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 It is said that Eleanor of Aquitaine was a beautiful woman, described by Bernard de 

Ventadour as ‘gracious, lovely, the embodiment of charm’ with ‘lovely eyes and noble 

countenance’
1
.  However to this day no one truly knows what this highly influential Queen 

looked like.  We know by a simple description of Eleanor that even at 51 she was able to 

disguise herself as a man
2
, a preposterous notion for any woman born in the 12

th
 Century.  Not 

for Eleanor.  For a woman who influenced the Middle Ages as Queen Eleanor did this is one 

thing we know for sure: Eleanor of Aquitaine was no simple woman.  Headstrong and knowing 

what she wanted – in her marriage, on the battlefield, in her bed – it is clear to historians that 

Eleanor of Aquitaine was quite possibly the most powerful woman of her time and someone who 

influenced an entire era.   

 Eleanor of Aquitaine was born, as close as historians can determine, in 1122
3
, the exact 

date of birth lost to the annals of time.  This birthdate is based on information remaining in 

formal documents stating that she was fourteen when the vassals of Aquitaine swore fealty to 

her.  In a feudalistic society this was a very uncommon occurrence.  Women were able to inherit 

lands and rule them if they so chose in this little corner of what would one day become France.  

Eleanor’s father, having lost his heir-apparent, her brother William, by the time Eleanor was 

eight, did the only thing he could: he left leave the duchy of Aquitaine to his headstrong 

daughter.  The Duke took it one step further and made sure that Eleanor was educated enough to 

run the duchy when she came of age
4
.  Little did he know at the time that his daughter would not 

only rule the lands of Aquitaine, but of France and England as well. 
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 In order to protect both Eleanor and the lands of Aquitaine, Eleanor’s father left the 

young heiress as the ward of King Louis VI before setting off on a pilgrimage of his own
5
.  The 

Duke wanted to be assured that no one attempted to take the lands from his daughter and he eyed 

an alliance with the King.  An alliance is exactly what he received for his efforts.  Eleanor was 

married to the younger Louis, a young man destined to be a monk who wound up becoming 

King.  The couple had been married only a short time when Louis VI passed on.  Finding herself 

in Paris, Eleanor, like her new husband, was given further educational tutoring, adding to the 

education she had already received at home and giving the already intelligent young woman even 

more to work with when it came to thinking on her own.  

 The King, although initially trained to be a priest, had his own fair share of trouble with 

the church and with Pope Innocent, the man who gave him the ultimate authority to rule France.  

It is at this time we see the first flexing of Eleanor’s power as Queen.  Louis became despondent 

after the battle of Vitry and nothing seemed to be able to draw him out of it.  Abbe Bernard took 

it upon himself to speak with the Queen in an effort to convince her to draw Louis from his 

despair
6
.  Instead of finding Queen Eleanor in an agreeable state, the Abbe instead found her in 

the mood to negotiate, unrepentant for her husband’s moral decline
7
.  She intended to negotiate 

the lifting of the reading of the banns on her sister’s marriage. Whether or not she was actually 

successful, history does not say, but Eleanor shook the foundations of the church enough to have 

been rebuked by the Abbe of Clairvaux who told her to ‘put an end to your interference with 

affairs of state’
8
.   

 Of course this would not be the last time Eleanor put into play her influence on the King.   
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The fall of the city of Edessa in the Holy Land disturbed Louis enough that he decided to take 

the cross and conduct his own Crusade.  Not one to sit idly by, Eleanor took the cross with her 

husband
9
.  Women of the Middle Ages did not normally fight alongside their husbands on 

campaigns of any magnitude, especially not a woman of noble French descent.   But without 

Eleanor’s support, Louis would not have the troops or the money to conduct his Crusade.  It was 

the Queen who drew in the support of the barons of Aquitaine and their vassals
10

 until the fervor 

of the Crusade spread throughout France.  When she announced that she would accompany him, 

what, exactly, could he say, especially since Eleanor was the one to rally the troops behind him? 

