with a guide to queenship

to represent contemporary ideals. But
queens were often described in idealistic
The first English
terms and referred to as being beautiful
printer, William
or fair even if they weren’t necessarily
Caxton, discussed
all that attractive. After all, no one wants
queenly beauty in
to be the one to say that their queen
one of his books
isn’t a looker, so it’s hard to know
how beautiful the woman was in
absolute terms.
William Caxton, in his
15th-century book The
ELUS
Game and Playe of Chesse
Eleanor IVE BEAUT
states that a queen “ought
Louis V of Aquitaine, w Y
II
of Engla of France and ife of
to be a fair lady sittynge
nd
H
perpulc , was said to h enry II
hra, m
ave b
in a chayer and crowned
beautifu eaning “more een
l”. Desp
than
wyth a corone on her heed
ite th
relia

and cladd wyth a cloth of gold & a mantyll
aboue furrid wyth ermynes”. She should
also, he writes, take care to be “chaste,
wyse, of honest lyf, wel manerd”.
It’s interesting that beauty is the very
first quality that Caxton names in his text.
And we can see this in other sources of
the medieval era, such as the Welsh Triads
[manuscripts that preserved fragments of
Welsh folklore, mythology and history].
Similarly, during the 13th century,
Alfonso X of Castile compiled Las Siete
Partidas, a code of law for the kingdom.
Within it, he writes about the qualities
that kings should look for in a bride,
stating that the more beautiful the queen
is, the more the king will love her and the
more handsome their children will be.
So it’s really interesting, again, seeing
how these ideals of queenship were tied
together – Alfonso was basically equating
the idea that a beautiful woman will
make a good wife and a good mother,

“Wedding plans changed
as politics changed, and
princesses could be
re-betrothed elsewhere”

A: It came from many different places.
One source was the so-called ‘Mirror for
Princes’ genre of advice literature, which
counselled on how to be a good monarch
and how rulers should behave.
Within this, there was literature
Q: What language did foreign
specifically aimed at princesses and
queens speak at the English
court? Were they expected to
queens. For instance, Joan I of Navarre’s
confessor, Durand de Champagne, wrote
be fluent in English?
a text named Speculum Dominarum
(‘Mirror for Ladies’) which advised
Many medieval queens, obviously, were
Joan on how to be a good queen to her
foreign princesses, so they had to learn
husband, Philip IV of France.
Likewise, during the 16th century,
Catherine of Austria wrote a type of
manual for her daughter, Maria Manuela,
when the latter was leaving to marry her
cousin Phillip II of Spain. In it, Catalina
instructed her daughter to model herself
on her future mother-in-law, Isabella of
Portugal, who was, in Catalina’s eyes,
a perfect queen. So there were official,
published guides, but often informal
guides as well.
There were also texts that addressed
the conduct of women more generally.
Italian-French author Christine de Pizan’s
book, The Treasure of the City of Ladies
– dedicated to Margaret of Burgundy –
aimed to instruct women of all classes on
how they should present themselves.
It’s important to add that this
preoccupation with ‘queenly’ behaviour
wasn’t merely a European phenomenon.
In China, biographies of ancient queens
provided examples of rulers whose
behaviour was to be modelled, as well as
Author Christine de Pizan offered advice on etiquette to men, as well as women
those deemed to be a bad influence.

the language of the
new court they were
moving to. And this
could be a real issue for
them. If they couldn’t
master the language, it could
stop them from fully integrating
into their new home. It could also mark
the queen out as being foreign or ‘other’,
and that in turn could prevent her from
being fully accepted by her subjects.
Foreign princesses often brought
ladies-in-waiting and servants with
them from their home country, which
gave them an opportunity to speak their
native language. But this could also
cause resentment and even xenophobia
at court, and calls to expel foreigners
from the royal household were common.
Joan of Navarre (consort of Henry IV
of England), for example, had four
different calls to purge her households of
foreigners: in 1404, 1406, 1416 and 1426.
Some princesses learned the language
of the court they would eventually rule
before their marriage, and there are
examples of women who were sent to
their betrothed’s court as children so
that they could be educated there. This
allowed them to pick up the language,
as well as learn court protocols and
customs, which again, foreign queens
needed to adjust to.
The problem with this, though, is that
royal wedding plans often changed as
politics changed – engagements could be
broken off and princesses could be rebetrothed elsewhere. A great example of
this strategy backfiring is with Margaret
of Austria. Margaret was betrothed to
Charles VIII at the age of three and grew
up in the late medieval French court,
receiving an excellent education and
preparation for her future role as queen
of France – she was even referred to as
la petite reine (‘the little queen’).
In 1491, however, Charles broke off
their engagement and married Margaret’s
former stepmother, Anne, Duchess of
Brittany; Margaret was sent back home
and was ultimately married to John,
Prince of Asturias – the only surviving
son of Ferdinand and Isabella. So all that
time spent learning the French language
and customs went out of the window, and
Margaret had to quickly learn Castilian.
Some court languages were used in
multiple places. Going back to Henry IV’s
queen, Joan of Navarre, she most likely
learned French as a child, and we know
for sure that she would have spoken
French at the Breton court during her
first marriage to the Duke of Brittany. So,
when she came to England in 1403, Joan
likely kept speaking French. At this time
it was a kind of lingua franca and, even
though English was starting to be used
more, a lot of the documents of the time
were written in Latin or French. I’m
MARCH 2021
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not sure if Joan ever mastered, or even
needed to master, English; she lived in
England for 34 years, but I wouldn’t be
surprised if she had spoken French the
whole time.
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Q: What do we know about
the day-to-day lives of
medieval queens?
A: We can gain a lot of information from
economic records; household accounts
are incredibly helpful in so many ways
and can help us understand the everyday
lives of medieval queens. One of the
things that’s frustrating, at least for
English queens, is that we don’t have
a full set of accounts, so we can’t trace
their lives year by year or day by day. But
from the accounts that do survive, we get
a really good idea of the types of things
being bought in for the household, the
kinds of supplies that were coming in,
and so on.
Household accounts can also reveal
some of the things that queens ate,
or at least what they liked to eat. This
information also comes from records
of food gifts – a popular type of present
in the Middle Ages. If we look at the
personal accounts of Elizabeth of York,
we can see that on a particular day in
1502, 20 pence was paid to a servant who
had brought a present of cakes, apples
and cherries to the queen at Windsor.
Apples actually occur frequently as
gifts, which might indicate that people
liked apples, or that perhaps the
queen liked apples – giving the queen
something she liked was always a good
way to curry favour.
There’s also an example of a servant
who was paid three shillings and four
pence for pomegranates and apples that
were given to the queen. Another, a poor
woman, brought a gift of apples from
Hounslow to the queen at Richmond and
was given 20 pence for that. Another day,
38
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ABOVE: An 18th-century
image showing Anne
of Brittany bestowing
another woman with
an order of chivalry
RIGHT: The crown
that Henry IV gave his
daughter, Blanche,
when she wed Louis III,
Elector Palatine

