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Usage and Conventions

FIRST CITATIONS IN footnotes contain full information, whereas the bibliography consists of selected works, including the main primary sources. The articles published in Dietrich Kötzsche, ed., Das Evangeliar Heinrichs des Löwen. Kommentar zum Faksimile (Frankfurt am Main: Insel, 1989) and Jochen Luckhardt and Franz Niehoff, eds., Heinrich der Löwe und seine Zeit. Herrschaft und Repräsentation der Welfen 1125–1235, 3 vols. (Munich: Hirmer, 1995) appear in the footnotes but have been omitted from the bibliography. The focus in the select bibliography is on material culture, women, and power.

I have anglicized most names, including German emperors and places like Braunschweig (as Brunswick) and Hannover (Hanover), but have made some exceptions, including Marie (of Champagne) and Alix (of Blois). The name Leonor of Castile is preferred over that of Eleanor in order to avoid confusion between the queen of Castile and her mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine. To enhance readability, dates of death of major figures are largely absent in the introduction; instead these are given in the subsequent chapters.
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 Introduction: Material Culture and Performance of Power


BRUNSWICK, GERMANY, JUNE 24, 1935. In the Church of St. Blaise the graves belonging to Henry the Lion (1131/1135–1195), duke of Saxony and Bavaria, and his wife Matilda (1156–1189) are unearthed at the behest of the Nazi Party. Henry the Lion was the only child of Duke Henry the Proud and Duchess Gertrud; through his mother, Henry the Lion was the grandson of Emperor Lothar and Empress Richenza. The 1935 excavation was part of a campaign to convert the Christian temple into a Nazi shrine commemorating the Lion. His consort Matilda, as the eldest daughter of King Henry II of England and Eleanor of Aquitaine, as well as the granddaughter of the Empress Matilda, had an equally impressive pedigree, but she was of no use to Nazi propaganda. The redecoration campaign resulted in a profoundly altered church interior featuring heavy granite, large curtains decorated with an eagle and swastika, and aggressive black-and-white sgraffiti on the walls replacing the medieval decoration.1 Reviving Duke Henry was a means to connect the Nazis’ expansionist politics towards Eastern Europe with the duke’s historical conquest of Slavic lands: the duke served as a glorious model of a past that needed to be restored.2 For Matilda little role is evident in this appropriation—and abuse—of history, as she was merely the “wife of,” and English rather than German to boot.3 Yet the excavations had another impact as well: the material remains of the ducal couple were photographed and published, allowing modern viewers to glimpse the life and afterlife of Henry and Matilda (Figure 1).4
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Figure 1. Leather shroud with Henry the Lion’s remains. Wolfenbüttel, NLA WO 250 N, Nr. 205. Photo: Niedersächsisches Landesarchiv, Wolfenbüttel.



Long after World War II, Duke Henry the Lion managed to captivate the interest of historians, art historians, literary specialists, and numismatists.5 Although Matilda was a crucial part of the story of Henry’s rise to and fall from power, scholars have not accorded her a prominent place in the duke’s daily affairs, neither in his rise nor fall. This scholarly oversight is all the more surprising given the survival of no fewer than four twelfth-century visual representations of the royal couple: Matilda and Henry appear together on a coin, in a psalter, and twice in a gospel book. This indicates that Matilda’s involvement mattered to Henry the Lion. Indeed, it would only be through Matilda that he and his family were able to stay at Henry II’s court between 1182 and 1185 after the duke had been exiled from Germany by Emperor Frederick Barbarossa. Yet Matilda is rarely considered to have played an active role in Saxon politics, and this is partly due to the scarcity of references to Matilda in charters and chronicles. As we will see, Matilda is not completely absent from the chronicles, which provide basic information on her birth, status, marriage, and motherhood, but fail to offer much more than that. Many medieval elite women of Matilda’s time shared the same fate, mainly because most chroniclers were producing their narratives for male rulers and religious institutions led by men, while also pursuing their own clerical agendas.

Given Matilda’s royal status we would, however, expect her to appear in charters issued by her husband, who was of lower status. In fact, only three such documents are known. A charter dated February 1, 1168, known through a seventeenth-century copy, tells that Henry and Matilda were engaged in Minden Cathedral on that day.6 Matilda appears in the charter’s recognitio—indicating place and time—as Machtildem filiam regis Anglie. The filiam regis Anglie expression is far from unusual, since it can be found in almost all of the other written sources, but its presence in Henry’s charters evinces that it was important to the duke as well. The second charter dates from 1170 and is known to us from a sixteenth-century cartulary. The document’s closing protocol states: “All these things were done with the consent of the glorious Lady Matilda, duchess of Bavaria and Saxony, and also with the devout permission of Lady Gertrud, daughter of Henry and Clementia; prosperous until eternity.”7 Matilda is designated as domine Matildis, Bawaria et Saxonie ducisse. Lady—or female lord—refers to Matilda’s marital status, through which she had obtained the title of duchess, sharing in her husband’s authority as duke of Bavaria and Saxony. Since Matilda is merely mentioned as domina, rather than uxor or coniunx, this may indicate that Henry and Matilda had as yet not shared a bed, which would be understandable considering that Matilda was still only fourteen at the time. When turning to the third and final charter, which has survived in its original form, this situation has changed. This document mentions Henry’s donation to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (1172). Matilda, who did not join Henry on his journey due to her pregnancy, is not presented as a co-donor, nor does she give her consent or act as a witness, but instead she is cited as one of the beneficiaries.8 Both Matilda’s descent and her authority as duchess are specifically stated. The addition of uxoris mee is meaningful, as it not only declares that the relation between Matilda and Henry is legitimate, but also implies that she is responsible for Henry’s offspring, for whose spiritual wellbeing the donation was also made. Of the 123 charters connected with Duke Henry, only these three mention Matilda, but they give an important insight into the development of her position from young bride to young mother.9 We should be wary of interpreting Matilda’s absence from Henry’s ducal documents as clear evidence of her absence in his lordship, especially given that she, as we shall see, appears in visual sources. Rather, it fits the charter evidence for the Saxon lands where women’s names were rarely included, even though these women do appear in chronicles and lists of properties owned by monasteries and churches as well as on coins.10

Apart from the challenging written source material, another explanation for the lack of a more detailed analysis of Matilda’s actions must be sought in the scholarly assumption that Matilda mainly embodied status and monetary value. This perception springs from the many chroniclers who mentioned Henry’s marriage to the filia regis Anglorum (daughter of the king of the English) and spoke of the great treasures she brought with her.11 Their entries have been read as a confirmation of the wealth of the English king, Henry II, and of his appreciation of rich vestments.12 It is suggestive of the ostentation that accompanied Matilda on her travel: in addition to moveable items that served as marriage goods, Matilda brought with her £5,102 of silver.13 By regarding Matilda herself as an element of the treasures, almost an object that was given to Henry the Lion, modern scholars have denied her an active voice in the years that followed her marriage. To counter and nuance that narrative, this book argues that the impressive range of belongings that I connect to Duchess Matilda—textiles, illuminated manuscripts, coins, chronicles, charters, and literary texts—allows us to perceive elite women’s performance of power, even when they are largely absent from the official documentary record. It is especially through the visual record of material culture that we can hear female voices, allowing us to forge an alternative way toward rethinking assumptions about power for sparsely documented elite women.14

The eldest daughter of the king and queen of England, Matilda was among the most elite of women and, as I will make clear, she was far from a passive pawn. That she exerted power from 1170 to 1189 as daughter, consort, regent, patron, and mother is corroborated by the traces of the many artefacts connected to her. At this point it is worthwhile to return to the grave of Henry and Matilda. From an art historical perspective what surfaced is quite disappointing: no jewellery, no clothing, and no precious grave goods, even though “pearls of rosaries, bronze pins, and the remains of sarcophagus hinges” were found.15 In addition a tablet-woven band—perhaps covering a lock—and a bright spot of silver tarnish were discovered on the leather shroud covering one of the bodies.16 In 1935 the skeleton placed in the leather shroud was identified as being that of Matilda; accordingly the tablet weave was thought to be hers, whence the name by which it is known, the Mathildenbändchen (Figure 2). Forty years later, the excavation report together with its interpretations were critically analyzed; the consensus is now that it was Henry the Lion who was buried in the leather sack and thus the textile is thought to belong with his remains.17 A modern in-depth study of the weaving’s material and technical qualities combined with an analysis of comparable tablet weaves might help to establish the band’s function and meaning, and perhaps even its origin of manufacture.18 Unfortunately, such an enterprise may never be undertaken because the band’s current whereabouts are unknown. The textile archaeologist Karl Schlabow, who was the director of the Industriemuseum Neumünster where the tablet-woven band was studied and reproduced after it was excavated, estimated that this 6 mm wide band was woven using nineteen tablets, each with four holes, resulting in a warp of seventy-six threads. The band was made of a brightly coloured purple silk with patterns in gold brocading, a technique of adding “a floating, supplemental weft thread to the ground weave.”19 This textile trace, like the many objects discussed in the present study, goes beyond a simple narrative focusing on the duke as it offers an example of the value of material culture for elite people to shape medieval life—and afterlife—regardless of their sex. It is through these objects rather than charter evidence that history, from visual to social to cultural, can be told because they are vivid reminders of the importance of communicating wealth, prestige, and power. Which brings me to the most compelling reason for writing about Matilda and her sisters; that is, to investigate the connections between women and power through the lens of material culture, still an under-developed approach in medieval studies with its continued focus on the written record. Before addressing how I deal with power and performance, however, the term “material culture” deserves some explanation.
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Figure 2. Mathildenbändchen. Wolfenbüttel, NLA WO 250 N, Nr. 205. Photo: Niedersächsisches Landesarchiv, Wolfenbüttel.



There is no simple definition of what material culture entails, nor do scholars always attempt to define it. Often, the emphasis has been on everyday objects—varying from tools to pottery, and from textiles to furniture.20 However, as Roberta Gilchrist has pointed out, these artefacts are not so ordinary because they either have survived or were documented. In addition, many of these items belonged to higher social levels of society, the silk tablet-woven band found in Henry the Lion’s grave being a case in point.21 Indeed, items made for and used by elites, as well as artefacts related to the practice of religion, have been incorporated into more recent studies of medieval material culture.22 Here special attention is paid to how things empower people, arguing that objects have agency themselves and thus going beyond the question of what individuals do with objects. For example, artefacts can help us to recall a person or an event, triggering our senses and emotions. The term material culture also suggests that the widest variety of objects can be studied, and it rejects a hierarchy of media, something that long has dominated art history with its emphasis on the “high arts” of painting and sculpture. In the present case, not only luxury manuscripts but also coins and seals, which I study from formal and semiotic perspectives in order to shed light on personal and collective identities, provide evidence of the communicative powers of objects and the networks of relationships connecting people and things.23 Thinking of artefacts and their “affective, social, cultural and economic relationships” with people has resulted in some innovative ways of rethinking medieval artworks, both whole and fragmentary.24 For example, the materiality of objects has been studied in terms of their social value by taking into account what they are made of, their size, and their biography (the social life of things).25 Another way of approaching materiality takes into account the theological, philosophical, and somatic ideas concerning matter and reality.26 This, in turn, has resulted in studies that investigate haptic, sensory, and performative aspects of artworks.27

I address material culture as items that are closely linked to the elite society in which they were produced and activated.28 The works are analyzed in relation to their multiple users, acknowledging that objects themselves have agency. Things not only have the potential to be an active part of social life, but also to impact people and their lives, thus becoming an important part of the performance of power.29 At the same time a material culture perspective allows for a whole-scale rethinking of the concept of power, this “grand, all-embracing, and reifying term.”30

In 2015 a special issue of Medieval Feminist Forum was published in which several medievalists reflected on both older and current research on women and power in order to point towards new avenues of approaching the topic. In a thought-provoking article, Marie Kelleher pointed out that despite the influence of Michel Foucault’s understanding of power as not being “unidirectional” nor “necessarily belonging to one set of public institutions,” the focus still was on women and public power; that is, elite women’s power exercised through institutions.31 As a consequence, the conclusion often has been that women held less or different power. Foucault’s analysis of power as a matter of government, which includes “political structures or the management of states,”32 does not sit easily with twelfth-century realities of power, which, as Thomas Bisson has insisted, were inextricably linked with lordship, that is, the personal command over dependent people.33 Regrettably, female lordship plays no part in Bisson’s analysis, a fundamental omission given that Kimberley LoPrete has argued that women exercised authoritative lordly powers.34 However, from a gendered perspective Foucault’s idea of government has had its merits, as it also includes “modes of action, more or less considered and calculated, that were destined to act upon the possibilities of action of other people.”35 In the case of medieval women the latter exercise of power has been labelled agency or informal/soft power.36 Apart from the fact that both agency and soft power are as hard to define or grasp as the term power itself, the idea that women’s power should need different words to describe how they could impact their own lives and that of others implies that women functioned in their own spheres, apart from men, and that they were rarely able to exercise the sort of “real” power attributed to elite men. This does no justice to the range of possibilities that both women and men had at their disposal to affect others, such as financing civic architecture, creating alliances, or gathering an army. Nor does it agree with the reality of men’s lives when they are treated as a homogenous group that held and shared in power equally, without acknowledging that their leverage greatly differed and depended on multiple economic and social circumstances.37

Kelleher’s proposed definition of power “as the ability to take action that has the potential to affect the destiny of others” acknowledges exactly the breadth and inclusiveness of Foucault’s analysis.38 Inclusiveness allows us to investigate the power of a woman such as Matilda, whose government has not been formally documented in charters, chronicles, or ceremonies of fealty. We can focus on the question of how women “actually used [power], individually, as part of a ruling couple, as a parent, or collectively.”39 Recent studies on medieval women have demonstrated that material culture is a fruitful way of exploring objects as an important nexus between women, dynasty, and power.40

My acceptance of Kelleher’s (and Foucault’s) inclusive definition of power does not blind me to women’s positions and limitations within patriarchal political and cultural structures.41 Rather, the material evidence problematizes thinking in binary categories of male–female or public–private. For one, because both men and women interacted with artefacts by commissioning, donating, and displaying them. While particular objects, such as a given sword or book, may be labelled male or female, textile donations in the central Middle Ages, for example, do not neatly fit these categories, a useful reminder that these binaries did not exist in the extreme or were not always that evident. Further, thinking along those lines of opposites suggests that men and women are stable categories, always acting out their identities in the same way (e.g. by giving gender-specified gifts), without acknowledging the impact of political and economic developments, as well as changes in lifecycle, such as age and widowhood.42 Reaching a senior age or being a widow could support women in gaining and exercising power in what some scholars perceive as the public sphere inhabited by men, indicating women’s actions were not necessarily limited to their household. But more importantly, the analytic dichotomy public–private does not do justice to how medieval people must have experienced their lives: could a woman’s gift to a church or an ally really have been considered a private affair, devoid of any sense of public authority? And how to value women’s (and men’s) display of elaborate dress within the confinement of the castle while discussing military strategies: a public or private affair? As these questions show, material culture helps us to shift away from binaries that tend to be central to documentary sources.