 There is little known about Eleanor’s excursions in the Holy Land, however it is believed 

that the Queen not only accompanied her husband but also fought along beside him
11

.  Legends 

abound that Eleanor rode into battle with a group of women behind her dressed as Amazons.  

Whether or not this is entirely accurate, it is in character with the Eleanor of Aquitaine history 

knows.  William of Tyre documented the fact that she was in the Holy Land with Louis
12

 and it 

was also documented by Niketas Choniates fifty years after the battle who described ‘one in 

particular, richly-dressed’
13

.  Historians believe that this was a description of Eleanor. 

 The notion of a divorce was not recognized until well into the Tudor monarchy a few 

hundred years after Eleanor’s time.  However, annulments were well known in the Middle Ages, 

especially in the aristocracy.  During Eleanor’s time in the Holy Land rumors abounded about an 

affair the Queen supposedly had with a relation, Raymond of Antioch
14

.  Some sources 
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state he was a cousin.  Others say he was an uncle.  How much truth behind this ‘affair’ is 

unknown, but it caused strife between Eleanor and Louis VII.  The marriage was already strained 

as Eleanor was headstrong and powerful while Louis was simply enamored by her and presented 

in history as weak.  Added to the rumors of her supposed affair was Louis’ desire to continue on 

to Jerusalem in pilgrimage.  It was at this point that Eleanor simply decided she had had enough.  

She had already born Louis one child, a daughter much to the King’s chagrin, and his pious 

devotion was more than she simply wanted to handle.  “I married a monk, not a King,”
15

 she 

stated to Raymond, the man she was accused of carrying on an affair with.  Raymond was the 

one who put the idea of annulling her marriage to Louis in her head, stating that the close blood 

ties would be enough to convince the church to allow it.  She convinced Louis to annul their 

marriage for reasons of ‘consanguity’ and enjoyed a brief period of freedom.  But there was 

already another in her sights: Henry of Anjou, the young son of Henry I and the heir to the King 

of England.   Even thought she was ready to leave Louis, she was forced to reconcile with him 

thanks to the intervention of the Pope and bore him another daughter. 

 Eleanor knew that without a male protector to help protect her lands – although one has 

to wonder if she really needed one – she felt that her marriage to Henry would have to move 

quickly.  It would have well been in Louis’ right to have her tried for adultery – namely with 

Henry – and retain her lands, but Louis needed a male heir.  By this time he had two daughters 

with Eleanor and he decided it was better to lose half of his domain and retain the ability to 

remarry in the hopes of having a son
16

.  As soon as Eleanor was free of Louis, she requested that 

Henry come and marry her post haste
17

.  She additionally exerted her autonomy over her duchy 

by requesting that all of her lords, barons, and vassals renew their pledges to her
18

.   
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She even went as far as annulling any charters and decrees Louis made in Aquitaine and reissued 

them under her own charters. 

 Within months of marrying Henry and becoming the Duchess of Normandy in addition to 

Aquitaine, Henry of Anjou became Henry II, King of England, making Eleanor a Queen yet 

again.  She gave Henry an heir almost immediately and settled in helping Henry rule England in 

addition to Normandy and Aquitaine for she still held the lands.  During her time as Queen of 

England, Eleanor acted as Regent for Henry during his many travels throughout the land and 

against France.  But even before Henry ascended the throne, Eleanor’s influence was already 

strong among the known world.  In 1153, Pope Anatasius IV wrote to Eleanor requesting her 

help in a church-state conflict regarding the removal and replacement of an abbot
19

.  This is only 

one of many letters sent to and responded to by Eleanor during her reign as Queen of England.  

There was many times that Eleanor herself held royal court, sitting with the King’s advisors on 

‘matters of importance’
20

.  Few Queens prior to Eleanor’s reign exerted their influence in such a 

way and it would be a few centuries before another Queen with this type of influence would once 

again reign, namely Elizabeth I. 