“The queen’s ‘bling’ not
only demonstrated her own
power and wealth, but
also that of her husband”
Lady Hungerford is recorded as having
sent the queen a present of apples as
well. So we can see from the poorest to
the richest, many people were sending
apples to Elizabeth of York.
If we look at household and wardrobe
accounts, we can see records of the
clothing that was purchased and owned
by queens. Sometimes there’s a lot
of description of these clothes, and
other times there are lists of the types
of cloth, furs and trimmings that had
been bought.
Something else we know was really
important to medieval queens were
jewels. The historian Nicola Tallis, for
instance, has done a lot of fantastic
research into the jewel collections of
late medieval and early Tudor queens.
One of the things she has looked at is
how important it was for queens to wear
jewels as a way to project their majesty
and status. The queen’s ‘bling’ not only
demonstrated her own power and

wealth, but that of her husband and even
that of the realm itself.
Jewels were also really important in
terms of the messages they conveyed.
When Joan of Navarre formally married
Henry IV in 1403, one of the items she was
gifted was a massive collar or necklace,
which cost 500 marks – more than £300.
It wasn’t just the gold and the jewels on
the collar that were important, it was the
collar’s design of interlinked ‘S’ symbols
– a motif of great significance to the
Lancastrians – which matched the king’s
own collar. The effigy of Joan on her tomb
in Canterbury Cathedral, where she is
buried next to her husband, shows the
queen wearing her ‘S’ collar.
Henry also gave Joan a crown worth
a £1,313, six shillings, eight pence,
which, based on the description of
it in the treasury accounts, we know
boasted several huge emeralds, as well as
sapphires, rubies, diamonds and pearls.
It was the same crown that Anne of
Bohemia had worn when she married
Richard II in 1382, so again, it’s a really
symbolic piece.
Wearing Anne of Bohemia’s crown
tied Joan into that tradition of previous
reigns. Unfortunately, this crown doesn’t
survive, but another fantastic example
of royal jewellery does, and that’s the
extraordinary crown that Henry gifted
to his daughter, Blanche (by his first wife
Mary de Bohun), when she wed Louis III,
Elector Palatine, in 1402. d

ISABELLA OF FRANCE

E
I N P RO F I L

ISABELLA
OF FRANCE

THE MASTER POLITICIAN

I

sabella of France is often
remembered for her role in the
usurpation of her husband,
Edward II, thus gaining her the
nickname ‘She-Wolf of France’.
However, Isabella’s tenure as consort
was incredibly eventful. She was the
daughter, sister, wife, and mother of
kings, and her close connection to the
crowns of both England and France
enabled her to play the role of intercessor
and ambassador on numerous occasions.
Born in Paris to Philip IV of France
and Joan I of Navarre, Isabella married
Edward II in January 1308, when she was
around the age of 12. The marriage was
part of the Treaty of Montreuil, in which
England and France agreed to peace after
years of continuous fighting.
Despite rumours of the king’s infidelity
with his so-called ‘favourites’, Edward
and Isabella’s marriage was not a
completely unhappy one and resulted
in four children. Edward clearly trusted
his wife: she played an important role
in English political events, aiding him
in both the baronial revolt of 1312 and in
foreign affairs. Isabella visited France as
an English ambassador in 1313, 1320 and
1325, aiding negotiations with her father
and two of her three brothers.
However, after those final negotiations
were completed, Isabella refused to
return to England while her husband
favoured the unpopular Hugh Despenser
the Younger. In September 1326, Isabella
had garnered enough support to invade
England, successfully dethroning her
husband and crowning her young son,
Edward III, by January 1327. Isabella
ruled through Edward for the next
three years, until she was eventually
overthrown by him in late 1330.
From 1331 onwards, Isabella’s life was
much quieter. Although she stopped
playing a decisive role in Edward III’s

reign, she remained a figure of interest
among the political movements between
England and France. It was through
Isabella’s connection to the French
throne, as the only surviving child of
Philip IV, that Edward III was able to
claim his right to the crown of France,
which sparked the conflict known as
the Hundred Years’ War.
Isabella died in 1358 and was buried
at Greyfriars, in Newgate – a church
of which she was a patron. Although
the church no longer stands today, her
internment there is commemorated with
the road name ‘Queen Isabella Way’.
Overall, Isabella of France was a
rare example of a medieval queen
who politically acted in support
of her husband, yet later
worked to dethrone him. d

FACT FILE
BORN: 1295
DIED: 22 August 1358
QUEEN FROM: 25 January 1308
until 25 January 1327
PARENTS: Philip IV of France
and Joan I of Navarre
CHILDREN: Edward III of England;
John of Eltham, Earl of Cornwall;
Eleanor of Woodstock; Joan of
the Tower
REMEMBERED FOR: Deposing her
husband, Edward II, and installing their
son on the throne in his place. A skilled
diplomat, she also aided negotiations
between England and France.
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MEDIEVAL

QUEENS

3 WU ZETIAN

MAIN: Wu, depicted in a modern image,
rose from the position of concubine to
become the most powerful person in China

624–705

INSET: A coin minted during the empress’s
reign, which ended in 705

YOU (PROBABLY) HAVEN’T HEARD OF

We take a look at some of the less-familiar female rulers
and monarchs from the medieval period...

1 TAMAR
OF GEORGIA

2 ARWA
OF YEMEN

Tamar (known as ‘the Great’) was the first
woman to rule the Kingdom of Georgia
in her own right. The daughter of George
III of Georgia, Tamar began coruling with her father when she
turned 18 – an act intended to
legitimise her claim to the
throne after his death.
However, when
George died in
1184, the country’s
noblemen (deeply
opposed to the idea of
a woman ruling on her own),
forced Tamar to marry the Rus’
prince Yuri. He proved to be a
troublesome spouse, and after
managing to increase the number of
loyal supporters in her court, Tamar
eventually secured a divorce.
Yuri went on to launch two failed
coups against his ex-wife, but both
attempts were crushed with the help
of David Sosland, a prince of Ossetia
whom Tamar married on her
own terms.
Under Tamar’s rule – known as
the ‘Golden Age’ – the kingdom
of Georgia peaked in size and
power, coming to dominate
the Caucasus. The empire of
Trebizond (located in modern
Turkey) was also founded
under Tamar’s orders.

Orphaned as a child, Arwa
al-Sulayhi was adopted by
her uncle and aunt, the
co-rulers of Yemen. When
she was 17, Arwa married
her cousin and heir to the
throne, Ahmad al-Mukarram
bin Ali bin Muhammad As
Sulaihi. After her husband
was paralysed and unable
to rule, Arwa became
the de facto ruler.
Despite re-marrying
after the death of
her first husband,
Arwa continued to
rule alone.
During the course
of her long reign, Arwa
built mosques, roads
and education centres,
and focused her efforts
on the welfare of her
people. She was the first
woman to be accorded
the title of hujja in the
Isma'ili branch of Shi'a
A minaret at the Queen Arw
a
Islam. The term,
Mosque in Jibla, Yemen – the
meaning ‘proof of
long-serving ruler’s burial plac
e
God’, signified her
as the closest living
image of God’s will.
Arwa and her mother-in-law, Asma bint
Shihab, are rare examples of queens in the
Muslim Arab world to have their names
mentioned in the khutbah (a traditional
religious sermon), formally acknowledging
their sovereignty.
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c1160–1209/13

A statue of Queen Tamar in the town
of Mestia, Georgia, where an airport
is also named after her
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“It is alleged that W
u Zetian
killed her own child
in order to gain pow
er”

The only woman to rule China in
her own right, Wu Zetian was not a
woman to be crossed.
Raised in a wealthy family, Wu
entered the household of Emperor
Taizong as a concubine when she was
about 14. Following Taizong’s death
in 649, Wu was sent to a Buddhist
convent as tradition dictated, but
promptly returned to the royal palace
to serve as a concubine to the new
emperor, Gaozong.
If some stories are to be believed,
Wu Zetian could be very ruthless.
When her baby daughter died in
654 (with evidence to suggest she
had been strangled), Wu accused
Gaozong’s wife – Wang – of murder.
Wang was deposed, and Wu became
empress consort in her place.
Despite this, it is alleged that Wu
actually killed the child herself in
order to gain power.
In 690, seven years after
Gaozong’s death, Wu made herself
empress regnant – usurping her son,
Ruizong – and went on to found the
Zhou dynasty, named after an earlier
civilisation from which Wu believed
she was descended.
Although Wu is thought to have
murdered many opponents during
her 15-year reign (including her own
siblings), she was a popular ruler and
raised living standards for many.