Analyzing material culture as a pathway for perceiving women’s power also aids in understanding “power as the outcome of dynamic (rather than fixed) processes, and as the result of social structures rather than individual agency,” which includes women’s connections with men and women’s interactions with women.43 The dynamics of power relations have also been pointed out by Foucault, who remarked that it can result in a “strategy of struggle, in which the two forces are not superimposed, do not lose their specific nature, or do not finally become confused. Each constitutes for the other a kind of permanent limit, a point of possible reversal.”44 Material culture can be recognized as a manner in which to demonstrate power as well as part of the struggle for obtaining and maintaining that power. In both cases, there is a clear awareness of the presence of other parties involved in the exercise of power. Thus, in my analysis of the artefacts connected to Matilda, the negotiation of power through artworks, and the potential conversion of their meaning in the hands of new owners is explicitly taken into account.

Precisely because material culture is part of the exercise and negotiation of power, and holds an active potential, the term “performance” is used here. Here performance means acts done by people with artefacts, such as materializing relationships, reading, communicating identities, and displaying status and wealth. And it also includes the agency that artefacts themselves have, such as keeping memories alive, eliciting emotions, triggering donations, or spurring people to visit places. It is through cultural acts, in which objects play a dynamic role, that power relations are constructed and power itself is displayed.45 Material culture empowered women to create, activate, manipulate, and promote their present ambitions and preserve the future of their dynasties.46 “Performance of power” thus refers to the instrumental character of artefacts and buildings: through the items with which societies interacted, high-born women like Matilda sought to impact their own lives as well as those of their natal and marital families.

My concern here is the agency of objects and the interactions between objects and people in medieval society, and not the unsolvable question of Matilda as the primary person commissioning artefacts. In an excellent analysis of patronage for the Bayeux Tapestry (actually an embroidery), Elizabeth Carson Pastan argued that the model of a micro-managing Renaissance patron fits uncomfortably with medieval material and that the focus on Odo of Bayeux has led to extensive (and not necessarily fruitful) speculations.47 Further, the identifying of depicted figures as sponsors tends to overshadow the object’s materiality as an indicator for possible patronage.48 For example, the ninth-century purple pillow discovered in the tomb of St. Remigius at Rheims demonstrates that patronage per se is not the most fruitful category of analysis. While the gold embroidered inscription mentions Bishop Hincmar as the person ordering it to be made, it was Alpais (d. after 852), the sister of Emperor Charles the Bold, who collected the materials, embroidered and presented it.


The renowned Bishop Hincmar ordered Alpais to make and present this humble work. He indeed ordered it so, but she happily carried this out and made the work you see here. By the occasion of the new honor [the translation of the relics and dedication of the new church] she made this little pillow, which will support the sweet and venerable head of Remigius. Through the merits of Alpais everywhere, may her prayers be furthered beyond the stars.49



Valerie Garver has brought to the fore that, while the inscription hails Hincmar as the patron who commissioned the work, the text clearly praises Alpais as instrumental in executing the little pillow. Alpais used her work to document her virtue, found a way to interact with St. Remigius, and sought to keep her own memory alive.50 That the inscribed presence of women’s names can very well indicate their active participation in the making process has been put forward convincingly by Therese Martin. She proposed an important new direction in rethinking the relationship between medieval women and art by introducing the concept of women as makers. Her argument that women should be viewed as makers of art and architecture originates from the (me) fecit inscriptions found on objects and buildings, which often held flexible meanings, enabling us to see women’s contributions as “patrons and facilitators, producers and artists, owners and recipients.”51 Envisioning Matilda and other women as makers encourages a rethinking of objects that either have been considered from the perspective of male patronage, or have been largely ignored because they are anonymous. Moreover, the term “maker” is more powerful than “patron,” as it suggests an action performed through art that is meant to achieve something: from commemoration through prayers, to salving the wounds of conflicts, to making rulership omnipresent, to communicating social networks. This empowering impact of material culture is at the heart of this book.

In order to contextualize Matilda’s engagement with material culture, it is necessary to consider other elite women. The selection of these women is primarily based on Matilda’s natal network, meaning that artefacts connected to her sisters Leonor and Joanna are included. Matilda’s parents, Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, also feature, as do her half-sisters Marie of Champagne and Alix of Blois. Colette Bowie’s study of the daughters of Henry II and Eleanor has been pivotal in understanding the importance of the natal family to Matilda, Leonor, and Joanna.52 The spread of Thomas Becket’s cult in Saxony, Iberia, and Sicily after the archbishop’s murder on December 29, 1170 is an example of filial efforts made to atone for paternal sins, as well as to control damage by appropriating Becket as spiritual and dynastic friend.53 Through Bowie’s detailed analysis of the written sources, we gain insight into the mother–daughter bonds as well as into the web of social relations through their father and husbands, all of which shaped the lives of the three sisters. Yet the author’s emphasis on written over visual evidence means that Leonor, whose life can best be traced through textual sources, receives disproportionate attention. Bowie’s book is of immense value to scholars working on the Angevins, but I demonstrate here that shifting the focus to material culture paints a different picture of Matilda’s relative power than Bowie and other scholars have acknowledged. Viewing the duchess as a maker of artworks reveals the otherwise undocumented ways in which objects empowered her and enabled her to cement significant social connections.

How elementary artefacts were to medieval culture is evident if we once more return to the graves of Matilda and Henry. Even though fragmentary, the tablet-woven band, pearls of rosaries, bronze pin, and traces of silver offer material evidence of the desire to be buried, commemorated, and resurrected according to their highborn status. Back in 1935, this was of no interest to the Nazis. They only wanted to appropriate Henry the Lion as a bellicose role model, while largely denying Matilda any part in their history. But as scholars have shown in recent decades, the roles in lordship played by medieval women were crucial, even if they can be difficult to discern in documentary sources, and so it is through a focus on their objects that a more comprehensive picture of Matilda’s power and that of other elite women is painted.

As Chapter 1 demonstrates, Matilda treasured her royal descent and could rely on her natal family when she and Henry were exiled in 1182 as the result of Henry’s ongoing refusal to comply with the demands of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa,54 yet the duchess spent most of her time in Saxony, where at least some goods that I connect to Matilda were manufactured. My focus on women’s material culture means that the ducal couple’s exile between July 25, 1182 and September 1185 plays a minor role.55 Surely Matilda interacted with artefacts while travelling through Normandy and England and remaining at Henry II’s court, as is corroborated by the English Pipe Rolls in which the expenses the king made for his daughter, son-in-law, and their household are recorded.56 Food, wine, and horses, as well as travel and entertainment, were all subsidized by the king. And the importance of garments and furs, which will also be discussed in the first chapter, clearly surfaces from the Pipe Rolls, demonstrating the value Henry II attached to the appearance of his family members. While we can imagine that textiles, like horses and food, played a crucial role in the performance of power, with the Pipe Rolls as the main source it is difficult to establish how Matilda used such items to impact the lives of others. The richness of the material culture with which the duchess engaged is best documented for Saxony, where Matilda undoubtedly had more leverage than at the Anglo-Norman court, where she ultimately was a guest. Importantly, it was in her marital land that the coin type on which Matilda and Henry are depicted circulated. In Chapter 2, this coin type is contextualized by taking into account other coins as well as seals because these miniature items render visible how women’s power was displayed, experienced, and exercised. In Saxony Matilda also presented generous gifts to religious communities on at least three occasions. The ducal couple donated a gospel book to the Church of St. Blaise in Brunswick, which was part of their Burg. In Chapter 3, an analysis of the gospel book together with their psalter—made in the same workshop—clarifies how the self-fashioning of their personal and dynastic identity helped the rulers to stage their power. Later, as we shall see in Chapter 4, Matilda gifted luxurious vestments to Bishop Ulrich of Halberstadt and presented textiles and vasa sacra to the Cathedral in Hildesheim. I argue that she strategically engaged with textiles in order to enforce relations with churchmen. By following the material traces connected to Matilda, along with those of some of her contemporaries, I show the importance of women as makers of material culture, as well as the dual agency of women and their objects in the consolidation of their very real, if all but unwritten, power.
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 Chapter 1

 Staging the Bride and her Treasure



MEDIEVAL MARRIAGE GIFTS of landholdings, both from dowry—property given with the bride by her natal family—and dower—property handed over to the bride by her husband—have primarily occupied historians due to the struggles over territories that resulted from marital alliances.1 While all sisters received dower lands from their husbands, Henry II and Eleanor endowed neither Matilda nor the youngest sister Joanna (1165–1199) with dowry.2 It would not have made much sense for King Henry II to give his eldest daughter part of his or his wife’s lands, as her future husband’s territories were too far away from those held by the English king. The same argument can be made for Joanna when in 1177 she married King William II of Sicily. Whether Matilda’s younger sister Leonor (1161–1214) was given Gascony as dowry when she married Alfonso VIII, king of Castile, is debated among historians, since no English records make mention of such a grant.3 While Alfonso certainly went to great lengths to claim Eleanor of Aquitaine’s land, it was never successfully consolidated in his kingdom. The absence of dowry was compensated for by the auxilium—payments made by his subjects, in this case to facilitate the marriage—Henry II raised: Matilda brought £5,102 sterling to Saxony, a sum higher than the £4,549 he would later collect for Joanna’s marriage in 1177. Matilda’s auxilium matched that of the money spent by her great-grandfather King Henry I on the occasion of his daughter Matilda’s engagement to the German king (and later emperor) Henry V, who received 10,000 Cologne marks of silver, which corresponds to £5,000.4 Even though no similar large sums of money are documented for Leonor, it is only reasonable to assume that she brought a substantial sum of silver into her marriage with Alfonso.

In addition to the silver, Matilda was accompanied by many treasures that are examined here to demonstrate the ongoing importance of artefacts in marriage politics.5 These treasures included gold, silver, vessels, vestments, chairs, saddles, and many other items. By asking how such pieces reflected the royal status of Matilda’s natal family and added to the creation of her social identity, Matilda’s sumptuous goods can be understood as a first step in the performance of power of royal daughters. To this end, comparisons are made with moveable objects that can be connected to her paternal grandmother Empress Matilda (d. 1167) and to the younger Matilda’s sisters in the context of their respective marriages. In a way, Princess Matilda followed in the footsteps of her eponymous grandmother, who as an eight-year-old had journeyed to Germanic lands to meet her future husband, King Henry V (d. 1125). Matilda’s sister Leonor went to Iberia to become the wife of King Alfonso VIII of Castile (d. 1214) while Joanna was to marry first King William II of Sicily (d. 1189) and later Count Raymond VI of Toulouse (d. 1222).

Matilda, Leonor, and Joanna were twelve, eight/nine, and eleven respectively when they entered the households of their husbands-to-be. In Colette Bowie’s discussion of the marriages of the three sisters, she traced Leonor’s and Joanna’s travel routes; together with the possible routes I suggest for Matilda, it is possible to map the way-stations on the journey of each to her new court (see Map 1).6 Henry II placed his daughters strategically across western Europe, dispersing them as he did other gifts.7 Equally importantly, the young women’s travels demonstrate that their journeys were a vital part of the communication of the English king’s power.8 Each journey can be seen as a theatrical stage that allowed Henry to promote himself and his daughters through the display of both goods and people, from bishops, counts, and dukes to the princesses’ personal entourage and other relatives. At the same time, this ostentatious representation was a means to reconnect with sometimes estranged allies, and also to acknowledge the high prestige of the future bridegrooms. After all, these marriages were political actions as well as political events, strategically conceived by the English king and his carefully selected sons-in-law. Based on the material, visual, and performative aspects of the sisters’ travels, these journeys should be understood as formative experiences for Henryʼs daughters. They learned that the display and gifting of artefacts were crucial when aiming to impact others. My analysis of the materiality of these objects also shows that the precious items themselves held agency. Here, materiality refers to the materials used to craft the artworks (such as silver, gold, silk, and fur) as well as to the communicative meaning these materials held in the eyes of the beholder. The underlying assumption is that viewers were aware of the history of materials and their symbolic and economic value.9


[image: ]



Map 1. The way-stations on the journeys of Matilda, Leonor, and Joanna to their courts in Saxony, Castile, and Sicily respectively. Design: Sebastian Ballard.



From England to Saxony

Arrangements for the marriage of Matilda and Henry the Lion, duke of Saxony and Bavaria, commenced in April 1165, when she was nearly nine years old.10 This marriage, like that of her grandmother the Empress Matilda as well as those of her sisters Leonor and Joanna, provided ample opportunity to display the status and wealth of the young princess and her natal family during the long journeys to their new homes. From the entries in the Pipe Rolls, in which expenditures concerning England were recorded, it is possible to distil a general impression of what Matilda brought with her. Between July and September 1167 envoys from Germany had arrived in England to accompany Matilda to Saxony. In September of that year, the princess and her mother travelled from Winchester (?) to Dover, accompanied by Henry the Lion’s and Henry II’s envoys, who took Matilda to Saxony while her mother stayed behind.11 Matilda departed from England in a royal ship (esnecca), accompanied by six other vessels, clearly displaying her royal status.12 The ships brought with them twenty bags (paribus) and twenty chests (cofforum) filled with golden and gilded household utensils (auro ad deauranda vaisella), textiles (pannis), two large silk cloths (magnis pannis sericis), two textile coverings or hangings (tapetis), three Spanish silk cloths (pannis de Musce), and a cloth of samite (a compound twill-weave in silk), as well as seven gilded chairs covered with scarlet and seven gilded saddles. The goods were carried by thirty-four pack mules (sumar) to be loaded onto the ships.13

From this entry, it is possible to get an idea of the exotic nature of the cloths in Matida’s holdings, silks that in all likelihood originated from Byzantium and Iberia.14 Introduced by the Muslims, silk production in Spain was booming in the twelfth century and was exported to the rest of Europe, with London as an important centre for the trade of silks and furs. Drap de Mulce frequently appears in French and English romances, and it is possible that pannis de Musce refers to the cloth made in Murcia.15 The sable furs were imported as well. Sable, a Siberian animal of the marten family, has very valuable fur;16 Henry II paid £16 for the twelve sables he gave to Matilda, which is more than he paid for the seven chairs and seven saddles she also brought with her. Sable fur reappears in the Pipe Rolls, indicating that it was held in high regard, with its costliness further underscored when mentioned together with other high-priced items, such as scarlet and silk. The samite cloth, also a silk, is the only piece that provides some insight into its appearance, as it refers to a specific weaving technique.17 Woven fabrics were used for clothing as well as for decorating chambers, widows, and tables. The gilded chairs of Matilda’s dowry were suitable to be covered with cloth, such as scarlet (scarleta or escarlata), which is a fine woollen shaved cloth that was dyed with kermes from the Mediterranean. The use of expensive materials and the combination of the colours red and gold were unlikely to escape the attention of the viewers. Matilda’s cargo also included twelve sable furs (sabilinis), a riding horse (palefrido) and a hunter (fugatore). The palfrey and hunter, for which thirty-seven shillings were paid, are specified as being Matilda’s and were meant for hunting, an event also suitable to display status, wealth, and privileges. Like the silks and distinctly coloured materials, the furs and horses wielded symbolic, economic, and aesthetic agency.