 Eleanor held her own sons with Henry in high regard as well, especially the Young King, 

Henry and her second son Richard I.  Eleanor was estranged from her husband for some time as 

it was common knowledge that Henry had a very healthy sexual appetite
21

 and took on plenty of 

mistresses, although historians believe that happened well after Eleanor was past child bearing 

years
22

.  Between his extra marital affairs with a woman Rosamund, the refusal to divide the 

lands between her sons and the fact that he may have had a larger role in  
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the murder of Thomas Beckett, Eleanor found herself losing faith in her husband and his ability 

to rule
23

.  Henry II attempted to influence his young heir and rear him to be King, but he refused 

to relinquish his power even after the Young King was crowned.  By this time, Richard I was 15 

and installed as the Duke of Aquitaine and it very evident to Eleanor that her husband the King 

was pushing both of his sons away
24

.   

 Eleanor’s influence on her sons grew until they rose up against their father in an effort to 

gain control over the lands which they felt they rightfully ruled.  At this point she refused to 

return to Henry II, supporting her sons’ cause.  She was even reprimanded by the Archbishop of 

Rouen for her seditious acts against the crown in a letter that stated ‘We know that unless you 

return to your husband, you will be the cause of widespread disaster’
25

.  For her actions in her 

sons’ revolt, Eleanor was imprisoned by the King.  She remained a prisoner of the King with 

little to no contact with her sons until Henry II passed away although during major occasions and 

holidays she was attendance at court. Henry the Young King never sat on the throne of England, 

dying of dysentery and fever
26

 before his father and during his mother’s imprisonment, leaving 

Richard to ascend the throne
27

. 

 There is very little known about the years Eleanor remained imprisoned but one thing that 

is known is that Richard and John were at odds with one another over the appointment of the 

lands of Aquitaine and Poitou to John
28

.  This ultimately caused the Queen to negotiate a 

reconciliation between her sons as it was a well known fact that John attempted to overthrow his 

own brother and take the crown during Richard’s time in the Holy Land.  It was during Richard’s 

Crusade in the Holy Land that Eleanor acted as Regent in his stead and it was this woman who 

petitioned Pope Celestine to intercede on King Richard’s behalf to raise the ransom  
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required to release Richard from Saladin and the King of Germany
29

.  It took three letters to the 

Pope to get him to act, which resulted in the threat of interdiction on the entire country if the 

citizens did not help raise the ransom of the King
30

.  Very few examples of this type of influence, 

especially that of a Queen who normally had only influence on the domestic sphere of her castle, 

exist and the fact that the Pope did indeed intercede, is a fine example of the power Eleanor held 

during her numerous different reigns. 

 Eleanor was a woman of refinement and grace and even as she helped mould the Middle 

Ages through four kings – two of which were her husbands and two of which were her sons – 

she was also a very influential patron of the arts and benefactor of the church.  As the daughter of 

a troubadour she enjoyed fine music and delighted in the poetry and prose of many visitors to her 

courts such as the aforementioned Bernard de Ventadour.  As a benefactor of the church she 

stepped in to help monks who complained of the ‘dispossession of their land’
31

 as well as made 

sure that the abbey at Fontevrault and the nuns that lived there were well taken care of upon her 

death
32

.  It is within this abbey that Eleanor, Henry II, and Richard I are buried
33

.   

 Even today Eleanor of Aquitaine is still a well known figure in history, her story being 

wrapped up in the legends of Robin Hood and the subject of books and motion pictures, such as 

the movie ‘The Lion In Winter’.   
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It is hard to deny based on the proof if history just how influential Eleanor of Aquitaine was.  

Even throughout history there have been few Queens prior to Eleanor that proved as powerful 

and as influential as this headstrong woman from France.  None of her contemporaries wielded 

the same power she did and very few of the Queens after her have impacted society and the 

world in the same way.  Eleanor of Aquitaine did not just influence a single era in history.  She 

has influenced generations well beyond her own time. 
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