4 MELISENDE OF JERUSALEM
1105–61

The eldest daughter of King Baldwin II of Jerusalem and Morphia
of Melitene, Melisende grew up in the Holy Land during a time of
near-constant war. As she had no brothers, Melisende was named
heir-presumptive when her father came to the throne of Jerusalem
in 1118, and she went on to play an active role in the kingdom’s
administration for the duration of her father’s reign.
In 1129, Melisende married the Frankish commander Fulk V, Count
of Anjou and Maine, and they became joint rulers of Jerusalem two
years later following Baldwin’s death. Fulk attempted to seize power
from his wife and they went to war in 1134, but Melisende’s diplomatic
skills, loyal subjects and talented commanders ensured that the coup
was crushed and the couple eventually reconciled.
When Fulk died in 1143, Melisende became regent for her teenage
son, Baldwin III. Despite Baldwin demanding sole power when he
turned 23, the realm was divided by the Haute Cour (High Court),
with Melisende ruling the south and Baldwin the northern portion.
Unhappy with the arrangement, Baldwin III launched an attack on his
mother. Peace was eventually reached and Melisende retired from her
duties, although in 1157 she presided over a council of regency when
Baldwin went on campaign.
Queen Melisende was a great patron of the arts, and commissioned
the famous ‘Melisende Psalter’ – an elaborately decorated copy of the
Book of Psalms from the Bible’s Old Testament.

ABOVE: The site of Melisende’s
tomb – now a chapel for the
parents of the Virgin Mary
RIGHT: Detail from a 13th-century
illustration of the queen’s coronation
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5 RAZIA
SULTAN
?–1240

6
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Little is known about the
early life of Shajar al-Durr
except that she was a
child slave, bought for
the harem of As-Salih
Ayyub – the future Sultan
of Egypt. As-Salih Ayyub
– the last major sultan of
the Ayyubid dynasty –
eventually married Shajar
and she acted as regent
while he fought
in Damascus.
In 1249, Shajar’s
Shajar al-Durr’s tomb is
husband died, but
decorated with a mosaic
depicting a ‘tree of life’
as Louis IX of France
was attacking Egypt
as part of the Seventh
Crusade, Shajar kept his death a secret with the help of
commanders from the military. Together with her stepson,
Turanshah, she defended Cairo against the crusaders and
captured the French king, holding him ransom and forcing
him to surrender the city of Damietta.
In 1250, Turanshah was assassinated and Shajar briefly
succeeded him as sultan of Egypt. However, the Caliph
did not recognise Shajar as being a legitimate sovereign
and she was forced to abdicate in favour of her second
husband, Izz al-din Aybak. Despite this setback, Shajar
still wielded great power, and had Aybak killed when
he attempted to take another wife. Shajar, too, was
murdered in 1257, on the orders of Aybak’s son.
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BELOW: An 18th-century image of Razia, who remains
the only Muslim woman to have sat on Delhi’s throne

The eldest daughter
of Iltutmish, Sultan
of Delhi, Razia defied
convention to become
the first female Muslim ruler on the whole of the
Indian subcontinent. Under her father’s guidance,
Razia became well-educated in politics, as well as martial
arts and archery.
When Iltutmish died in 1236, the Muslim nobility initially
refused to accept Razia’s sovereignty, so her half-brother
– Ruknuddin Firuz – was placed on the throne instead.
However, he was killed six months later, and in November
1236, Razia was finally given her right to rule.
Calling herself the ‘Queen of the Times’, Razia wore
men’s clothes, issued her own coins, established schools,
and attempted to expand her territory. But her reign was
cut short in 1240 when she was usurped by another halfbrother – Muizuddin Bahram – and placed under arrest.
In a strange turn of events, the Governor of Bhatinda
(who had played a major role in the coup) fell in love
with Razia and ended up marrying her the same year.
Determined to take back the throne, the couple planned
a siege of Delhi, but their forces were defeated and they
were both killed.

SHAJAR
AL-DURR
OF EGYPT

8 SEONDEOK OF SILLA

LEFT: The ruins of Razia’s mausoleum in Old Delhi –
a humble final resting place for a once-powerful ruler

Seondeok
was Silla’s 27th
ruler, but its first
reigning queen

Seondeok was the first reigning queen of Silla – one of the
three historic kingdoms of Korea. The eldest daughter of King
Jinpyeong, Seondeok was skilled at diplomacy and successfully
pitted her enemies against each other. Notably, she allied with the
kingdom of Gogureyo against the kingdom of Baekje (the two
other kingdoms of Korea), before then launching an attack on
Goguryeo with the help of China’s Tang dynasty.
Under Seondeok’s rule, Silla came to dominate the whole of
the Korean peninsula, which became fully unified a few decades
after her death. Buddhism also flourished during
Seondeok’s time on the throne and many temples
were built.
Interestingly, Seondeok’s reign coincided
with the construction of the famous
Cheomseongdae (‘star-gazing tower’)
in Gyeongju – the first observatory
in the Far East – which still stands
in modern-day South Korea.
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IRENE OF
BYZANTIUM

c752–803

Born in Athens to the noble Sarantapechos
family, Irene was first married to the Byzantine
emperor, Leo IV. When he died in 780, she
became co-emperor with her 10-year-old son,
Constantine VI.
However, mere weeks after her husband’s
death, Irene faced an unsuccessful plot to install
Leo’s half-brother, Nikephoros, on the throne.
Then, in 790, the young Constantine led his own
coup in order to gain sole power, which resulted
in Irene’s banishment from court.
Irene was eventually restored as co-ruler in
792, and in 797 – in league with members of the
court and clergy – Irene organised a conspiracy
against Constantine. Captured by his own men,
his eyes were gouged out and he died several
days later.
For the next five years, Irene ruled Byzantium
alone, forging good relations with the
Western emperor, Charlemagne.
She also restored previously
banned religious icons to the
Orthodox church.
In 802, Irene was
deposed by her finance
minister and exiled to the
island of Lesbos, where
she died a year later.
The face of Irene of Byzantium,
shown on a golden coin
known as a solidus

“Seondeok was skille
d
at diplomacy and
successfully played
her
enemies against eac
h other”

9 URRACA OF LEÓN-CASTILE
c1079–1126

The daughter of King Alfonso VI of León and Castile, Urraca (right) became
her father’s heir when her brother was killed in battle in 1108. By the time she
succeeded her father the following year, Urraca was already betrothed to
Alfonso I, king of Aragon and Navarre. The royal court believed he would be
an ideal match, and that the union would bring stability to Spain.
The prediction could not have been more wrong. Urraca and Alfonso
proved a disastrous pairing, leading to years of chaos both personally
and politically. The king and queen frequently quarrelled, and the fact
that they were co-rulers in each other’s lands sparked outbreaks of
civil war. After becoming estranged and engaging in battles over
territory, their marriage was finally annulled in 1115.
Urraca eventually reclaimed the lands she had lost over the
course of her marriage, and her son – King Alfonso VII (the
product of an earlier marriage to Raymond of Burgundy) –
went on on to inherit a realm finally at peace. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS
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EVERYTHING YOU WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT...

Even as king, Louis IX of France
was heavily influenced by his
mother-in-law, Blanche of Castile

MEDIEVAL QUEENS
AND FAMILY
Dr Elena Woodacre considers the importance of relationships to
queenship – from the threat of mistresses and mothers-in-law to
power-hungry consorts and the need to continue the dynasty

Q: How important was
motherhood for a
medieval queen?
A: Maternity was absolutely central to
queenship, and not just in the Middle
Ages. Queens were under a great deal
of pressure to produce children because
dynastic continuity and dynastic survival
were crucial. But even saying that,
women like Anne of Bohemia, who didn’t
have any children, could still be really
effective queens in other ways.
Queens obviously had huge
responsibilities. They were running their
households, their lands, engaged in the

political and ceremonial aspects of royal
life, and they often had to be on the move
with their husbands. All of this meant
that they weren’t always in the same
place as their children.
Royal children were often set up in
miniature royal households of their
own, attended to by a team of servants
– nurses, governesses, tutors, even their
own laundresses. But that’s not to say
that queens had no input into their
children’s lives. Many queens were very
involved in their children’s education, for
example. Isabella of Castile and her own
daughter, Catherine of Aragon, both had
significant control and direction

over their children’s education. And
even if they weren’t with them every
day, we know that many queens did have
close and sometimes rather complicated
relationships with their children.
Obviously, the mother-child relationship
could be more complicated if the queen
were involved in co-rulership, perhaps
as a regent.