Evidently, King Henry II sent off his daughter with sufficient pomp when he bestowed upon her an impressive variety of textiles, although the Pipe Roll entry lacks references to their colour. Equally, no explicit allusions to the appearance of Matilda’s outfits are made, whereas entries referring to mantles lined with fur (pelliciis) or a large pallium of the finest wool dyed with red kermes and lined with sable fur (pallio magno de escarlata de bissis cum sabellinis) do exist for other members of Henry’s household.18 Visual sources, such as the seal belonging to Matilda’s sister Joanna and a miniature in Henry and Matilda’s psalter, which we will examine in detail in Chapters 3 and 4, demonstrate the presence of fur-lined mantles in the wardrobe of elite men and women (Figure 15 and Figure 17). In their psalter, Henry and Matilda are humbly depicted at the foot of Christ’s cross. Henry’s red mantle has slipped from his shoulders, but the grey and white fur collar is still visible. Matilda’s green mantle is trimmed with similar fur, with the grey fur perhaps being vair, which is the grey winter fur of the red squirrel. The highest quality of winter squirrel furs was found in Scandinavia and Russia; they were exported to Western Europe via the Baltic.19 On her seal matrix, Joanna wears the same type of cloak held together by as tassel. With her left hand, Joanna touches this fringed cord that fastens the mantle. The lining of her mantle is prominently displayed and its pattern suggests that it could be miniver; that is, vair furs stitched together so that only the white bellies and some grey around them remained. The small size of vair furs meant that large numbers were needed for lining mantles, making them very costly.20 The colour, texture, and size of furs, whether real or represented, were wrapped around the bodies of men and women to communicate their wearer’s position in society; they signalled wealth, prestige, and fashion.

Sybilla Schröder’s extensive analysis of the material culture mentioned in the Pipe Rolls has revealed that textiles were an important part of Henry II’s royal representation and that of his familia.21 Acquiring, shipping, and presenting fabrics and vestments to friends, family, and followers was a way to show off status while simultaneously cementing alliances. In this respect Matilda’s endowment was not unusual, for the crown’s expenses were certainly not limited to marriages. This is evidenced, for example, by Henry’s expenditures for his daughter-in-law Margaret of France, wife of Henry the Young King and daughter of Louis VII and Constance of Castile. On several occasions she received a roba, which can mean a complete outfit as well as baggage containing textiles and perhaps also non-textiles. For Margaret and Henry’s coronation in Winchester in 1172, their robes cost over £88, a huge amount compared to other expenses made for Margaret’s apparel.22 Henry II took care of Margaret’s needs not only because she belonged to his family, but also because she herself was a royal daughter, and she therefore required trappings that acknowledged and displayed both qualities.

Yet what makes Matilda’s sumptuous silks different from Margaret’s is that she took them overseas to a new court. Matilda could have used part of these goods to adorn her new home, but her father knew very well that golden vessels and saddles also made for desirable gifts and would therefore aid the young Matilda to consolidate her position in Saxony. Gold and silver vessels had a material and artistic value, as well as a functional and representational one since they could be used during liturgy, meals, and court rituals. The two gemellions, or basins, donated by Matilda’s brother, John Lackland, to his nephew King Otto IV (Matilda’s son) should be understood this way.23 The water basins from Limoges—located in the centre of Angevin territory—are adorned with the three Angevin lions. Decoration and recognizable place of manufacture served as vivid and enduring reminders of the German king’s Angevin connections, as the basins would have been used not only by Otto, but were the type of objects that we can imagine to have been displayed permanently.

The ships accompanied Matilda to Dover and it seems likely that from there the cargo moved onto other ships or carts that set sail to Wissant (Witsand) in Flanders, as can be inferred from other journeys the royal family undertook from Dover to the mainland.24 The Flanders route was the shortest way to reach the continent. While there is not enough data to reconstruct Matilda’s route from Wissant to Saxony in detail, two possible routes are the most likely for this interregional travel (Map 1). The first would have been to continue over water from Flanders (Bruges, Ghent, or Antwerp), taking the River Scheldt and then passing a network of waterways up north until reaching the Dutch lakes IJ and Almere. The count of Flanders, Philip of Alsace (d. 1191), and Matilda’s father were well acquainted, although the relationship was not without tensions due to feudal disputes.25 Nothing in the written sources suggests that the strained relations impacted Matilda’s journey in a negative way. From the Low Countries Matilda would have continued over the North Sea, going either to Bremen via the River Weser, or to Hamburg via the Elbe. Both Bremen and Hamburg were within the lands her future husband claimed; from there it was relatively easy and safe to reach Brunswick.

The second travel option would have entailed an overland route: after her arrival at Wissant, Matilda would have passed through Boulogne and, via Tongres (Tongeren) and Maastricht, she then would likely have visited Aachen and Cologne. From there the rest of the travel continued through Henry the Lion’s territories, halting at abbeys and monasteries such as the Abdinghof in Paderborn before reaching Brunswick. Whatever Matilda’s route may have been, we know that she had arrived by February 1, 1168 at her final destination: on that date, her union with Duke Henry was formalized by Bishop Werner in Minden Cathedral, according to a charter issued by Henry.26

Transport on land from Wissant to Minden would have been approximately 600 kilometres and over water about 1,000 kilometres. Despite such great distances, it is unlikely that Matilda and her entourage needed four and a half months for this journey, even when taking into account that they might have been slowed down by carts loaded with goods and the winter weather conditions, not to mention upstream travel. It is possible that along the way the princess and her retinue spent time at important places, engaging with influential people. Or Matilda might have arrived at Brunswick weeks before the marriage, so that she could get acquainted with her future husband and his court. If we are to believe Albert of Stade (writing 1204–1264), the nuptial feasting occurred at Brunswick in great splendour, perhaps an indication that after the religious ceremony at Minden the crowd travelled to Brunswick to magnificently celebrate Henry’s marriage to a princess.27 Although no details about these festivities are known, it is likely that Henry the Lion would have taken the opportunity to present his royal bride with much pomp. As the daughter of the king of England, Matilda deserved a great feast that acknowledged her high status and integrated her into the court, while also allowing the duke to present himself in a most favourable light.

As noted above, the Empress Matilda, grandmother of Duchess Matilda, had also journeyed from England to Germany when she, as an eight-year-old, was on her way to marry King Henry V in 1110.28 Accompanied by a magnificent company, the future empress brought with her an impressive dowry of 10,000 marks in silver along with many splendid gifts.29 From England her retinue had crossed the Channel to Boulogne and on to Liège where she met her twenty-year-old bridegroom-to-be, King Henry V, for the first time. The couple proceeded on to Utrecht for a formal ceremony of betrothal at Easter, and a few weeks later, on July 25, 1110, Matilda was crowned Romanorum regina at Mainz Cathedral. There Archbishop Bruno of Trier was appointed her guardian, and he took her to Trier in order to teach her German and to further educate her.30 In January 1114, Matilda and Henry were married in Mainz; the anonymous so-called Imperial Chronicle (ca. 1114) provides some details:


The nuptials were attended by such a great concourse of archbishops and bishops, dukes and counts, abbots and provosts and learned clergy […]. So numerous were the wedding gifts which various kings and primates sent to the emperor, and the gifts which the emperor from his own store gave to the innumerable throngs of jesters and jongleurs and people of all kinds, that not one of his chamberlains who received or distributed them could count them.31



Clearly this wedding feast was filled with elite attendees, who brought wedding gifts for the imperial couple, were entertained lavishly, and perhaps even returned home with luxury objects the emperor had given to them. The Imperial Chronicle makes no references to women who attended the feast, perhaps an indication that the writer was not interested in their presence or that women did not partake in the mentioned celebrations. The festivities were overshadowed by disgruntled territorial princes—including bishops—whose honour was affronted by Henry’s harsh treatment of some of their peers.32 Notwithstanding the historical reality of the day, the event was deemed important enough to be illustrated in the chronicle by a pen-and-ink drawing, which precedes the textual narrative in the manuscript (Figure 3).33 There is no doubt that Henry V and Matilda, who are centrally seated at a richly furnished table, are at the heart of the festivities. The crowned couple are flanked by two clerics and served by two cupbearers. This drawing visualizes a key moment in the history of Henry V, a history that was magnified by incorporating Matilda, who, according to the Imperial Chronicle, “was held to bring glory and honour to both the Roman empire and the English realm.”34 The chronicle also includes a painted miniature depicting the crowned Henry V receiving the orb from Bishop Ruthard of Mainz.35 Both episodes from Henry’s life are narrative scenes, breaking with the tradition of static, enthroned images that represent his royal and imperial predecessors in the same manuscript.36 Even though the visual depiction of this festive matrimonial meal is unique, written descriptions of nuptial celebrations in chronicles appear relatively frequently. In the Chronicle of Frutolf (ca. 1103) the 1044 marriage celebrations of Emperor Henry III and Agnes of Poitou in Ingelheim are commemorated. By contrast with the largesse Henry V displayed towards jesters and jongleurs, here we are told that Henry III “left many performers and jongleurs not only without gifts, but even let them go without food and drink.”37 Franz-Reiner Erkens has pointed out that Henry III’s behaviour was the result of his religious belief that entertainers disrupted the aura of sacred kinship. By withholding their reward, the emperor promoted himself as a supporter of the church reformers.38 Nonetheless, jesters and jongleurs were part of the festive, political, and public nature of wedding celebrations, and their presence helped to represent and affirm rulership.


[image: ]



Figure 3. Imperial Chronicle, ca. 1114. The Parker Library, Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 373, fol. 95v. Photo: Master and Fellows of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.



The public act of a wedding feast would have been the culminating moment of the long journey from England of Matilda and her entourage, serving as an excellent stage for the dual roles of king/daughter and duke/consort to be performed through the display of material culture. On the occasion of Henry the Lion’s marriage, Helmold of Bosau (writing 1163–1172) states that the envoys “brought homewards the daughter of the English King together with gold and silver and extensive treasures.”39 Might the writer, who was well-informed about Henry the Lion, have actually seen the costly goods, or did he simply know of King Henry’s wealth? In the Draco Normannicus (1167–1169), Helmold’s contemporary Stephen of Rouen—a monk at Bec Hellouin—wrote of Matilda’s treasure that “no one was able to count the large amounts of gold and silver. The splendour of the vessels was incomprehensible. What and how many royal ornaments of different variety and value the royal princess carried is beyond description.”40 To Stephen, it must have been obvious that King Henry II—one of the main characters in the Draco—would bestow on his daughter many precious objects because this reflected positively upon his own rule and showed that he respected his future son-in-law, who—as the chronicler points out—was the cousin of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa. Although written only a couple of years after Matilda arrived in Saxony, with the event of the marriage still fresh in memory, the tales told by both Helmold and Stephen describe the precious items in terms of impressive quantities of silver and gold rather than detailing the ornaments in the treasures. Chroniclers referring to the event decades after it had taken place used similar wording, although Ralph Niger distinguishes between vestments and vessels, perhaps reflecting the common liturgical division between the two.41 Despite the topoi in these descriptions, their insistence on Henry II’s wealth bestowed upon the ducal couple in terms of the movement of gold, silver, treasure, ornament, vestments, and vessels demonstrates a clear representational understanding of such things. At the same time, the active potential of these riches surfaces if we interpret their mobility not merely in terms of wealth going from England to Saxony, but as transmitters of status, stories, and connections.

Entering Palermo Resplendent with Regal Garments

That artefacts were made to work with and for people becomes even more evident when turning to Matilda’s sister Joanna. Negotiations for Joanna to marry King William II of Sicily were carried out during the summer of 1176. The planning for this marriage involved the coming and going of ambassadors, and with them gifts must have been brought back and forth. The reliquary pendant of Queen Margaret of Sicily (d. 1183), mother of William II, serves as an example of such gift-giving (Figure 4a–b). Queen and bishop are depicted on the back of the small gold pendant, with Margaret holding out her hands as if to receive the precious object from Reginald, who raises his right hand to bless her. They can safely be identified by the inscription around the border: ISTUD REGINE MARGARETE SICULOR[UM] TRA[N]‌SMITTIT PRESUL RAINAUD[US] BATONIOR[UM] (That [which] was transmitted to Queen Margaret of Sicily by Bishop Reginald of Bath).42 The text running along the edge on the front reveals that it once held parts of Thomas Becket’s blood as well as pieces of the garments he wore during his murder (cloak, belt, hood, shoe, and shirt) and which were soaked in his blood. These relics would have been displayed under a crystal.43 Bishop Reginald of Bath (d. 1191), a supporter of Henry II against Archbishop Becket, had the pendant especially made for Margaret in England in the late 1170s. The queen had interceded with Pope Alexander III for Reginald of Bath’s father, Jocylin of Salisbury, whom Henry II had appointed chancellor of Normandy and who had been excommunicated by Thomas Becket.44 The reliquary is likely to have figured in the exchange of diplomatic items, and the marriage of William and Joanna would have been a suitable event for the presentation of the gift, although Reginald himself was not present.45 This reliquary has often been used as an example of the rapid spread of the Becket cult and the involvement of the Plantagenet princesses in doing so.46 It also gives an idea of the type of small-scale luxury items that were exchanged and highly valued, yet not detailed in the medieval written record.
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Figure 4a–b. Reliquary pendant of Queen Margaret of Sicily, 1174–1177. New York, Metropolitan Museum, Acc. No. 63.160. Creative Commons Licence.