Q: How much influence
could a king’s mother
have over a queen?
A: One of the most famous mother-in-

laws of the medieval period is probably
Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry
VII, and she has often been accused of
overshadowing her daughter-in-law
Elizabeth of York. But then there’s
been a lot of discussion recently about
how competitive or cooperative their
relationship actually was.
Certainly Margaret’s
prominence at court
meant that Elizabeth
was perhaps not
as prominent she
could have been.

ALAMY X6, GETTY IMAGES X1

Margaret Beaufort,
mother of Henry VII,
is often accused of
overshadowing her
daughter-in-law

Many queens, including Catherine of Aragon, played an active role in their childrens’ education
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“In a polygamous court
there could be thousands of
women who were sexually
available to the king”
Blanche of Castile was another very
dominant mother-in-law – even after she
stepped back from formally being regent,
she was still an incredibly powerful
presence at court and very influential
with Louis IX. His wife, Margaret of
Provence, was totally overshadowed by
her mother in law, and very unhappily so.
So, yes, there are plenty of examples of
powerful mothers who don’t really want
to make room for the next generation.

Q: Could a mistress pose any
real threat to a queen?
A: Dynastic marriages were usually
made for political reasons rather than
affairs of the heart, but we do see
mistresses becoming really significant
during the medieval period, particularly
in France, where kings had an official
royal mistress. That official role began
in the Middle Ages with Agnès Sorel,
who essentially took over the queen’s
position at court. She had such standing
in the French court that many began to
resent her influence over Charles VII,
particularly the Dauphin who felt that
his mother, Marie of Anjou, was being
undermined by the prominence of Sorel
and the hold she had over the king.
Certainly in a polygamous court
context, there was a huge amount of
competition at court because there could
be hundreds, even thousands in some

ABOVE: Yang Yuhuan, beloved consort of
Emperor Xuanzong of Tang, was famous as
one of the Four Beauties of ancient China
LEFT: Chinese emperor Yongzheng established
the practice of choosing a successor secretly
cases, of women who were sexually
available to the king, and all competing
for his attention and wanting to be the
mother of the heir.
One of the expectations of Chinese
empresses was that they would create
peace in the inner palace, and they were
not supposed to feel jealousy towards
the emperor’s other women. They were
expected to be a model example to other
women; acting like a jealous wife was
certainly not seen as a demonstration
of good behaviour. It was allowed – and
expected – for a king to have mistresses,
but for a queen, completely the opposite
because she was the dynastic progenitor.

Q: How did choosing an heir
work in polygamous courts?
Agnès Sorel could be
considered the first
‘official mistress’ of the
French kings in the
medieval era

A: There were lots of different options.

Some did have a tendency to favour the
oldest son, but not in the strict sense

that developed in medieval Europe,
where male primogeniture became the
norm. There were some very loose rules
– and certainly in the Ottoman Empire,
particularly in the late medieval period,
there was a lot of fratricide. But there
was more opportunity in a polygamist
court for a ruler to select the person
that he felt most able to do the job. And
so that created more competition - if
the heir was not necessarily the oldest
son of the emperor and empress, then
it was something of a free for all. It was
Chinese emperor Yongzheng in the 18th
century who eventually set up the rule
of choosing a successor secretly: the
successor’s name was placed in a box and
opened after the emperor’s death.

Q: Were queens always blamed
for the absence of an heir?
A: A queen’s perceived failure to
produce an heir could certainly threaten
their position and even be grounds for
divorce. Beatrice of Naples, who had no
children by her first husband, Matthias I
of Hungary and Croatia, was set aside by
her second husband Vladislaus II
of Hungary when their union also
remained childless.
But a childless royal marriage wasn’t
always deemed to be the queen’s fault.
A really interesting case in the 15th
century is that of Maria of Castile and
Alfonso V of Aragon. Alfonso’s empire
stretched from Spain to the Balearics
and to Sicily, and then he gained
Naples as well and spent a lot of time
there. He left his wife to rule in Iberia
and, obviously, she didn’t have a
MARCH 2021
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ABOVE: Catherine of Valois is introduced to Henry V of England
LEFT: Urraca of León-Castile, who had a tempestuous relationship
with her husband Alfonso I of Aragon and Navarre
child. At one point Alfonso was told in
no uncertain terms that if he didn’t come
back to Spain, there was no way the queen
was going to get pregnant! So there was
a recognition that everyone had to play
their part and kings were expected to visit
their wives regularly. But there tended to
be more suspicion on a wife of being the
cause of any reproductive problem.

Q: Are there many examples
of royal couples who despised
each other?

ALAMY X3, GETTY IMAGES X1

A: That’s an interesting question, as

it demonstrates the importance of a
mutually acceptable political and
personal royal partnership. A really
good example of a royal marriage and
power share going horribly wrong is
Urraca, the reigning queen of LeónCastile, who married Alfonso I, king of
Aragon and Navarre in 1109.
The pair absolutely hated each other.
There were allegations of homosexuality,
of domestic abuse, infidelity and all
sorts, so it was a terrible partnership.
And not only did their marriage fall
apart, but they actually ended up going
to war against each other. Their union
was the exact opposite of Ferdinand and
Isabella, whose marriage some 360 years
later brought Iberia together. Urraca and
Alfonso drove Castile and Aragon into
all-out war with each other.
Urraca did manage to hang onto her
throne in Castile, despite people within
her own country trying to undermine
her and put her son on the throne. The
marriage was eventually annulled by
the Pope on the grounds of consanguinity
– as they were second cousins – and a
truce called, but the fact that Urraca
was able to survive that war, survive the
threats to her internally and externally
and retain power until her death is
pretty amazing.
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“The role of king consort
created real issues because
it contravened medieval
expectations of rulership”
Q: How much power could
the king consort of a regnant
queen hold, and could the power
dynamic cause marital issues?
A: The role of king consort could create
real issues because it contravened
medieval expectations of rulership,
as well as expectations of gender and
matrimony. Some men found the role
really difficult because they came to
the marriage with the idea that they
would be ruling. Melisende of Jerusalem,
the eldest daughter of Baldwin II, was
married to Fulk, Count of Anjou in
1129, and even before the marriage took
place he was demanding better
terms than that of a mere
consort of the queen.
When the couple
became joint rulers
of Jerusalem after
Baldwin’s death
in 1131, Fulk
immediately started
to exclude his wife
and assume control
of government.
Eventually, Fulk
was forced to
acknowledge the fact
that Melisende had
a right to the throne
and that she should

Once wed, king consort
Fulk of Anjou tried to
usurp power from
Melisende of
Jerusalem

have some share in the governance of the
country, and the pair were reconciled.