The Pipe Rolls for 1175/76 list “small supplies” (minutis apparatibus) which the daughter of the king needed as Joanna advanced into her new kingdom on the royal vessel accompanied by seven ships.47 From Winchester they sailed to Normandy, where Joanna met her brother Henry, who escorted her overland to Poitiers.48 The journey continued to Toulouse where count Raymond VI welcomed them. They then set sail to Naples, taking the sea route along the coast;49 finally, Joanna arrived at Palermo via Salerno and Calabria. The small supplies brought with the royal princess are not specified, but they must have been only a fraction of the sumptuous goods that were loaded on the seven ships. Pomp was a matter of prime importance, as is testified by an entry for that same year mentioning that in London a suit of clothes (roba) was bought for Joanna for the staggering amount of £114, significantly more than the £88 that had been spent on the coronation robes of Joanna’s brother Henry and his wife Margaret.50 The expenses made for the future bride’s garments should not come as a surprise when we take into account that King Henry II and his advisors must have known that textiles played an important representative (and commercial) role at the Sicilian court, which had its own textile workshop.51 Anglo-Norman ambassadors returning from Sicily as well as Sicilian magnates who visited England surely informed Henry about the splendours of the Palermitan court.52 The English king assured that his youngest daughter would be dressed splendidly, thereby promoting her royal status while also acknowledging that of the Sicilian king.

A lively picture of the regal magnificence that framed Joanna’s marriage is painted in Roger of Howden’s Gesta (ca. 1169–1192).53 The royal chaplain was almost certainly present at Henry’s court in 1176–1177 and therefore informed about the early stages of the marriage negotiations.54 In 1176, the king delivered his daughter into the care of his ambassadors and those of her future husband, King William of Sicily, and he also presented to them horses and dress, gold and silver, and valuable vessels.55


In the same year before the feast of the Purification of Holy Mary [February 2, 1177], Joanna, daughter of the aforementioned king of the English, who was sent to be given into marriage to King William of Sicily, arrived in Palermo together with Bishop Gilles of Evreux, and the other envoys the king had gathered; and it was by night that they entered the city of Palermo, the whole city welcomed them, and lamps, so many and so large, were lighted up, that the city almost seemed to be on fire, and the rays of the stars could in no way bear comparison with the brilliancy of such a light. The said daughter of the king of England was then escorted, mounted on one of the king’s horses, and resplendent with regal garments, to a certain palace, that there she might in becoming state await the day of her marriage and coronation.56





Ten full days after the night-time entry, on February 13, the dual ceremonies of marriage and coronation took place in the royal chapel of Palermo cathedral, performed by its archbishop, Walter. Again, Sicilian clergy and nobles as well as high-placed English envoys witnessed the events.57

Even though the exact sources for Howden’s chronicle are unknown, the vivid description may have resulted from his intimate knowledge of Henry’s court and his access to written court documents, such as the Pipe Rolls in which he himself appears several times. His description of Joanna’s splendid entry demonstrates an awareness of the impression dress was designed to make and is suggestive of the sensational experience of entries. The otherwise dark streets of Palermo were the brightly lit stage on which the body of the bride was presented. This was highlighted by focusing on Joanna’s regal dress and the royal horse that lifted the princess above her audience. Howden’s sensorial language stimulated the memory and imagination of his readers.

In his Chronica (ca. 1201) Howden achieved something similar with his portrayal of Empress Matilda’s escape from Oxford after it had been besieged by King Stephen shortly before Christmas 1142. Clothed in white garments, Matilda fled across the frozen River Thames. The reflection of the snow and her white dress deceived the eyes of the besiegers and Matilda managed get to the castle of Wallingford, and Oxford was at length surrendered to the king.58 Whereas the ostentatious outfit of Joanna is used to display and promote the royal body, her grandmother’s white garments are meant to conceal her figure and identity.59 Yet, in both cases, the element of dress is employed to underscore the importance of these women and their actions. Howden provides no further detail about Joanna’s garments than the descriptor regal or royal (vestibus regalibus), perhaps in reference to the typical colors of scarlet or purple and gold. The clothes were likely similar to the set (roba) her father had paid for. There can be little doubt that the representation of apparel in chronicles, literary texts, and art, as well as surviving items of medieval clothing, highlights the importance attached to dress as a communicative tool by elite medieval societies.60 Garments could be made to reveal—or conceal—high birth and social status. Outward appearance was understood to be strongly connected to inner virtue and character.61

Combining Joanna’s itinerary with the incidental references from the Pipe Rolls and the account by Roger of Howden, we can perceive the visual, ritual, sensorial, and representational potential of such a journey. By providing Joanna with the means and matter for her bridal trip, Henry II had undoubtedly meant to empower his daughter. And in writing about the event, Roger did not just paint a textbook scene concerned with Henry’s magnificence; he also promoted Joanna as a worthy bride for William.

Celebrating Royal Nuptials in Iberia

As for Leonor, the second of the three Plantagenet sisters, King Alfonso VIII of Castile had sent an embassy to England to petition for her hand in November 1169. Leonor married Alfonso in the cathedral of the city of Burgos some time before September 17, 1170, when the first of the royal couple’s many joint charters was issued.62 Departing from Bordeaux, Leonor and her entourage travelled through Col du Somport and Jaca to reach Tarazona in the Kingdom of Aragon.63 It was in Tarazona, shortly before the couple were to celebrate their nuptials, that Alfonso confirmed Leonor’s arras (dower). He stated explicitly that he did so in “the presence of the lady, my mother Eleanor, illustrious queen of England” while also acknowledging Henry as “the illustrious king of England, my father.”64 José Manuel Cerda Costabal has demonstrated convincingly that Eleanor was deeply involved in the negotiations for her daughter’s arras, an example that “kings and queens were co-operators.”65

Because Leonor departed from France instead of England, no Pipe Roll entries exist that reveal what this princess brought with her on the occasion of her marriage.66 However, the poet Ramón Vidal de Besalú gives some idea of the splendour of the Castilian court when he described Leonor’s “beautiful and well-made mantle of silk cloth, which is called a ciclatón; it was red with a silver edge and was embroidered with a golden lion.”67 While this description in the Castia gilós was surely meant to flatter the queen, it equally shows the courtly etiquette of display. Additionally, the remains of the royal couple’s clothes found in their tombs at the female Cistercian monastery of Las Huelgas, just outside the city of Burgos, offer an insight into the prestige expressed through clothing.68 Apart from these references, the sources connected to Leonor and Alfonso are largely silent in the matter of material culture. It is difficult to reconstruct the splendour that accompanied the Plantagenet princess and the nuptial festivities that apparently continued for a month.69 However, the Chronica Adefonsi Imperatoris, written ca. 1150 for Alfonso VIII’s grandfather, Emperor Alfonso VII of León-Castile (d. 1157), paints a picture of how a royal wedding was celebrated just one generation earlier. The chronicle details at some length the splendid nuptials of the emperor’s daughter Infanta Urraca when she married King García of Pamplona in 1144. In dual processions, bride and bridegroom rode through the city of León to the royal palace. The infanta entered the walled city through the Roman portal known as the Puerta Cauriense, escorted by her aunt, noble knights, clerics, women, and girls. In the royal palace a chamber for Urraca was installed and around it a great crowd gathered and many festivities took place.70


The emperor gave valuable gifts of silver and gold, horses and mules and many other riches to his daughter and to his son-in-law, King García. […] For her part, the Infanta Sancha [the sister of the emperor] gave her niece many gold and silver dishes, and mules and she-mules loaded with royal riches. […]. King García held a magnificent royal banquet [in Pamplona] for the Castilians who were with him and for all the knights and nobles of his kingdom, and they celebrated the royal nuptials for many days.71



This passage shows that Urraca received abundant riches from her father and aunt, with the latter also presenting gold and silver dishes, perhaps similar to the sort of household utensils Matilda brought with her to Saxony. Like Matilda and Joanna, Urraca was accompanied by these treasures when she joined her husband García in Pamplona, where a second round of celebrations took place. The Chronica Adefonsi Imperatoris paints a different picture from the earlier Imperial Chronicle in that separate events for male and female attendees at the wedding are carefully delineated. Both chronicles, nonetheless, evidence that marriage festivities were excellent opportunities to make the presence of prestigious brides and their powerful fathers visible through processions and meals that were witnessed by audiences from near and far. The display of a wide-ranging variety of riches also underscores that both bride and bridegroom were treasured as important assets, instrumental in establishing political and economic bonds. It is quite likely that Leonor, like Urraca, festively entered towns surrounded by luxury items carried by horses, mules, and carts.

The scraps of evidence discussed in this chapter have brought to light the crucial role played by clothing—including furs, Iberian silks, and fine woollen cloth—and other sumptuous artefacts in imbuing medieval princesses with an aura of power. Although Matilda and her sisters were young when they journeyed into the lands of their future husbands, they were not completely inexperienced in matters of display. As royal daughters, they were familiar with costly artefacts and the splendour that accompanied them as essential manifestations of power. While it is true that the specific selection of objects and the royal self-fashioning for Matilda resulted from her parents’ decisions, throughout her long travel the English princess must have observed how important sumptuous goods were to the promotion of her status, as well as to the establishment of bonds with influential people who might serve her in the future. Matilda and other splendidly wrapped brides, armed with richly filled chests, learned that appearance and wealth were of utmost importance when setting the stage for the performance of power.
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 Chapter 2

 Small Items Making Big Impressions: Coins and Seals



OVER THE PAST two decades, medieval women as owners of seals and issuers of coinage have attracted a good deal of attention, specifically focusing on the relationship between the visual elements and the communication of elite status and power.1 The carefully considered combination of text and image impressed into metal demonstrated the power of the most elite members of society through the restricted capacity to emit coinage; at the same time, it allowed them to promote their specific social identity. For seals, a similar sophisticated visual strategy was used, which permitted a broader range of the upper echelon to communicate messages of authority, identity, and legitimacy, if not to such a wide audience as that reached by coins.2 Taking the coins and seals of Matilda and other women as our material evidence, this chapter investigates the visual constructions of status, gender, and dynastic identity. In doing so, these “miniature yet mighty expressions of medieval art” help to understand how power was displayed, experienced, and exercised by women.3

Coins and seals, of course, held differing functions in medieval society. Coins were currency used in transactions, and the issuing of coinage offered a source of income to authorities through renovationes monetae (reminting of the whole of the coinage at regular intervals).4 Seals, in turn, were appended to documents to authenticate them, showing that their content was genuine while also indicating the authority of the issuer.5 Moreover, their quantity and distribution varied. Whereas coins would be mass produced and were mostly dispersed regionally, seals were made in smaller quantities and their final destination in ecclesiastical or secular archives depended much on the content of the charter and the parties that sealed the deal. Furthermore, coins would often be melted down to reuse the metal for issuing new coins. Wax seals, on the other hand, were meant to be preserved, and to this end the fragile objects received protective wrappings or bags, in an—often unsuccessful—attempt to ensure their survival.6 Notwithstanding these differences, both coins and seals stemmed from an engraved metal die—often a silver alloy—that transformed metal into coin and wax into seal. As Brigitte Bedos-Rezak has argued in her ground-breaking research on medieval seals, the act of imprinting also transformed the meaning of the material object. The moment the sealer impressed the die, wax was no longer just beeswax but rather his or her personhood was imprinted as well. The seal truly embodied its owner: it made present the sealing authorities who were absent.7 A similar argument can be made for coins.

Mundane matters complicate the study of these diminutive objects. The fact that many seals are no longer appended to the original charters hampers a more nuanced appreciation of the contexts in which they were used, as well as how often they were attached to documents and thus the possible audiences who had access to the imagery. Nonetheless, seals were meant to be seen; the imitation and appropriation of seals’ iconographic motifs is proof of their visibility.8 In turn, our understanding of coinage is hindered by the fact, noted above, that coins were often melted down.9 If specimens were discovered individually, indicating that the owner randomly lost a coin, rather than in a hoard (a collection buried at a certain moment for a specific reason), it is much more difficult to establish the time of issue and how widely a particular coin type was used. Nonetheless, it is evident that these small objects held great social value to their medieval users and therefore merit careful attention for the material evidence they offer.

To Wield the Sceptre: Coins and Co-Rule

At a construction site in the vicinity of the Monastery of St. Aegidius in Brunswick, 208 bracteates were unearthed in 1756, of which all but one had been issued by Henry the Lion.10 Exactly why these coins were amassed remains unknown, but given that they were minted under the auspices of the duke, it has been suggested that they were buried during his lifetime, prior to 1195.11 Among these silver coins were sixty-three bearing a representation of Duke Henry and his wife Matilda, one of the many coin types the duke issued in Brunswick (Figure 5).12 Matilda (on the viewer’s left) and Henry the Lion are depicted in bust atop an architectural structure, which either represents the town of Brunswick or the ducal couple’s Burg.13 According to the fashion of their time, each wears a chemise with tight-fitted sleeves under a bliaut with wider sleeves that drape loosely as they hold aloft sceptres. The duchess’s hair is covered by a veil and coronet, while the duke’s is parted down the middle, with curls falling over his ears. Here, like on all bracteates he issued, Henry’s lion is present, referring to the duke’s soubriquet specifically which he carried from 1156 onward.14 To bolster his roaring image, the duke had an enormous bronze lion set up in front of his Burg and as a consequence the lion became an even stronger visual sign of Henry’s name and ducal identity.15 The legend on the coin type under discussion here includes the name DUX HEINRICS O LEO A, adding a corroborating text to the visual lion as the issuing authority.16 Of the mentioned elements two are unique on the duke’s coinage: the inclusion of Matilda, and the fact that she is holding a sceptre.
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Figure 5. Bracteate of Duke Henry the Lion and Matilda, ca. 1172. Berlin, Münzkabinett der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, acc. 1892 Dannenberg. Photo: Christian Stoess.



Unlike coins that bear text and/or imagery on both sides, bracteates are single-sided. Rather than interpreting this bracteate as an object meant to commemorate the 1168 wedding of Henry and Matilda, I argue that the presence of the sceptre in Matilda’s hand invites a very different reading.17 Matilda’s first four years in her new home had not been marked by an active assertion of her authority, but this changed when Henry departed on crusade in January 1172, leaving his wife, now older and firmly established as duchess, equipped to hold real authority in his stead if necessary. In my reading of the imagery, it was this occasion that motivated the creation and distribution of a new bracteate featuring Matilda wielding a sceptre as a consors regni or co-ruler with her husband.18 As such, the image presented on this coin features the new power-sharing arrangement necessitated by Henry’s crusading activity.19

An interpretation of Henry and Matilda’s coin type as a means to express co-rule, however, is not without its difficulties. First, there is the absence of written record on the issuing of this coin type (or other types, for that matter). Second, coins depicting elite husbands and wives have not been studied in great depth, even though twelve other couples in the Holy Roman Empire were represented on coins.20 Moreover, changes in the iconography found on coins did not necessarily relate to shifts in political thinking, but were in many cases the result of the renewal of coinage at regular intervals. One might even contend that Matilda’s presence on the coin, instead of indicating co-rule, merely underscored Henry’s enhanced status following their marriage, making her into a mere attribute of the duke’s rule. However, had this indeed been the case, one would expect to find Matilda on other coin types as well to fulfil the same role. Nonetheless, medievalists have long acknowledged the importance of coins as a medium for the public commemoration of specific events or of changing political circumstances.21 Finally, as we will see, even when there are written sources, women’s agency and power—like that of men—are never clear cut, especially in narrative sources where authors and patrons have their own agendas.22 In their gesta and chronicles, monks and clerks are not always explicit about women’s participation in gatherings where the performance of power was crucial (e.g. meals, weddings, court meetings). Moreover, the interactions between people often went undocumented, as did the rituals that were part of courtly encounters.