Q: What happened to queen
consorts who weren’t chosen
as regent after a king’s death?
The tradition of a regency was
something that was really embedded
in medieval France but not so much
in England. But there are two really
good examples of English queens who
were bypassed as regent: Isabella of
Angoulême, widow of King John, and
Catherine Valois, widow of Henry V.
Isabella and John’s eldest son, the
future Henry III, was just nine when
his father died, but Isabella was not
deemed to be regent material. She
returned to France less than a year
after her young son had been crowned
leaving him in the care of William
Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke and
also leaving her other four children in
England. Isabella married again, in 1220,
and had another nine children by her
new husband Hugh X of Lusignan (who
was originally betrothed to Isabella and
John’s eldest daughter, Joan).
Catherine de Valois, mother of Henry
VI, was also passed over as regent
and she, too, remarried and had
a family with her new husband.
Catherine – who was only in
her 20s when Henry V died –
caused something of a scandal
by secretly marrying
the Welsh courtier
Owen Tudor and
the pair went on to
have at least four
children together.
The repercussions
of that second
marriage are
fascinating as it is
from that union
that the Tudor
dynasty of
England is
descended. d

PHILIPPA OF HAINAULT
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PHILIPPA OF
HAINAULT

THE IDEAL CONSORT

I

n her recent biography, Kathryn
Warner names Philippa of Hainault
the ‘Mother of the English Nation’,
and she is not wrong. Philippa was
the co-founder of the extensive
bloodline that led to the well-known
Wars of the Roses a century later.
However, she was much more than a
mother, embodying every aspect of her
position as consort to Edward III. While
often overlooked in favour of queens who
had more dramatic lives, Philippa could
be considered a perfect example of
a medieval queen.
The daughter of Count William of
Hainault and Joan de Valois, Philippa
wed Edward III in January 1328. The
couple’s marriage was part of a union
intended to support the usurpation of
Edward II, and strengthened Edward III’s
position on the English throne.
Philippa’s early tenure as queen
consort was dominated by her motherin-law, Isabella of France (see page 39),
who retained control of England until
October 1330. As a result, there are few
details from this period of Philippa’s
life until her coronation in February
1330, which was followed by Edward’s
successful coup against Isabella six
months later.
From 1331 onwards, however, Philippa
appears at the forefront of the records
alongside her husband, carrying out her
expected duties as a queen. She readily
exercised her patronage and influence,
supported Edward throughout his
military campaigns in both Scotland
and France, and fulfilled her role in the
continuation of the Plantagenet dynasty.
Philippa and Edward’s marriage has
often been considered a happy one.
She remained at her husband’s side as
much as physically possible, and their
union resulted in 12 children. However,
Philippa was also known for building up

excessive debts, which, despite Edward
III’s attempts to control, were never fully
repaid during her lifetime. Scholars
have suggested that her lavish tastes
were to blame, but it is also thought that
Philippa’s expenditure on patronage
(a key part of queenly agency) may have
similarly led to this issue – especially
when coupled with the lack of income
she received during the years that
Isabella of France had been in control.
Philippa died in August 1369 and
was interred at Westminster Abbey,
predeceasing her husband by eight
years. Her tenure lasted four decades
– the longest of any medieval
English consort – and marked
the end of a 70-year period of
continued queenship. d

FACT FILE
BORN: 1310 or 1315
DIED: 15 August 1369
QUEEN FROM: 24 January 1328
until 15 August 1369
PARENTS: Count William of Hainault
and Joan de Valois
CHILDREN: Seven sons and five
daughters), including Edward the Black
Prince, who died before he could
inherit the throne.
REMEMBERED FOR: Her long tenure
as queen consort, during which time
she faithfully supported her husband,
Edward III. She also acted as regent
while he was away fighting abroad.
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MARGARET OF ANJOU
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MARGARET
OF ANJOU
SHAKESPEARE’S
‘SHE-WOLF OF FRANCE’
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M

argaret of Anjou was
the wife of the last
Lancastrian king of
England, Henry VI,
who reigned from 142261 and again from 1470-71. She was the
second daughter and fourth surviving
child of René, duke of Anjou, and his
wife, Isabelle, daughter and heir of
Charles II, duke of Lorraine.
Margaret’s connections to many
important European ruling families,
including the French royals, was the
main reason why her marriage to Henry
was arranged. Their union was meant to
cement an alliance between England and
France, ending the conflict that we know
today as the Hundred Years’ War.
Yet Margaret is arguably best
remembered from William Shakespeare’s
history plays as the ‘She-Wolf of France’
(a title she shares with Isabella of France,
page 39) – a ruthless queen who
assumed leadership during the Wars
of the Roses when Henry VI suffered a
physical, or possibly mental, breakdown.
Henry’s incapacity in the early 1450s
left Margaret with no choice but to
take on a central role in the worsening
conflict between the Lancastrian and
Yorkist factions. When the Lancastrians
were finally defeated at the battle of
Towton on 29 March 1461, the leader of
the Yorkists, Edward, earl of March (the
son of Richard, duke of York, who had
been slain in an earlier battle), took the
throne as Edward IV.
Margaret fled to Scotland and then to
France with her son, Edward of Lancaster,
where she worked to gather support and
raise an army to restore her husband to
the throne. When Edward IV’s erstwhile
supporter, Richard Neville, earl of
Warwick, transferred his support to the
Lancastrians in 1469, Margaret allied
herself with him and married her son to

Warwick’s younger daughter, Anne.
Henry VI was briefly restored to the
throne following Warwick’s invasion
of England in September 1470, but
the Yorkists rallied and Edward IV
returned with an army in March 1471,
defeating Warwick and the Lancastrians
at the battle of Barnet. Margaret and
Prince Edward led the Lancastrians at
Tewkesbury in May 1471 but, again, they
were defeated and she was captured by
the Yorkists a few days later. Worse
still, Prince Edward was slain during
the battle and Henry was murdered
in the Tower of London most likely
on the orders of Edward IV.
With her son and husband both
dead, Margaret lost her main
purpose in life. She herself would
die in obscurity, as a pensioner of
Louis XI in France. d

FACT FILE
BORN: 23 or 24 March 1430
DIED: 25 August 1482
QUEEN FROM: 22 April 1445 to 4 March
1461, and again from October 1470 to
May 1471 during her husband’s brief
restoration to the throne
PARENTS: René of Anjou and Isabelle
of Lorraine
CHILDREN: Edward of Lancaster
REMEMBERED FOR: Helping to end
the Hundred Years’ War by marrying
Henry VI, but becoming embroiled in
the Wars of the Roses. Due to her
husband’s poor health, she personally
led the Lancastrian faction at times.

DR MICHELE SEAH is a medieval historian. She recently
gained her PhD at the University of Newcastle, Australia,
specialising in the economic resources and affinities of
queens consort in 15th-century England.
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ELIZABETH WOODVILLE
A portrait of Elizabeth
Woodville, dated c1471.
The unlikely queen was
once dubbed the “most
beautiful woman in the
island of Britain”

ELIZABETH
WOODVILLE

ENGLAND’S ‘COMMONER’ QUEEN
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By deciding to wed Elizabeth Woodville, Edward IV
defied the royal notion that marriage should be used as
a diplomatic tool, instead choosing to prioritise love – or
perhaps lust. Amy Licence tells the story of the couple’s
extraordinary 19-year relationship...
49

ELIZABETH WOODVILLE
MAIN: A posthumous
portrait of Edward IV.
His decision to wed
Elizabeth Woodville
caused major scandal
RIGHT: The previous
queen, Margaret of
Anjou, exhibited
vastly different
traits to Elizabeth
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H

enry VIII tends to be
the monarch who gets
frequently cited for
breaking the royal marital
mould by choosing his
own wives from among his subjects.
In particular, the narrative arcs of
his relations with Anne Boleyn and
Catherine Howard continue to fascinate,
five centuries after his passion turned to
hatred and he sent them to their deaths.
However, Henry was – to a degree –
following the example set by Edward IV,
the Yorkist grandfather whom he
resembled in both looks and appetite.
Edward may not have had as many wives
as Henry, but his liaisons with women
were just as complex and, perhaps,
equally destructive on a national scale.
Instead of following the traditional kingly
route and negotiating for an influential
foreign bride, Edward followed his heart
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and chose his wife for her
personal qualities. Despite
the scandal this created, the
marriage proved successful
and lasted until his death.

A SURPRISE CHOICE

connections, no territories or promise of
diplomatic support. What she did bring,
though, was her fertility, bearing the king
10 children in addition to the two sons by
her first husband, Sir John Grey.
Elizabeth also brought in a model
of queenship that differed vastly from
that of the woman she replaced, the
Lancastrian Margaret of Anjou (see page
48). Elizabeth may have begun her reign
as unsuitable and unpopular, but in fact,
she was the perfect embodiment of the
beautiful, submissive, fertile queen – an
archetype of medieval literature.
Exactly when Elizabeth and Edward
first met is unclear. They may well have
been thrown together in the small, elite
world of the English aristocracy, at court
or some important event in the 1450s.
The pair may even have known each
other as children, as Elizabeth’s parents
appear to have served in Rouen while
Edward’s father was resident there as
Lieutenant of Normandy. But for much of
Edward’s youth, Elizabeth was married
and unavailable, a situation that only
changed shortly before he became
NEXT IN
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Five years older than her royal
husband, Elizabeth Woodville was an
unlikely queen. Her legendary blonde
beauty entranced the young king to the
extent that he married her in spite of
tradition, in spite of advice – and perhaps
even in spite of himself.
While none could fault her personal
charms, Elizabeth was considered an
unacceptable choice for an English queen
by most of Edward’s advisors. She was
a widow, a mother, and the daughter of
a former Lancastrian knight – a man
whom Edward had held in contempt.
She brought no dowry or international

in March 1461 put the Woodvilles in
a difficult position – the family had
fought on the ‘wrong’ side and survived.
Yet in June that year, Edward stayed at
their home at Groby, Leicestershire, and
granted a pardon to Elizabeth’s father,
heralding a new relationship between the
Woodvilles and the Yorkists. The newly
widowed Elizabeth is almost certain to
have sought shelter under her parents’
roof, so this may well have been a critical
moment in their relationship.
Elizabeth’s first clear contact with
Edward’s court came on 13 April 1464,
only a few months before the suggested
date of their marriage. She had appealed
to William, Lord Hastings, probably in his
role as overseer of the Yorkist Midlands,
for his assistance in a dispute arising with
her mother-in-law. Legend has Elizabeth
waiting for Edward under an oak tree in
Whittlebury Forest, a helpless widow,
hoping to plead for the inheritances of

her sons. Perhaps he did come riding
by, listen to her problems and fall in
love. When Elizabeth became aware
of Edward’s intentions and agreed to
become his wife, knowing his position,
she cannot have known what lay ahead,
but she must have agreed to collude in
his veil of secrecy. Her decision to marry
the king cannot have been one she would
have taken lightly.
Elizabeth married Edward in secret,
some time before September 1464. The
exact date and circumstances of this
event are still hotly debated among
historians, especially because the
choices Edward made were later used
to undermine his dynastic line. The
ceremony appears to have taken place in
the chapel at Groby, with the collusion of
Elizabeth’s mother, Jacquetta, although
it was kept secret from her father at that
point. This choice was hardly surprising,
given the reaction Edward could

“Her legendary beauty entranced
the young king to the extent that he
married her in spite of tradition”
ABOVE: A Victorian illustrat
ion imagines Edward IV
meeting Elizabeth Woodville
for the first time. In reality,
the date on which they initi
ally crossed paths is unknow
n
MAIN: Edward and Elizabeth
married in secret in 1464,
with only a select few family
members in attendance
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Edward’s 1461 victory at Towton saw him replace the Lancastrian king, Henry VI
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ELIZABETH WOODVILLE
anticipate to the match, but there is
also the possibility that the ritual was
intended as a means of seduction rather
than a lasting commitment.
Some historians have suggested that
the king was, in fact, already married at
this point. Almost 20 years later, after
Edward’s death, the question of his
children’s legitimacy turned upon
a statement made by Robert Stillington,
Bishop of Bath and Wells, who asserted
that a prior arrangement between
Edward and Eleanor Butler, née Talbot,
invalidated his marriage to Elizabeth.
This argument was used to depose
Edward’s eldest son Edward V and
replace him with Edward’s brother,
Richard III. Eleanor was already
conveniently long-dead by this time,
as were any other witnesses, so the
plausibility of the claim rested upon what
was known of Edward’s character. His
contemporary reputation as a womaniser
did little to allay this possibility, and the
secret marriage to Elizabeth only added
to the doubts. At the time, there was no
way that Edward could have predicted

his early death, or his brother’s actions,
although by rejecting the usual practice
of conducting a royal marriage in public,
he called his motives into question.

PRODUCTIVE PARTNERS

Edward and Elizabeth were married for
19 years. Their relationship spanned a
turbulent period, during which Edward
lost and regained the throne, faced
rebellion and was forced into exile. This
meant that there were periods when the
couple were separated, unsure whether
or not they would see each other again.
Edward also had mistresses, especially
towards the end of his life, when he
famously enjoyed the company of Jane
Shore. However, this was by no means
unusual, so would not necessarily have
been a cause for conflict in the way that
modern, post-Romantic sensibilities
might anticipate. It was almost expected,
for the reasons of health and
safety, that men would
abstain from sleeping
with their pregnant
wives but embark on

Jane Shore was just one
of Edward IV’s many
extramarital conquests

affairs elsewhere. While Edward might
share another woman’s bed, he had made
Elizabeth his queen and, unlike his future
grandson Henry VIII, he never intended to
dislodge her from that position.
Sex with other women would have
been a diversion and a physical outlet,
rather than an attempt to replace
Elizabeth; it was advised by physicians
as essential to health, and might even
have been welcomed by the queen later
in life, or while she was indisposed. In
spite of these issues, the royal marriage
never appears to have foundered or
weakened. Despite these difficulties and
the opposition to their union, Elizabeth
and Edward were united in their desire to
be together.
Today, it is difficult to recover the
intimate details of a private life that was
not committed to letters or a diary. Yet,
it is possible to look at the indications
that suggest the marriage did work on
a personal level, particularly Edward’s
ability to maintain the union in the
wake of the contemporary dislike of
Elizabeth’s family. In defying expectations
that he had a duty to use marriage as
a diplomatic tool, Edward prioritised
love, or perhaps lust, in a way that
exposed his own feelings. There was
no question that he desired Elizabeth
and was prepared to take considerable
risks to make her his queen.
Yet amid all the controversy, Elizabeth’s
own feelings are less transparent. A few
of the chroniclers mention her initial

resistance to Edward’s advances on moral
grounds, refusing to become his mistress in
a way that made him determined to make
her his wife. However, this does not appear
to have been as conscious a policy as that
used by Anne Boleyn six decades later.
There is no question that Edward
was a great catch for a knight’s widow.
Apart from his considerable personal
charms, to bag a king was the ultimate
achievement as a career marriage, and
brought unprecedented advantages to
the Woodville family – something that
Elizabeth must have been acutely aware
of. But this may have been a realistic
move, not a cynical one. It was the happy
union of attraction and advantage that
would have made the match so unique.
Elizabeth bore Edward 10 children,
with their youngest arriving just three
years before the king’s death. Of their
seven girls and three boys, only five (all
daughters) reached adulthood, the others
falling victim to illness, or disappearing
inside the Tower of London, as was the
case with the two elder boys, Edward V
and his brother Richard.
The provision for the young
Prince Edward’s education and his
establishment at Ludlow Castle in the
1470s show that his parents cared deeply
about the way his learning was imparted,
his leisure hours and the influences
upon him. He was to be allowed time to
play and to be well fed, well slept and
preserved from the influence of those who
might be uncouth, ill, or of evil intent.

The marriage of Elizabeth of York to the Lancastrian Henry VII finally restored peace between the two warring houses

“The family appears to have
been a close, warm unit,
retaining a sense of loyalty
and mutual support”
On the whole, the royal family appears
to have been a close, warm unit, which
retained a sense of loyalty and mutual
support throughout Edward’s reign and
afterwards. Their household accounts
and the glimpses offered by eyewitnesses
capture their mutual investment in
the life they had created together and
fought to protect. Their eldest daughter,
Elizabeth of York, continued to help her
sisters and their offspring after she had
married Henry VII and become queen.