While the familiar royal motif of the joint depiction of husband and wife was copied on some coins issued by the upper nobility, none of the known aristocratic examples shows women bearing sceptres. Henry and Matilda’s appropriation of the imperial design can be understood as an expression of their royal self-awareness, which they also displayed in their gospel book (discussed in the next chapter). As the descendants of Emperor Lothar and Empress Richenza on his side, and of King Henry II, and Empress Matilda on hers, Henry and Matilda made sure to emphasize their lineage. An impressive ancestry buttressed their status and offered the framework for the rightful exercise of power. Here, the sceptre would not have been a necessary attribute for Matilda, yet that she holds this insignia is designed to be clearly visible. Like her husband, she raises aloft a fairly long rod topped with a fleur-de-lis. In the hands of a male ruler, the sceptre habitually has been regarded as an attribute of authority and an expression of power.23 Why then, when the same insignia is shown in the hand of a woman, should it not be interpreted the same way?

The earliest visual evidence for women in the Holy Roman Empire to be portrayed with sceptres is related to Queen Cunigunde (r. 1002–1024, d. 1033) and Empress Agnes (r. 1043–1077). Their sceptres reflect their active participation in the political and religious affairs of their husbands, via interventions and regency.24 By the 1050s, German kings, emperors, and their consorts are no longer regularly found together in liturgical manuscripts.25 Instead, coins became the primary form of communication of the queen’s image and presence in tandem with that of her husband.

After their marriage, Frederick Barbarossa to Adelaide of Vohburg (1128–d. after 1187) appear together on coins, enthroned and richly dressed, with their heads turned towards each other (Figure 6). As a sign of their rule, each wears a crown. Frederick holds a lance in his left hand and a long rod topped by a cross in his right; Adelaide has an open book in her right hand and a small flowering sceptre in her left.26 The book may symbolize a woman’s religious virtue, as it does on seals of abbesses and in the hands of the Virgin Mary.27 Because the legend identifies Frederick as king, this coin type is likely to have been issued after his coronation on March 9, 1152 and before March 1153, when his marriage to Adelaide was annulled. Adelaide is not referred to as consors regni on the coin, though that does not necessarily mean that her presence was passive. However, the limits of her intervention in matters of state is suggested by her absence from the documentary evidence. Adelaide appeared in only one charter in the course of her short reign, which suggests that her radius of action was limited.28
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Figure 6. Bracteate of King Frederick Barbarossa and Adelaide, ca. 1152/53. Münzkabinett der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, object no. 18205024. Photo: Lutz-Jürgen Lübke (Lübke & Wiedemann).



Not so for Beatrice (1145–1184), Frederick’s second wife, whom he married in June 1156 at Würzburg. From that time she used the title dei gratia Romanorum imperatrix augusta, although she was not formally crowned empress until July 1167.29 Beatrice is depicted together with her husband on bracteates issued some time between 1156 and 1184.30 On one, Beatrice is shown on Frederick’s right, in a manner similar to the depiction of Adelaide (Figure 7). She holds a short rod crowned by a lily of the same type decorating Matilda’s sceptre. Both emperor and empress are portrayed half-length, wearing crowns and similar attire. Frederick holds a rod surmounted by a cross in his right hand, a reference to the Holy Roman Empire. In compositional terms, on both of Frederick’s bracteates the rod separates the king from his wife. Despite the paucity of contemporary sources referring to Beatrice, Amalie Fößel has been able to determine that Beatrice frequently travelled with her husband and was actively involved in the affairs of the county of Burgundy, and that she also intervened on behalf of monasteries, churches and bishops, as noted in Frederick’s charters.31 The royal couple’s mutual activities suggest that the notion of co-rule was deliberately communicated through their coinage as well.
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Figure 7. Bracteate of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa and Beatrice, ca. 1170. Berlin, Münzkabinett der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, object no. 18201203. Photo: Lutz-Jürgen Lübke (Lübke & Wiedemann).



The cases of Adelaide and Beatrice show that a single reading of this coin type as reflecting and communicating co-rule is problematic. However, in the case of Henry the Lion’s coin, it is significant that the duke seems to have followed the same course of action with his first wife, Clementia—whom he married in 1147 and separated from in 1162—as he would later do with Matilda. The ducal couple is depicted on a bracteate of which two specimens are known, one found at Duderstadt (Lower Saxony) and another at Bourg-Saint-Christophe (France, département Ain) (Figure 8).32 They are portrayed in profile on top of two arches; beneath the arches, a lion is shown facing right. There is no legend on the coin to identify the issuing authority, but the presence of the lion makes it perfectly clear that this type is related to Brunswick and Henry the Lion. Due to its schematic, and less detailed style, this coin is dated around 1150. Henry’s reason for issuing this coin type can be understood from his political activities at this time. In 1151, Henry left Lüneburg in order to claim Bavaria. The twelfth-century chronicler Helmold of Bosau, who knew Henry well, writes that in preparation for this military campaign the duke assigned Count Adolf of Holstein (d. 1164) to guard over his Slavic lands and the territories north of the River Elbe. Henry’s wife, called the “duchess, lady Clementia,” remained in Lüneburg, with Count Adolf, who was in charge and dutifully served her.33 According to Helmold, Adolf held custody over the lands, yet it was to the duchess that the Abodrite ruler Niklot turned in 1151 for help in enforcing the payment of taxes to him by other Slavic tribes.34 Clearly Clementia was considered the highest authority in the absence of the duke and therefore the appropriate person to address. And indeed, she took action, sending Count Adolf along with Niklot to support him. In 1154 the duchess acted again in Henry’s absence. That year, Clementia sent Gerold, her husband’s chaplain, to Oldenburg to occupy the episcopal see upon the death of the previous bishop.35 A decision of this type is clear evidence of active rulership on the part of the duchess.
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Figure 8. Bracteate of Duke Henry the Lion and Clementia, ca. 1150. Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lyon. © Lyon MBA. Photo: Martial Couderette.



The exact protocol and manner of appointment by which Clementia and other noblewomen came to rule during their husbands’ absence remains unclear. In some sources husbands explicitly appointed their wives as regents. For example, before departing on crusade in 1095, Count Robert II of Flanders (r. 1093–1111) referred to Clemence of Burgundy (r. 1096–1133) in a letter as: “My wife named Clemence, who was put in charge of all my land and with it all my rights during my absence.”36 Robert had stated explicitly that Clemence should rule over his territories in his stead. Similarly, a letter by Count Stephen of Blois together with a reference by Orderic Vitalis attest that Stephen’s wife Adela held full comital authority during his stay in the Holy Land between 1097 and 1100.37 Clearly, the moment women ruled in place of the men offered an excellent opportunity to communicate joint rulership. Adela did so by employing her husband’s seal on charters she signed, while Clementia and Henry issued coins as visual reminders of their joint rule, which was meant to underscore unity and ducal stability.38 Henry’s absence warranted such a message since opponents were always eager to impinge on his authority and territory. To the duke, transferring and sharing authority with a woman was a strategy with which he would have been familiar from his youth. After his father Henry the Proud died, his mother Gertrud and maternal grandmother Richenza acted as regents until the young duke had come of age.39

Just as with his first consort, the iconography of the later bracteate on which Henry is represented with Matilda should be understood within the context of the transfer of ducal authority from Henry to his wife. Matilda also would have been well acquainted with this form of rulership since she had witnessed how her mother ruled as a regent when Henry II was otherwise engaged and how Eleanor frequently travelled to act as her husband’s deputy in Anjou and Maine.40 What is more, on many occasions Eleanor even took Matilda and her other daughters with her, and so they would have learned at first hand the strategies employed by their mother as Eleanor exercised authority across different territories.41 The bracteate would have constituted a suitable means to communicate transfer of authority on the eve of Henry’s departure to the Holy Land in January 1172. Although we do not have such a direct, contemporary statement as that noted above by Robert of Flanders to his wife Clemence, the event was narrated ca. 1210 by Arnold of Lübeck in his Chronica Slavorum:


So he [Henry] managed his affairs, thinking about leaving for Jerusalem, and put his land under the tutelage of Archbishop Wichmann of Magdeburg, attested by the aristocrats of his land who travelled with him. […] And none of the prominent men stayed behind, except Eckbert of Wolfenbüttel, who was appointed by the duke as head of his whole household, yet who was mainly assigned in the service of Lady Duchess Matilda. […] She remained at Brunswick during the time the duke was on pilgrimage, as she was pregnant and she gave birth to a daughter Richenza. […] Henry of Lüneburg and the aforementioned Eckbert served her, because they were faithful and honoured the duke’s household.42



Why does Arnold appear to downplay Matilda’s role in this passage concerned with Henry the Lion? It is possible that the author wanted to foreground that Henry was married, or that he left behind a well-organized duchy, or perhaps that an heir to the duchy was on its way. Matilda’s body is framed as maternal rather than as a ruler, but this does not mean that the part of mother is the only one she had to play. Wichmann’s tutelage should not be taken at face value, since the nature of his duties as regent as well as his relationship with Henry are not at all clear. Even if we were to accept Arnold’s remark that the bishop gained temporary control over Saxony, this would not exclude Matilda’s involvement in such affairs. The support the duchess received from Eckbert of Wolfenbüttel and Henry of Lüneburg was likely to have been similar to what they would have offered the duke. While this reference to Matilda suggests that she played an important role during her husband’s absence, in his chronicle Arnold clearly was interested in presenting the duke in the most favourable light by emphasizing his power (which included force and violence), honour, and piety. Of course, Henry the Lion would have applauded this kind of image-building, but the narrative would always be that of Arnold, abbot of the monastery of St. John at Lübeck. By contrast, the image on the coin was sanctioned by the duke himself at a specific moment in time, that is, before he journeyed to the Holy Land and it enabled him to inform all that the authority within the duchy, centred on Brunswick as its most important place of residence, was and would remain in ducal hands even when the duke himself was temporarily away. If the dearth of contemporary written documents make it unclear how exactly Matilda exercised such authority, the coin type discussed here makes it more than evident that her presence at Brunswick mattered greatly. As such, this artefact is an important witness to the image the ducal couple wished to project.

In order to understand the communicative impact of this coin, we must return to where we started: the location where the hoard of coins was found. The specimens with the representation of Duke Henry and Duchess Matilda were discovered near the Aegidius monastery, and it is safe to assume that more coins than the sixty-three found there were originally issued. Like Henry the Lion’s other coin types, it is likely to have been used in his northern Saxon lands located between the rivers Elbe and Weser, where the coins would have been a valid means of payment.43 Rather than assuming that coins were targeted at the widest possible viewership, the regional dispersion indicates that messages were aimed at an audience that was closest to the ducal house.44 Henry and Matilda followed an established pattern; precisely the elite people who were connected to the ducal house and were in the position to use money needed to understand that even though the duke was away, the natural order of things was preserved.

Making Impressions: The Sway of Seals

Unlike Henry the Lion, Matilda is not known to have impressed her image onto wax. This fits the pattern for twelfth-century Germany, where fewer noblewomen sealed documents than in England and France.45 If Matilda made use of Henry’s seal, no document of this type has survived. An analysis of personal seals in the hands of Matilda’s mother and sisters shows that these women followed an established iconography as they constructed and subsequently impressed their gendered and dynastic identity through insignia, dress, and legend. Before turning to Matilda’s half-sisters Marie and Alix, I will briefly discuss their mother’s seals, which may have served as a source of inspiration to her daughters. According to Elizabeth Brown, three different seals of Eleanor are known, although Kathleen Nolan suggested that the first and second seal result from the same matrix but were in different states of preservation.46

After her marriage with King Louis VII of France was annulled in 1152, Eleanor issued a single-sided ogival seal as duchess of the Aquitainians, as is evidenced by the legible part of the titulus (Figure 9).47 The duchess is represented standing frontally, wearing a tight-fitted long dress with long hanging sleeve cuffs reaching almost to her ankles. In her right hand she holds a fleur-de-lis, while a dove is perched on her left.48 Several authors have read the fleur-de-lis on Eleanor’s seal as a reference to the Tree of Jesse, which was connected to motherhood and fertility in the Middle Ages and therefore a fitting emblem to signify dynastic continuity.49 There is something to be said for this interpretation because insignia referred to specific duties, signifying the defence of land and people, and the sceptre designated the exercise of lordship, including justice. Seen in this light, it was among women’s jobs to provide an heir, and the fleur-de-lis may have signalled this.
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Figure 9. Seal Eleanor of Aquitaine, 1152. Chartularium monasterii Fontis-Ebraldi, Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département des manuscrits, MS lat. 5480 (1), fol. 486. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France.



Another drawing made for Roger Gaignières shows what Eleanor’s two-sided seal as queen of the English looked like, completing the details of surviving examples (Figure 10 and Figure 11 a–b).50 This seal, which was of larger dimensions than the earlier one, needed to be turned to view both sides. Obverse and reverse present an identical image of the queen dressed in a tight-fitting long bliaut, a mantle covering both shoulders, and a barbette topped by a crown of three points fleury. Rather than an identifiable fleur-de-lis, Eleanor holds a branch of which the top petals have the shape of a fleur-de-lis. In her left hand the bird motif has been replaced by an orb surmounted by a cross topped with a dove. Elizabeth Brown has argued that the dove symbolized the wisdom and intelligence of Christian rulers; in the representational context of seals this interpretation is convincing.51 Brown adds that this symbol of authority was appropriated from the seals of English monarchs, such as Edward the Confessor, Henry I, Stephen, and Henry II, showing Eleanor’s ambition to possess as her own the English sigillography that expressed power and authority.52 Even though a visual hierarchy between front and back is absent, Gagnières’ drawing suggests that the obverse was meant to be the side that contains the legend + ALIENOR DEI GRATIA REGINE ANGLORVM DVCISSE NORMAN’ (Eleanor, by the grace of God, queen of the English, duchess of the Normans), while the reverse legend designates her duchess of Aquitaine and countess of Anjou. Did Eleanor’s daughters follow their mother’s seal designs?
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Figure 10. Seal of Eleanor of Aquitaine 1199. Chartularium monasterii Fontis-Ebraldi, Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département des manuscrits, MS lat. 5480 (1), fol. 265. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France.
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Figure 11a–b. Double-sided seal of Eleanor of Aquitaine, 1199. Paris, Archives nationales. Photo: Archives nationales, Paris.