GETTY IMAGES X4, ALAMY X1

AN END COME TOO SOON

The deposed Henry VI is visited by the Earl of Warwick, who helped him briefly
retake the throne from Edward IV in 1470
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The widowed Elizabeth left her
elder sons in the care of the Duke of
Gloucester, only for them to vanish and
the duke to seize power as Richard III

As 1483 dawned, Edward and Elizabeth
might still have anticipated many years
together. They had been married almost
19 years, the country was at peace and
Edward himself was approaching his
41st birthday. He was middle-aged by
contemporary standards, and although
not as active and fit as his earlier years,
had contemplated personally leading
an army against the Scots just one year
previously. The marriage had been placed
under considerable pressure by Edward’s
conflicts with his nobility, as rivalry was
created by jealousy at the new-found
wealth of the Woodvilles.

Yet there are no surviving anecdotes
that relate to conflict between the couple,
or any lessening of affection. None of
the gossipy stories that are typically
associated with the wives of Henry VIII,
or those of Henry VI, Richard III and
Henry VII, emerge about Edward and
Elizabeth. Their partnership appeared
complementary, harmonious and
enduring, with Edward adopting a
martial style of leadership, ruling by
merit of his larger-than-life personality
and Elizabeth taking the then typically
feminine role of the supportive and
fertile, but essentially apolitical, queen.
Edward’s premature death in April
1483 ended a productive partnership
before it had fully come to fruition,
before their eldest son was of age. Having
been the ‘glue’ that bound the disparate
elements of his court together, Edward’s
absence proved to be the catalyst that
precipitated civil chaos.
Losing control of power, and of her
sons, Elizabeth witnessed the deaths of
friends and relatives before peace was
restored under her son-in-law, Henry VII.
Elizabeth retired to Bermondsey Abbey,
spending her final days in seclusion before
being laid to rest, in 1492, in a humble
grave, at her own request, alongside
Edward in St George’s Chapel at Windsor.
They lie there today, permanently united
in death, their marriage standing as a
symbol of the strong rule they previously
embodied in life. d
AMY LICENCE is an author, journalist
and historian. Her books include Edward
IV and Elizabeth Woodville: A True
Romance (Amberley, 2016)
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MORE
MEDIEVAL

QUEENS

Emma Slattery Williams looks at a selection of other medieval
queens and their struggles for power and influence

1 ÆTHELFLÆD
c870–918

Known as the Lady of the Mercians,
Æthelflæd was the eldest daughter of
Alfred the Great of Wessex. Though she
played an important role in Anglo-Saxon
England, her story is often
overshadowed by her more famous
father. Æthelflæd was born during a
chaotic time, at the zenith of the Viking
invasions of the British Isles, but in 878
her father emerged victorious at the
Battle of Edington. Perhaps as young as
16, Æthelflæd was married to Æthelred,
Lord of the Mercians – an alliance that
united the last Saxon kingdoms that
were still holding out against the
Vikings. Together, the couple took back
much Mercian land from the Vikings.
Æthelflæd’s role in the affairs of state
grew and she took on building projects
and military campaigns as her husband
became ill. When Æthelred died, the
Mercian nobles accepted Æthelflæd as
sole ruler and she did not remarry.
Together with her brother, Edward the
Elder, their armies repelled many Viking
attacks and in 917, Æthelflæd captured

the Viking stronghold of Derby – with
Leicester soon following. In 918, at the
height of her power, Æthelflæd died. Her
daughter Ælfwynn succeeded but was
soon deposed by Edward. In 924, Edward’s
son and Æthelflæd’s nephew, Æthelstan,
acceded the thrones of both Mercia and
Wessex. He had been raised in Æthelflæd’s
court and aided by the wisdom he had
learned from his aunt, became the first
king of the English.

Æthelflæd leads her troops
against the Welsh c916

The first wife of the future Henry IV of England, Mary
de Bohun technically never became queen, as she
died before her husband ascended the throne. She
had plenty of royal blood herself, though – her father
was descended from Edward I and via her mother
she was descended from Henry III. Mary and her
sister Eleanor were heiresses to a substantial fortune,
and her brother-in-law, Thomas of Woodstock,
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1353–1412

At six years old, Margaret, daughter of
Valdemar IV of Denmark, was betrothed
to Haakon, king of Norway. Married
in 1363, Margaret spent her youth
in Norway, and gave birth to a
son, Olaf, in 1370. When her
father died in 1375, Margaret
successfully claimed the throne
of Denmark for Olaf; by 1380,
she was also ruling Norway on
behalf of her son following
the death of Haakon,
forming a union between
Denmark and Norway that
would remain until 1814.
During her regency, Margaret won back lands that had
been taken by the Hanseatic League – a federation
of north German towns and cities formed
to protect mutual trading interests – and,
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became regent in both Denmark and Norway,
Isabella, queen consort of English king Edward II.
allying with the Swedish nobles against their king.
Joan’s father, Henry I of Navarre, died a year after
In 1388, the nobles declared Margaret the rightful ruler
she was born so her mother Blanche became regent,
of Sweden. She defeated Albert the following year, keeping
as Joan was the sole heir. Many foreign powers, as well as
him captive for six years while peace was negotiated.
forces within Navarre, attempted to take advantage of this
situation, forcing Blanche and Joan to seek refuge at the
French court. Joan was brought up there and in 1284 married
the future Philip IV of France, bringing the kingdom of
Navarre under French control. Joan and Philip
had grown up together, and are thought
to have been close.
Joan is thought to have never
visited Navarre again after her
The unpopularity of Eleanor
marriage: it was ruled on her
of Provence, wife of Henry
behalf by French governors,
III of England, intensified the
creating animosity from those in
conflicts between the king
Navarre who blamed the French
and his barons. Daughter of
for their queen’s absence.
Raymond Berengar IV, count
Joan was also countess of
of Provence, and Beatrice of
Champagne and played an
Savoy, Eleanor’s marriage to
active role in its affairs. When
Henry was intended to sate his
Champagne was invaded, she
expansion ambitions abroad.
led an army without her
However, Eleanor ensured
husband and brought the
that positions of power within
perpetrator to prison. A patron
England were awarded to her
of education, Joan founded the
own family members, alienating
College of Navarre which
many English barons.
taught the arts,
When Henry was captured by
philosophy and
the rebel barons, who took over
theology. In 1305,
government, Eleanor presided
Joan died in
over royalist exiles in France and raised an invasion force. Her fleet
childbirth – the
was wrecked but the rebels were eventually quashed, allowing
Bishop of Troyes
the queen to return to England. Eleanor was widely disliked for
was accused of
her nepotism and her royal barge was often pelted with eggs
killing her by
and vegetables as it passed down the Thames. She did, however,
witchcraft, but
introduce many French-inspired fashions to England, including
was later
a new style of wimple [medieval headdress] and was a lover of
released.
poetry and romances. After Henry died in 1272, Eleanor helped
raise her grandchildren, before retiring to a convent.

Bertha was a Frankish princess and
daughter of Charibert I of Paris who
married Æthelberht of Kent probably when
she was in her early teens. With few records
surviving from the sixth century, little is
known of Bertha’s early life. The marriage
contract with Æthelberht allowed Bertha to continue practising her
Christian faith, even though her husband was a pagan.
Bertha brought a priest to England with her and used St Martin’s
Church in Canterbury as her private chapel. In 596, a monk named
Augustine was sent by Pope Gregory the Great to convert the
Anglo-Saxons to Christianity. Æthelberht allowed Augustine
to preach from St Martin’s and eventually converted – the first
Anglo-Saxon king to do so, and an event that Bertha may have
played a major role in. In 601, Pope Gregory sent a letter to
Bertha praising her faith and encouraging her to spread
Christianity; some speculate that she may even have
helped arrange Augustine’s’ original mission.