Marie of Champagne (r. 1166–1198), eldest daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and King Louis VII, held two single-sided ogival seals which she used from 1166, when she married Count Henry the Liberal (r. 1152–1181), until her death in 1198. Although the seals, of which five wax impressions survive, stem from two different matrices (the second is somewhat larger and its design less refined), their iconography and legend are identical.53 On a reddish wax seal attached to a document issued in 1166, Marie is represented wearing an elegant bliaut with long sleeves and a mantle that is draped over her shoulders (Figure 12). As such she follows the fashion of her mother and other noblewomen of her time. Like Eleanor on her first seal, Marie holds a bird in her left hand, while in her right a fleur-de-lis on a short rod is visible. In the seal’s legend she ties herself to her husband through whom she was able to claim her title and power as countess of Troyes. However, the first connection she establishes is with her father: + SIGILL[VM]. MARIE.REG[IS]. FRANCOR[VM]. FILIE.TRECENS[IVM]. COMITISE (Seal of Marie, daughter of the king of the Franks, countess of Troyes).54 That she did so on both seals indicates that the importance of the repeated confirmation of blood ties between Marie and her father, even long after Louis’s death in 1180.
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Figure 12. Seal of Countess Marie of Champagne, 1192. Archives départementales de l’Aube, coll. de sceaux détachés, 42 Fi 97. Photo: Archives départementales de l’Aube, Troyes. All rights reserved.



The same message appears to have been communicated on the seal of Alix of Blois (r. 1164–ca. 1199), the second daughter of Eleanor and Louis VII, and wife of Count Thibaud V of Blois (r. 1152–1191), who was the brother of Henry the Liberal. Combining the fragments of her two known seal impressions reveals that the countess stood in a three-quarters contrapposto pose and was dressed in a long, elegant bliaut with a fur-lined mantle covering her shoulders (Figure 13 and Figure 14). Her hair is covered by a veil and wimple. Like her mother, Alix carries a branch topped with a fleur-de-lis in her right hand, while a bird is perched on her left hand. The legend reads: [SIGI]LLVM [… FR]ANC [COMITI]SSE B[LESENSIS].55 The name “Adelicia” is now missing, but would have been part of the original inscription. The presence of “franc”—“francie” or “francorum”—makes no sense without the word “filie.” Indeed, a drawing accompanying a transcription of a charter issued by Alix in 1199, as recorded by Gaignières, testifies that the legend contained: FILIE LODO[…] FRANC.56 The complete legend would thus have been: “Seal of Alix, daughter of Louis, king of the Franks, countess of Blois.”
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Figure 13. Seal of Alix of Blois, 1187. Paris, Archives nationales, D 955. Photo: Archives nationales, Paris.
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Figure 14. Seal of Alix of Blois, 1197. Paris, Archives nationales, St 8596. Photo: Archives nationales, Paris.



The filia reference occurred with some frequency on elite women’s seals, as is also testified to by the seal matrices of Marie’s and Alix’s half-sister Joanna.57 The silver matrices, made in 1196 when she was married to the count of Toulouse, reveal two delicately carved figural representations in low relief (Figure 15 a–b).58 On the obverse, Joanna is shown standing. She appears as an elegantly dressed queen wearing a crown of four points fleury and holding her mantle cord with her left hand while prominently displaying a fleur-de-lis in her right. Her long bliaut is cinched by a narrow belt decorated with tiny dots that are meant to evoke precious stones. Her mantle falls open, showing its ermine lining. The representations of costly fur and gemstones underscore Joanna’s high standing. The legend, + S REGINE IOHE FILIE QVONDAM H REGIS ANGLORUM (Seal of Queen Joanna, daughter of Henry, the former king of the English), is crucial for a better understanding of this woman’s position. Her royal title could refer to Joanna’s former status as queen of Sicily, to her royal status through her father, or both. The former option seems probable since in her testament of 1199 (discussed in the final chapter), she would make a donation to Fontevraud to commemorate the anniversaries of the long-dead “king of Sicily” and herself, indicating that she still connected herself to her first husband. Moreover, it was not uncommon for widowed women to continue using their deceased husband’s titles: Joanna’s grandmother Matilda still called herself empress, for example, long after she had returned to England following the death of her first husband.59 Yet it is also possible that the reference to Joanna’s regal status refers to her royal birth, especially if we consider that she explicitly connects herself to her deceased father in the legend on one side of the seal.
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Figure 15a–b. Double-sided seal matrix of Joanna Plantagenet, 1196–1199. London, The British Museum, 1897,0508.1. Photo: © The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.



The reverse of Joanna’s seal matrix tells a different story, both in image and word. Here the legend proclaims her current connections, defining her status as duchess of Narbonne, countess of Toulouse and marchioness of Provence (+ S IOHE DVCISSE NARB COMTISSE THOL MARCHISIE PROV). Enthroned yet uncrowned, Joanna wears a long dress draped in thick folds, and she holds her mantle cord with her right hand (which would become the left, once impressed on wax) while proffering an impressive cross with the other. The equal-armed cross explicitly connects the princess to her Toulousan marital family, thereby underlining her second marriage. An early depiction of this Greek cross with three balls decorating the outer ends of each bar can be found on the lead bullae of her father-in-law Count Raymond V (d. 1194), who also employed a Latin cross decorated with similar balls on the equestrian side of his wax seals. The use of this Latin cross was continued by Joanna’s husband Raymond VI (d. 1222) and her son Raymond VII (d. 1249), suggesting that this Toulousan (or Occitan) cross was considered a family emblem.60 Her folding throne, though uncommon for women, resembles the obverse of the round seal of Joanna’s mother-in-law Constance, who is also depicted bare-headed and seated, albeit on a rectangular chair-throne.61

On Constance’s seal, she holds in front of her chest a Toulousan cross of different size and style from Joanna’s, and with her left hand displays a lily-topped orb.62 This side of Constance’s two-sided seal affirms her royalty, as daughter of Louis VI of France and sister of Louis VII, and its round shape was probably inspired by the latter’s seal, which also served as a model for that of Count Raymond V, Constance’s spouse.63 Joanna’s husband Raymond VI continued this royal symbolism on his seal, having himself depicted on a throne, holding a sword and flanked by the sun and moon; the latter are also present on his parents’ seals, but absent from Joanna’s.64 Yet, where her husband—following both his father and his mother—chose equestrian imagery for the reverse of his lead and wax seals, Joanna’s “royal side” represented her as a standing queen. It was this side of her seal that personalized it by connecting the queen to her natal family; it thus showed her to be more than just the wife of a count, who may have been influential but was of lower birth than Joanna as daughter of a king. The matrices of Joanna’s seal do not only reflect political considerations of the Plantagenets and Raimondins; they are also rare and precious sources representing key moments in the her life: her royal lineage, her marriages, and perhaps even her motherhood, if we accept that the fleur-de-lis refers to this.65 Joanna’s royal lineage through her father was also emphasized in 1208 by Raymond VI, by then long a widower, when he issued a charter in which he represented their son as “R. filium nostrum, quem habimus de regina Johanna, filia Henricis Regis quondam Angliae” (R[aymond VII] our son, whom we have with Queen Joanna, daughter of Henry former king of the English).66

There is no doubt that Joanna’s matrices show a clear dynastic awareness in both word and image. But were wax seals ever made from them? Her matrices were found in the late nineteenth century during excavations at the ruins of the former Cistercian monastery of Grandselve (dép. Tarn-et-Garonne), about fifty kilometres north-east of Toulouse. How her seal matrix, and that of her son Raymond VII, ended up at Grandselve is an open question.67 The counts of Toulouse, especially it seems Raymond V (r. 1148–1194), had a long-lasting relationship with this Cistercian monastery, which had been founded in 1114.68 The monastery also sought aid from the English King Henry I, although the first evidence that support might have been given only appears in the 1170s with Richard the Lionheart, who granted it protection and trading privileges.69 Joanna could have been familiar with the monastery of Grandselve through both her natal and marital families. Further, she might have been involved in some of her husband’s dealings with the monastery, especially as they concerned salt from Agen, belonging to her dowry land.70 A 1261 inspeximus by Vincent, archbishop of Tours, confirmed that Joanna, “formerly queen of Sicily, now duchess of the March, countess of Toulouse, marchioness of Provence,” had allocated rent from her saltpans at Agen for their kitchen of Fontevraud.71 Perhaps Joanna employed her seal on this occasion. The traces of white and green wax found on the matrices by Abbot Pottier indicate that they were indeed used.72 Yet it also possible that she and her son followed the kingly practice of gifting seals to a monastery on their deathbeds with the expectation that the matrices would be melted down to be reused for church furnishings.73 Another possibility has been offered by Brigitte Bedos-Rezak, who suggested that the matrices could have been presented by Raymond in order to compensate for the damage the abbey had suffered during the war with the French king.74 Its abbot, Elie Guarin (d. ca. 1232), persuaded Raymond to sign the treaty of Meaux-Paris (1229), in which it was stipulated that the count had to pay 1,000 marks to the abbey.75 Payment in kind rather than in coin was not unheard of. In the cartulary of St. Loup at Troyes, for example, the abbot noted that Marie of Champagne offered her signet ring as compensation for an infraction against the abbey.76

How often Joanna’s sister Leonor, who lived in Iberia but remained well connected to the Occitan speaking world, made use of her seal is equally difficult to establish. Leonor’s pointed oval two-sided wax seal is only known through a charter from April 1179 (kept in Toledo) to which the sole surviving example is still appended.77 However, a recently discovered charter issued by Leonor in November 1179 (originally kept at the Hospital del Rey in Burgos) in all likelihood had a wax seal attached to it, as is suggested by the fold at the bottom of the parchment (plica) meant to strengthen the parchment so that a seal could be appended.78 So there were at least two occasions on which the queen’s seal was added to documents that were issued in her name. While the queen is mentioned in the majority of her husband Alfonso VIII’s charters,79 only the two charters from 1179 state that the queen validated them with her own hand, which can be read as a reference to the wax seal and/or to the signo rodado, which is the round seal drawn onto both charters.80 In the sealed charter at Toledo, Leonor confirms and extends the endowment of the altar of St. Thomas Becket in Toledo Cathedral, which had been founded by Count Nuño Pérez de Lara (Alfonso’s former tutor) and his wife Teresa. The queen’s confirmation contributed to the spread of the Becket cult, and this document clearly testifies to Leonor’s involvement: in its intitulatio her name is given, unusually, before that of her husband.81 Her primary role is further supported by the eschatocol, which, together with Leonor’s signo rodado, signals that the queen was the driving force behind this donation.82 The slits in the Toledo charter offer evidence that only the yellow-brown wax seal of Leonor, and not that of her husband, was appended on a leather strip. Although reproductions of her seal imply that it was impressed on one side only, both sides bear slightly different depictions of the queen.83 Leonor’s seal also is the earliest surviving specimen connected to a Castilian or Leonese queen.84 This means that Leonor had no female model from her marital family available to copy.

On the obverse of the seal, Leonor wears a slender-fitting bliaut, a long mantle, and a crown on her veiled head; she is depicted with a bird perched on her left hand in exactly the same fashion as her mother on two surviving early specimens (Figure 16 a–b). It is not clear what the queen is doing with her right hand, possibly pointing her index finger in a gesture of command. The size of Leonor’s seal, the depiction of the bird, and the almost identical images on both sides suggest that the Castilian queen modelled her seal after those of her mother. Unfortunately, it is now impossible to read the legend on either side of her seal, but in Julio González’s 1960 edition of the charters of Alfonso VIII, he provided a drawing of the obverse with the legend + SIGILLVM: REGINE: ALIENOR:.85
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Figure 16a–b. Double-sided seal of Queen Leonor of Castile, 1179. Archivo Capitular de Toledo, A.2.G.1.5. Author photo.



At first sight the representation of Leonor on the reverse is the same as the obverse, yet her standing pose and gestures have shifted slightly so the mantle is draped differently, making it flow, and here the crown with its three points fleury resembles that of her mother. By analogy with contemporary seals of other elite women it seems that she holds her mantle cord with her left hand, a sign of high rank. The object in her right hand is again difficult to interpret; it could be a flower, but also a plant or small tree.86 We already saw that Leonor’s sister Joanna employed the fleur-de-lis on her seal, and so did their half-sister Marie of Champagne. In all these cases the flower indicated high status, authority and, at times, power, and it is easy to imagine that Leonor incorporated it in her seal in full knowledge of its use by Anglo-Norman and French queens and aristocratic women. Based in part on the seals of Joanna and Marie de Champagne, it is tempting to speculate that the titulus on Leonor’seal would have included the term filia regis, as did the inscription on two liturgical textiles (discussed in the final chapter). There certainly is sufficient space along the edges available for such an inscription, and Leonor’s name could have been abbreviated like that of her sister. However, it is also possible that the legend on Leonor’s seal mirrors that of her husband, thus reading + SIGILLVM: REGINE: ALIENOR (Seal of Queen Leonor) on the obverse and REGINA: CASTELLE (Queen of Castile) on the reverse.87 While the complete inscriptions on her two-sided seal are uncertain, the shape, iconography, and size certainly give the impression that Leonor consciously referred to the seals of her mother to underscore her roots. This is confirmed by the absence of the castle that her husband employed on his two-sided lead seal from ca. 1175 onwards.



Insignia, dress, and inscriptions were crucial elements to coins’ and seals’ communicative powers. They could demonstrate an elite woman’s royal descent, as well as her position as a royal and/or noble consort, widow, regent, and co-ruler. As such, these small artefacts allowed women like Eleanor of Aquitaine and her daughters to display and assert the multiple experiences that shaped their identities. This self-fashioning was equally important for those connected to them by family ties (natal or marital), as well as to their peers. In this respect, Elizabeth Brown’s observation that “as is true of all mute objects, the seals’ significance is not so easy to access” may be a bit too pessimistic.88 Imitating the iconography employed by Eleanor and referring to their father in the legends, the seals of Marie, Alix, Joanna, and perhaps Leonor show that these objects played a crucial role in the representation of lineage that was closely connected to political claims. These small wax items were therefore mighty objects, expressing present authority in terms of kinship and heritage. But does this mean that coins and seals were the result of women’s ability to act or that they otherwise supported women in the exercise of power? The answer to this question requires a nuanced analysis of each individual’s context and her margin to act.