5 JOAN I OF NAVARRE
1273–1305

c1223–91

c1369–94
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c565–601

4 MARGARET
OF DENMARK

OF
6 ELEANOR
PROVENCE

2 MARY DE BOHUN
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3 BERTHA
OF KENT

“Æthelflæd is often
overshadowed by
her more famous
father”
allegedly tried to coerce Mary into becoming a nun
so they would not have to share the inheritance.
However, Mary’s aunt and Edward III’s son, John
of Gaunt, quickly married her to John’s son, Henry
Bolingbroke. Henry and Mary had six children, and
she died giving birth to the last one. Five years later,
Henry overthrew Richard II and took the throne of
England – their son would succeed him as Henry V.
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7

ELIZABETH
OF YORK

It was hoped that the marriage of
Henry VII and Elizabeth would put
an end to the conflicts between
the houses of Lancaster and York

1466–1503

Born during the Wars of the Roses to
Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville,
Elizabeth of York’s marriage to Henry
Tudor aimed to unite a divided kingdom
and created one of England’s greatest
royal dynasties.
As the eldest daughter of the king,
Elizabeth was a desirable bride and
was betrothed to the Dauphin of
France at the age of nine, before the
French king changed his mind. In 1483,
Edward IV unexpectedly died, and her
uncle – Richard III – declared Elizabeth
and her siblings illegitimate and
claimed the throne for himself.
The fate of Elizabeth’s two brothers,
the Princes in the Tower, still remains
one of history’s greatest mysteries. It
has often been claimed that Richard III
considered marrying Elizabeth after
Anne Neville’s death in March 1485.
But in August that year, Richard was
defeated at Bosworth by Henry Tudor,
who held a slender Lancastrian claim to
the throne.
Henry and Elizabeth’s union brought
together the rival claims of York and
Lancaster, ushering in peace after years
of civil war. Their marriage appeared to
be a personally happy and dynastically
successful one: their two daughters
became queen consorts of France
and Scotland and their second son
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ANNE NEVILLE
1456–85

Anne Neville was used as pawn by her
ambitious father, Richard Neville, the Earl
of Warwick. He played a key role in the
Wars of the Roses – switching between
both the York and Lancastrian sides and
helping to depose two kings. In 1470, Anne
was married to the Lancastrian heir, Prince
Edward, after Warwick had turned from the
house of York. Prince Edward was killed at
the Battle of Tewkesbury, and Anne was
taken prisoner. At some point between 1472
and 1474, she was married to the future
Richard III and they had a son, Edward,
who died before his 11th birthday. When
Richard took the throne from
his nephews, Anne and Richard
were crowned in 1483.
When Anne died in 1485,
rumours spread that her
husband had poisoned
her so he could marry his
niece Elizabeth of York
– Anne’s death was
probably caused by
tuberculosis.
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“Their union
ushered in peace
after years of
civil war”

9

1241–90

Wife of Edward I of England, Eleanor of
Castile was often considered the real power
behind the throne. Daughter of Ferdinand III
of Castile and Joan, heir to the county of
Ponthieu, Eleanor received a thorough
education that prepared her for her role as
queen. As a teenager, she married Edward
and they spent much time together – rare
for a medieval royal marriage.
Eleanor accompanied her husband on
campaigns, even while pregnant. Interested
in military affairs, she held influence over
her husband, arranged diplomatic
marriages and
popularised the
use of tapestries
among the nobility.
She died in 1290
and Edward
commissioned
12 elaborate stone
monuments, known
as Eleanor Crosses,
in tribute to her.

1389–1409

At six years old, Isabella was
married to Richard II of England
but was widowed three years
later. As the daughter of Charles
VI of France, her marriage was intended to bring peace
between the two nations. Though Richard was more
than 20 years Isabella’s senior, he regularly visited his
young bride and made her laugh. In 1399, Richard was
usurped by Henry IV, and died in captivity. Henry tried to
wed Isabella to his son, but after much difficulty she was
allowed to return to France. She later married Charles,
future Duke of Orléans, but died in childbirth in 1409.

12 BLANCHE
OF CASTILE
1188–1252

became one of England’s most wellknown monarchs – Henry VIII – after the
premature death of his older brother,
Prince Arthur.
Elizabeth may not have involved herself
in state affairs, but she was a doting
mother and would often intercede
with the king on behalf of her
subjects. She died in 1503 – an
event that greatly affected
the future Henry VIII, who
adored his mother.
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EADGIFU
OF KENT

c903–66

Daughter of Sigehelm, a Kentish
ealdorman (a high-status official in AngloSaxon England), Eadgifu became the
third wife of Edward the Elder of Wessex.
She held a lot of land in Kent, and this
marriage allowed Edward to extend his
territory. Little is known of Eadgifu during
the reign of her stepson Æthelstan, but
she was a prominent figure in court during
the reign of her two sons, Edmund I and
Eadred of England. She even eclipsed her
daughters-in-law’s power as a dowager
queen and mother of the king.
Eadgifu’s name
often appears in
witness lists of
charters during
Edmund’s reign,
suggesting she
was often present
at important state
meetings. She was
also a noted patron
of many churches.

Daughter of Alfonso VIII of
Castile and Eleanor of England,
Blanche was not the first choice
of bride for the future Louis
VIII. Her sister was due to marry
the French heir but their grandmother, Eleanor of
Aquitaine, preferred Blanche. Louis died in 1226, leaving
his young son as king. Blanche shrewdly released an
imprisoned noble and ceded land to another to keep
the peace among France’s discontented nobles. She
organised armies to protect the interests of her son and
became regent once more when he went on crusade.

13

BERENGARIA OF
NAVARRE

c1165–1230

Berengaria is known as the only English queen
to never have set foot in the country. She was
the wife of Richard I, who himself spent little
of his reign in England. The eldest daughter of
Sancho VI of Navarre, Berengaria was married to
Richard in Cyprus, after his betrothal to Alys of
France was ended. On the journey to her wedding,
Berengaria was shipwrecked off the coast of
Cyprus and had to be rescued by Richard after
being threatened by the island’s ruler. Unusually
for a queen, Berengaria accompanied her husband
on the Third Crusade, but later returned to France.
The royal couple saw very little of each other and
had no children. After Richard’s death,
Berengaria lived in one of
her dower properties in Le
Mans, though Richard’s
successor John refused to
pay her pension and took
much of her property. This
was eventually rectified with
the accession of Henry III.
Berengaria founded the
abbey of L’Épau and
was buried there
after her death,
in 1230. d
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If we’ve whetted your appetite for all things queenly, why not
explore the topic further with our pick of books, films and more

BOOKS

Queens and Queenship

Queens of the
Conquest: England’s
Medieval Queens

By Dr Elena Woodacre
(ARC Humanities Press,
forthcoming, 2021)

By Alison Weir
(Jonathan Cape, 2017)

Dr Elena Woodacre looks
at queenship in a timeless,
global sense from the
ancient world nearly to the
present day, using examples
from around the world to
understand the expectations
of queens and explore three
key themes: family, rule
and image.

Alison Weir strips away
centuries of romantic
mythology and prejudice to
reveal the lives of England’s
queens in the century after
the Norman Conquest –
from Matilda of Flanders to
Empress Maud.

She-Wolves: The
Women Who Ruled
England Before
Elizabeth
By Helen Castor
(Harper, 2011)
Helen Castor explores women
and power in England, as
witnessed through the lives
of six females who exercised
power against the odds, and
one who never got
the chance.

BLOG
E Team Queens Explore global queenship further with this educational history blog,
run by a group of enthusiastic historians – including Dr Elena Woodacre, Dr Gabrielle Storey,
Katia Wright and Catherine Capel: teamqueens.org

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and more
on medieval queens, visit the kings and queens hub on our
website: historyextra.com/topic/kings-and-queens

WATCH

The White Queen

She-Wolves: England’s Early Queens

(BBC One, now streaming on Amazon Prime
and Google Play)

(BBC Four, now streaming on Amazon Prime)

Follow the stories of the women involved
in the Wars of the Roses – the medieval
conflict for the throne of England.

Historian Helen Castor explores the lives of
seven English queens who challenged male
power – from Eleanor of Aquitaine to Isabella
of France and Margaret of Anjou.
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