In Matilda’s case, the coin type on which she is represented does not offer a straightforward testimony of her rule during Henry’s absence. Yet, these small pieces of silver illustrate how much the royal daughter’s presence mattered to the duke and this, in turn, must have given her leverage, especially with an heir on its way. As for Joanna, if our assessment were based solely on her surviving seal, it would be difficult to determine to what extent Joanna was able to impact other people’s lives. However, the very existence of this seal—on which traces of wax have been found—tells us that she issued documents, attesting to her ability to confirm, deny, and negotiate matters of importance. Likewise, the power to make such decisions is manifested by the presence of Leonor’s seal attached to a charter in which she placed the Becket altar in Toledo Cathedral under her protection. Both a symbolic and a legal representation of the queen, the seal functioned as a surrogate for Leonor. By imprinting it in wax, she strengthened and confirmed the act with her own hand. This was Leonor’s way of keeping alive the endowment made by Alfonso’s former tutor and his wife, with which she also sought to ensure that she and her husband would be commemorated perpetually. Far from mute items, these women’s coins and seals invite us to respond to them as telling objects that give voice to the different ways by which the medieval elite sought to promote their positions, including their status as spouses as well as by means of their dynastic ties.
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 Chapter 3

 Devotion and Dynasty on Parchment



IN THE PREVIOUS chapter, I argued that the coin type with the representation of Henry and Matilda should be interpreted as a visual communication of the unity and cooperation between the ducal couple who complemented each other. Stamped onto sheets of silver that were meant to be circulated, Matilda is positioned as co-ruler, who possibly acted as a regent during her husband’s absence. Their unity is further highlighted, as this chapter will show, in two undated manuscripts, a psalter and a gospel book, made at the Benedictine monastery at Helmarshausen.1 One thing that sets manuscripts apart from the coins, seals, and textiles discussed in this study is their complex nature as multiple-page artefacts that come to life by turning the leaves in order to comprehend the book’s internal structure and its performative qualities. In the present chapter, however, my focus is on the personalized aspects of the two manuscripts, leaving the larger analysis of the complete volumes to more specialized studies.

In their psalter Henry and Matilda are represented together at the foot of the Crucifixion (Figure 17a).2 The gospel book they donated to the Church of St. Blaise contains two portraits: one shows them as donors of the book, while the other portrays the couple as recipients of the crowns of eternal life (Figure 18b and Figure 21).3 The psalter and gospel book connected with Henry and Matilda were personalized books and this partly explains their existence. By way of comparison, no surviving manuscripts can be connected to Matilda’s mother Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose status as a patron of French literature and troubadours has been critically assessed in more recent scholarship.4 And while there certainly is a case to be made for Matilda’s half-sister Marie of Champagne as a literary patron who may have also been involved in her husband’s donation of a gospel of John to Saint Loup at Troyes, no contemporary personalized books have survived.5 Apart from the “booklet” (quaterno) in which the names of Alfonso VIII’s creditors are mentioned and that the king bequeathed to Leonor in his testament from December 1204, nothing is known about the books the queen owned and read, or donated to favoured religious institutions such as Las Huelgas.6 Equally, no surviving manuscripts can be connected to Joanna, nor is any listed in her testament. Their grandmother Empress Matilda, however, donated books from her personal chapel to the abbey of Bec-Hellouin on her deathbed in 1167, confirming that manuscripts were owned and gifted by women.7 On German soil, nothing is known about books owned or gifted by Clementia, Henry the Lion’s first wife. But we do know that Duchess Judith of Flanders (d. 1095), who married Henry the Lion’s great-grandfather, Welf I of Bavaria, bestowed several book on Weingarten Abbey, again showing that elite women possessed books, as is well known from surviving manuscripts related to women or references in charters and chronicles.8 And of course, Leonor’s and Joanna’s books could have been so generic that even had they survived, they would not be recognized as once having belonged to women.
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Figure 17a–b. Psalter of Henry and Matilda, Helmarshausen, 1170s. London, The British Library, Lansdowne MS 381, article 1, fols. 10v and 11r. Photo: © The British Library Board.
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Figure 18a–b. Gospel Book of Henry and Matilda, 1172–1176. Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 105 Noviss. 2˚, fols. 4v and 19r. Photo: Herzog August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel.
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Figure 18c. Detail of Gospel Book of Henry and Matilda.



For Henry and Matilda’s psalter, it was the inclusion of their portraits that made it unique, because in all other ways it was a typical twelfth-century psalm book. By contrast, their gospel book, although a common liturgical volume, stands out because of the dual coronation and dedication miniatures: no similar books from the twelfth century have come down to us. Since it is impossible to establish whether Henry and Matilda individually commissioned the books or did so together, a narrow question of patronage is not a useful category of analysis here. Rather, I address the psalter and gospel book as the result of mutual cooperation between husband and wife in terms of both use and gifting. To what extent the ducal couple was involved in the visual and intellectual design of the manuscripts is hard to ascertain, but the representations of the ducal couple and the dedication text in the gospel book suggest their familiarity with the abbot and his monks at Helmarshausen, where the books were made. This is unsurprising, given that Henry the Lion held advocacy over Helmarshausen Abbey until 1180, when Frederick Barbarossa forced him to give it up; until then the duke must have maintained regular contact with Abbot Conrad.

Important for the appreciation of the gospel book are the two miniatures in which the ducal couple appears, as well as the dedication poem that lauds them. These have stimulated extensive debates about Henry’s—but not Matilda’s—motives for ordering and donating the liturgical manuscript: was it a pious gift through which he tried to gain the crowns of eternal life for himself and his dynasty?9 Or was the ever ambitious duke aiming for a royal crown in the here and now, seeking to communicate his claim by virtue of his imperial heritage and his wife’s royal ancestry?10 Depending on the point of view, an early dating around 1172 or a later dating of ca. 1188 have been promoted.11 Those arguing for a late date have also adduced the gospel book’s style, along with the 1188 dedication of the altar of the Virgin in the Church of St. Blaise, for which this gospel book may have been made.12 A complicating factor is that the majority of manuscripts made in Helmarshausen, like the psalter and gospel book, are not securely dated, making it difficult to establish a firm chronology.13 Moreover, the connection between the altar of the Virgin and the gospel book is not undisputed. The debate may never be resolved satisfactorily, which led Bernd Schneidmüller to suggest a general date range between 1168, when Henry and Matilda married, and 1189, when Matilda died.14 Yet a more narrow range of dates for the manuscript does indeed matter. Because the written documentation related to Henry and Matilda does not provide direct information concerning the book’s dating, the possible motive(s) behind its creation can only be understood if we take the illuminations into account. In my reading, the ducal couple’s donation was made in supplication for the birth of an heir or out of gratitude that their prayers for a son had been answered.15 A gift connected to pregnancy or childbirth was by no means unusual. To offer just one example, Henry the Liberal, count of Champagne, who married Matilda’s half-sister Marie, presented a gospel of John “in commemoration of his [Henry the younger’s] birth, for which the book was given to the same Saint Loup” at Troyes.16 My analysis of Henry and Matilda’s gospel book, therefore, led to its dating between 1172, when Matilda was pregnant for the first time, and 1176, when their first son was born.

Books were so much more than material items accommodating devotion, liturgy, knowledge, and entertainment. They had the potential to flaunt status and rank or to reflect dynastic anxieties; they could guide moral behaviour or serve as gifts to cement ties between donors and recipients, both lay and clerical.17 Seen in this light, manuscripts—especially illuminated ones—were part of their owner’s performance of power. This chapter asks how Matilda’s and Henry’s psalter and gospel book reflected and aided in the fabrication of their identities and how this helped to stage their power.18 Scholars have addressed the concept of self-representation in these manuscripts, but they have done so mostly by focusing on Henry the Lion rather than recognizing the joint role played by the ducal couple. This imbalance has been exacerbated by the tendency to foreground the importance of the magnificent gospel book (34 × 25.5 cm), while largely ignoring the smaller psalter (21 × 13 cm).19

Spiritual Self-Empowerment: Following in the Footsteps of the Three Marys

At some point the psalter was taken apart; now only eleven folia are left. The lavishly decorated and complete calendar in deep purple and gold is embellished with zodiac images and representations of the labours of the months (fol. 1v–7r). The calendar lists English and French saints (for example, St. Alban on March 22, the Venerable Bede on May 27 instead of May 26, St. Sévère on July 20, and St. Audomarus on September 10 instead of September 9), as well as Modoaldus, the patron saint of Helmarshausen. The Anglo-Norman elements that were added to this locally produced book indicate that it was tailored to the needs and interests of Matilda, who must have been an important user of the book.20 The absence of St. Thomas Becket (d. 1170), who was canonized in February 1173 and whose feast day was celebrated on December 29, is noticeable. His importance to the ducal family is evidenced by his presence in their gospel book. It therefore seems safe to assume that the psalter must have been manufactured before Becket’s canonization in 1173 and after Henry and Matilda’s marriage in 1168. After the calendar follow two full-page miniatures with scenes from the New Testament (fol. 7v and 8r), Psalm 1, to which a Gloria is added (fol. 8v–9v), and Psalm 2 (fol. 9v). The texts of Psalms 3 to 99 are missing, but Psalm 100 has been preserved (fol. 10r). On the verso of this psalm (fol. 10v), a full-page miniature is devoted to the Crucifixion, with the ducal couple represented at the foot of the Cross; it is paired on the facing page with another full-page miniature, the Holy Women at Christ’s tomb (fol. 11r) (Figure 17a–b). The first line from Psalm 101 (Domine exaudi orationem meam et clamor meus ad te veniat) is written on the verso side (11v) of what is now the last page of the manuscript.21 The subsequent text from that psalm and other psalms are lost, just as the canticles and litany that in all likelihood would have been included in the complete volume.22

Although a relatively small book, it is too big to be held with just one hand. A close look reveals that this devotional book qualifies as a deluxe manuscript. Purple-red paint lavished with gold was used for the calendar and the opening of Psalms 1 and 101 (and originally also Psalm 51, following the tripartite division in the decoration of psalters). The carefully executed and brightly coloured full-page miniatures as well as the symmetrical layout of the illustrations and texts emphasize its sumptuous character. In addition, the parchment is of even quality—not thin but rather stiff—without any insect holes or repair stitches. Throughout the surviving pages, the width of the margins, with visible tiny holes used for ruling, remains the same. The wide lower and outer margins show that more parchment than strictly necessary was used. Henry and Matilda commissioned a splendid book for their own devotion and were willing to spend money on it. Patronage and ownership of books are not straightforward evidence of literacy and we do not know whether Henry and Matilda were able to read Latin, but that would not have stopped them from utilizing a prayer book.

The sumptuous nature of the materials already tells us something about the ducal couple in terms of piety and wealth, but more insights can be gained from the miniature in which they are depicted. Leafing through their psalter, or before starting to recite Psalm 101 in which the Lord is asked to hear King David’s prayer, Henry and Matilda would encounter themselves humbly kneeling at the foot of the crucified Christ. His cross is not a wooden one, but striped with grey, white, green, and red to give it a three-dimensional appearance; onto the top, the sign “Jesus of Nazareth, king of the Jews” is affixed.23 The cross dominates the miniature, standing out against the gold background. Christ’s arms and legs are somewhat bent, and the nails in his feet and the wound in his right side are clearly visible. His bearded head, eyes closed, sags onto his chest. The suffering of Christ cannot escape the viewer, especially with the grief displayed in the upper corners by the figures of the sun and moon, who cover their weeping eyes with their mantles. Rather than showing their sorrow, the figures of the Virgin Mary and the apostle John, to whom Christ gave into each other’s keeping as mother and son, are represented as eyewitnesses.24 In this respect the psalter differs from the gospel book, where Mary and John exhibit deep grief.25

This cross iconography was by no means original and can be found in two other manuscripts produced at Helmarshausen. In a psalter, for example, which has been connected with women in the circle of Henry the Lion, Christ is represented hanging on a red cross, flanked by Mary and John as well as the sun and the moon (Figure 19).26 And in the gradual-sacramentary of Hersfeld, even though the representations of Mary and John have been cut out, the sun and moon witness the dead Christ on a rainbow-coloured cross.27 What renders the miniature in Henry and Matilda’s psalter unique is the representation of the ducal couple, identified through the now barely legible inscriptions Heinricu[s]‌ dux and Mathilt ducissa in the red border above their heads. Located within an arched setting, the bearded Henry is depicted on Christ’s right—the privileged side—and the veiled Matilda is on his left. Both are represented from the waist up, and their faces are shown in three-quarters pose as their gazes try to reach both Christ and the viewer, engaging as it were with their own selves while reading this psalter. Their bliauts, blue and white, are decorated with golden borders and partly covered by their brightly coloured mantles. Henry’s red mantle has slipped from his shoulder, perhaps meant to signify his humility. Neither ruler wears a crown in this scene of prayer. Of the preserved leaves, it is this one that shows the most wear, a strong indication that this particular page was frequently seen and touched. Taking in the images, reciting the prayers, and turning the pages were sensorial experiences that contributed to devotion through the arousal of emotions and the stimulation of contemplation, inviting the viewer to revisit specific pages.
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Figure 19. Crucifixion, psalter, Helmarshausen, second half of the twelfth century. Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, MS W.10, fol. 41v. Creative Commons Licence.



Surviving twelfth-century psalters rarely contain representations of their donors or recipients; when these are included, they are usually not part of the narrative cycle.28 Henry and Matilda, however, are more than just present at the Crucifixion; they are incorporated into the visual New Testament narrative, starting with the Annunciation and ending with the Three Holy Women at the sepulchre signalling Christ’s Resurrection. Their banderols draw them further into the story. The duke holds a text scroll declaring “we pray to you Christ and bless you,” while the duchess’s scroll implores “save us Christ by virtue of the cross.”29 These texts belong to the office of the Inventio crucis, the Finding of the Cross by Empress Helena, celebrated every year on May 3.30 In imitation of Constantine and Helena, the ducal couple not only contemplates the death of Christ on the cross in order to save mankind but is also part of the Cross’s afterlife. The Finding of the Cross, as well as the Exaltation of the Cross commemorated on September 14, are included in this psalter’s calendar, as well as in the abovementioned psalter also made at Helmarshausen. Widespread feasts by the twelfth century, these general entries may equally reflect personal meaning for the ducal couple, related to Henry’s travels to the Holy Land.

Several sources inform us that Henry the Lion journeyed to Jerusalem in 1172–1173, among them the chronicles by Arnold of Lübeck (ca. 1210) and by John Kinnamos (ca. 1180), as well as a charter issued in Jerusalem itself for the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 1172.31 According to Arnold, Henry donated huge sums of cash to the Holy Sepulchre, and he also had the basilica decorated with mosaics and its portals covered with pure silver. In addition he arranged for annual payments to buy wax candles that should burn perpetually at Christ’s tomb.32 Even though the candles are replaced by lamps, Arnold’s narration tallies with the surviving charter in which Henry,


for the forgiveness of all my sins and those of my wife duchess Matilda, noble daughter of the king of the English, and also for the children God gave me in all his mercy, and for all of my family, established and arranged to erect in the Church of the Resurrection of the Lord three lamps eternally burning in honour of God. Of these lamps, one is to burn for the renowned sepulchre of the Lord [domini sepulcro], the other at the place of Calvary [calvarie loco] for the passion of the Lord, the third for the life-giving wood of the Holy Cross.33





To Henry, Christ’s death, his entombment signifying his Resurrection, and the Finding of the Cross on which he was crucified were all connected. Each event had a place in the sacral landscape of the church precinct: the Holy Sepulchre in the centre under the western dome, in the east Calvary where Christ was crucified, and further east the place where his cross was found.34

A similar landscape was evoked in the psalter, where Henry and Matilda not only witnessed Christ’s Crucifixion, but were part of his Resurrection together with the Three Marys at the tomb.35 All four Gospels mention women at Christ’s grave, and although their number and identification vary Mary Magdalen is always among them; in Western art three women are usually depicted visiting his sepulchre on Sunday, Easter morning.36 In the ducal couple’s psalter, the woman in the front holds out a censer filled with myrrh and the woman in the back carries a jar of spices to anoint the body.37 Perhaps the representation of incense and spices would have evoked these scents for the viewers, adding to Henry and Matilda’s sense of being present at the tomb. Such an experience may even had held special meaning to Matilda if we take into account that in the central Middle Ages several churchmen associated elite women with Mary Magdalen, who presented a gift at Christ’s tomb. Pope Gregory wrote to Agnes of Poitou, wife of Emperor Henry III, “for just as they came to the Lord’s tomb with a marvellous zeal and charity before all his disciples, so you in devout love have visited the church of Christ, placed at is it is in the sepulchre of affliction, before many—no! Before all, the princes of the earth.”38 And Hildebert of Lavardin, bishop of Le Mans, thanked Queen Matilda of England (d. 1118) for her gift of a candelabra, with which she imitated “as far as possible the holy women who first came to the cross with tears and then to the tomb with spices.”39

Arriving at Jesus’s sepulchre, the holy women find that the slab has been pushed aside and his loincloth left behind. An angel tells them not to be afraid and that Christ has resurrected, as can be read on his scroll: resurrexit d[omi]n[u]‌s.40 In the upper left corner a crowned figure, perhaps David, proffers a text taken from Psalm 67 referring to the Ascension (ascendit super occasum).41 Neither the figure, who may be another king, nor the text scroll in the upper right corner can now be identified, due to the poor state of conservation in this area of the miniature. The nimbed man in the lower left corner is Jacob, who holds a scroll with the words “who shall rouse him” (quis suscitabit eum).42 It is difficult to make out what is written on the scroll in the right corner, but the words “the third day he will rise” (die tertia suscitabit), taken from the Prophet Hosea, seem fitting.43 Taken together, the text scrolls create an ingenious typology of passages from the Old Testament that prefigure the event of Christ’s Resurrection. As we shall see, this same Christological thinking appears in Henry and Matilda’s gospel book and points to the intellectual climate at Helmarshausen.44 Whether or not the ducal couple could grasp the exact meaning of the texts scrolls is not a question we can answer. Yet even basic biblical knowledge would have been sufficient to understand that all the passages relate to the scene that is at the core of this page: the empty tomb that stands in for the risen Christ.

As they touched this page and witnessed this event, Henry and Matilda followed in the footsteps of the first ever pilgrims to the Holy Sepulchre. Their spiritual re-enactment was supported by the addition of elements alluding to the Holy Sepulchre as it was known in the twelfth century: the tomb is placed below a dome from which a lamp is suspended. This same representation also features in their gospel book, in contrast to another gospel book made at Helmarshausen in which the tomb is not shown as part of the contemporary twelfth-century architectural space of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.45 In both the gospel book and psalter the more realistic representation of the Holy Sepulchre seems to have been chosen deliberately. An interesting connection can be drawn to the similar design on a lead seal pertaining to the canons of the Holy Sepulchre, which is appended to the charter the duke brought back from Jerusalem.46 The reverse of the canon’s lead seal provided Henry with a lasting impression of the Holy Sepulchre (Figure 20). Inscribed with SANCTISSIMI SEPVLCHRI encircling the representation of the church, Christ’s tomb is pierced by three oculi that allow the visitor visual access to the holy burial place. Near—or perhaps on—the tomb two candles are visible, and the site is enclosed by an aedicule from which a lamp is suspended. It is not necessary to imagine that the seal itself served as a model for the miniatures in the ducal couple’s books. However, the elements of dome and lamp as explicit references to the tomb of Christ, as it was known in the twelfth century, probably deepened their spiritual participation, especially in light of the duke’s donation of candles and lamps. It is even conceivable that they requested this iconography, sparked by Henry’s personal experience of Jerusalem.
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Figure 20. Lead seal of the canons of the Holy Sepulchre appended to an act issued by Henry the Lion. Wolfenbüttel, Niedersächsisches Landesarchiv, 1 Urk. 4. Photo: Niedersächsisches Landesarchiv, Wolfenbüttel.



The couple’s veneration of the cross fits the larger context of relics brought to Brunswick and for which the duke had shrines made.47 In 1173 Henry donated a reliquary cross to the Church of the Holy Cross in Hildesheim, and a piece of the Cross was given to the Abbey of Reading after he and his wife went into exile in England in 1182.48 Yet it is equally imaginable that the design of both miniatures had been made well before Henry embarked for the Holy Land. The monks at Helmarshausen were undoubtedly familiar with the Holy Sepulchre. On the hill called Krukenberg, not far from their abbey, the Church (or Chapel) of St. John the Baptist had been modelled after the Anastasis Rotunda.49 The building was commissioned by Henry of Werl (d. 1127), bishop of Paderborn, and was subsidized by money he had originally collected for a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.50 Possibly inspired by this church built within eyesight and living in an environment imbued with a pilgrimage spirit, the maker of the psalter represented the ducal couple present at the Crucifixion to atone for their sins, but only their prayers will allow them to hope for participation in the Resurrection.51 In the psalter, Christ’s Resurrection, as represented by the empty sepulchre, was witnessed by the Three Marys. The sites of the Crucifixion and Resurrection would have activated the ducal couple, who perhaps sought to identify themselves with Constantine and Helena, to follow in the footsteps of Christ and Mary Magdalen.

Liturgical Display of Self: Matilda Empowering the Dynasty

By contrast with their personal psalter, the gospel book commissioned by the ducal couple was not meant to be used by them but by the priest at St. Blaise in Brunswick when Mass was performed. The book’s excellent condition, showing no signs of wear and tear, indicates that it was probably used during principal feast days only. The manuscript itself contains no written clues as to how and when it was utilized, but it might also have been displayed during other important rituals, such as the swearing of oaths.52 The dedication miniature and poem as well as the so-called coronation page (Figure 18a–b) leave no doubt that the ducal couple’s presence within the gospel book mattered, if not in the performance of Mass.53 The donation of this luxury ritual object demonstrates that Henry and Matilda specifically sought the support of the clerical community. At the same time, its lavish decorations and abundant use of gold, silver, and purple showcases that the ducal couple translated their status to parchment.

With the gift of a liturgical book in which they had themselves represented, the spouses followed an imperial pattern, as is testified to by the pericopes of Henry II and Cunigunde (ca. 1007–1012) and the gospel book of Henry III and Agnes (ca. 1043–1046).54 We can only speculate whether Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, Henry the Lion’s cousin, also had himself depicted in the liturgical manuscripts he commissioned, as none has been preserved.55 Although not unique in its textual content, the gospel book of Henry and Matilda is still a remarkable surviving specimen. Given Henry the Lion’s imperial descent, which as we will see is emphasized in the gospel book, it is likely that the duke and his wife were aware of the imperial precedents. And although Helmarshausen does not appear to have produced manuscripts for the emperor, its intellectual and artistic milieux suggest that Abbot Conrad, who on the orders of Duke Henry had the book made, must have known the practice.

In its present state the gospel book opens with the “capitula sancti evangelii secundum Mattheum” followed by the dedication poem, while the dedication miniature is placed many pages later (Figure 18a).56 Elizabeth Klemm has suggested that the poem may have originally faced the dedication miniature, allowing the complementary text and image to be viewed together.57 The poem reads in full:


1Aurea testatur hec si pagella legatur,
Christo devotus Heinricus dux quia totus
Cum consorte thori nil pretulit eius amori.
Hanc stirps regalis hunc edidit imperialis.

5Ipse nepos Karoli cui credidit Anglia soli
Mittere Mathildam sobolem que gigneret illam,
Per quam pax Christi patrie que salus datur isti.
Hoc opus auctoris par nobile iunxit amoris
Nam vixere boni virtutis ad omnia proni,

10Larga manus quorum superans benefacta priorum
Extulit hanc urbem loquitur quod fama per orbem,
Sacris sanctorum cum religione bonorum,
Templis ornavit ac muris amplificavit.
Inter que Christe fulgens auro liber iste

15Offertur rite spe perpetue tibi vite.
Inter iustorum consortia pars sit eorum.
Dicite nunc nati narrantes posteritati.
En, Helmwardense Conrado patre iubente,
Devote mente ducis imperium per agente,

20Petre tui monachi liber hic labor est Herimanni



This golden page testifies to the reader that / Christ is loved by the devout Duke Henry and his consort, above all other things. / From kings she descends, he from emperors. He stems from Charlemagne, only to him did England / send Matilda, who would bear him offspring, / through Christ’s peace and the salvation of the fatherland. / The author’s work united the loving couple, / for they lived an exemplary life and always did good, / their generosity surpassed the deeds of their predecessors, / they exalted this city, proclaiming its fame around the globe, / with relics of saints, with the devotion of the good people furnished churches and enlarged walls. / One of these deeds is this gold-gleaming book, / offered solemnly to you, Christ, in the hope of eternal life. / May they be received in the ranks of the righteous. / Announce, you living children, to posterity. / At the command of Abbot Conrad (II) of Helmarshausen, / who faithfully fulfilled the duke’s wishes, / here, [Saint] Peter,58 is this book, a work by your monk Herimann.59

In the opening line the golden page announces that its very existence acts as a witness, showing the reader that the ducal couple is dedicated to Christ. Matilda is first and foremost referred to as the wife of Duke Henry (consorte thori); in this case thori (bed) indicates that the couple shared the conjugal bed when the text was written. Moreover, the use of thori underscores that this was the only place where legitimate offspring could be conceived. The phrase emphasizes Matilda’s duties as spouse and as consort: she is considered a participant in Henry’s rule, and—as the dedicatory text states later—she partakes as his equal in the display of generosity.60 We are dealing here with a unique feature: when compared to the laudatory texts in the pericopes of Henry II and Cunigunde and the gospel book of Henry III and Agnes, Matilda’s role in the poem is significantly greater than that of either Cunigunde or Agnes.61

Herimann made sure to highlight the couple’s ancestry. Matilda is mentioned first, stemming from kings, and then Henry’s imperial lineage is stressed. This made him a suitable candidate to receive a princess as his bride, despite his rank as nobility rather than royalty. The spouses are praised as a perfect match, mutually enhancing each other’s status. As Henry’s consorte thori, Matilda, daughter of kings, was assigned the task of producing offspring, as expressed by the phrase Mathildam, sobolem quae gigneret illam (line 6). This line has led to considerable discussion because the term sobolem (offspring) may refer to one child or perhaps all of the children, while the phrase as a whole has been interpreted in two different ways: either that Matilda had already given birth to a child, or that she was expected to do so.62 The first reading supports the idea that the poem was added after Matilda and/or Henry had died and their heirs ruled the duchy, whereas the second reading assumes the poem was written when the manuscript was made. The text’s emphasis on children underscores their absence from the dynastic portrait, to be discussed later, which is one of the reasons why it is more likely that the gospel book was created long before the couple’s death.

The gospel book’s poem proclaims that Henry and Matilda’s child (or children) will bring Christ’s peace and prosperity to the land. Although “this fatherland” (patriae isti) can be interpreted several ways, its connection to the city of Brunswick (urbs), which was located within Henry’s patrimony, suggests that the word patria was chosen to emphasize the Saxon foundation of Henry’s power.63 This land was the centre of Guelph territory; as the dynasty’s power base, both land with its built environment and power needed to be preserved by future generations. Although not named specifically, Brunswick is quite clearly “the city” to which the poem refers, as it was Henry and Matilda’s most important residence. It is also where the Church of St. Blaise, which would receive the book, was rebuilt by Henry and Matilda from 1173 onwards, and according to the poem (line 11), it was this town that proclaimed the ducal couple’s fame around the world.64 Henry and Matilda were responsible for the building of churches, the donation of relics, and the construction of the city’s walls, with the latter occurring somewhere between 1165 and 1181 according to the chronicle of Albert of Stade (1240–1256). The chronicle also mentions the casting of a bronze lion during that time.65 If the gospel book’s dedicatory poem can be relied on, Matilda was involved in all these activities, including the construction of the city walls. Although her dower agreements do not survive, it is likely that this daughter of affluent parents would have had the money to support such an enterprise, as we know that other high-ranking women did.66

Coming full circle, the poem, beginning with a reference to just the page it was written on, ends with the “gold-gleaming book, offered solemnly to you, Christ, in the hope of eternal life” (line 15). This book was an expression of the couple’s piety, nobility, and good deeds. It was meant to commemorate them as well as to communicate their wish to be awarded eternal life. The auro liber fulgens is depicted in the dedication page, manifesting the connected nature of the pages that were paired originally (Figure 18a–b). Henry and Matilda, together with St. Blaise and St. Aegidius, are identified by a gold inscription in the red zone above their heads. Henry presents the book to St. Blaise, who is depicted as a bishop. The book is completely covered in gold and decorated with a cross embellished with what is probably meant to resemble a large stone in its centre, while the four quarters are filled with X-shaped crosses (Figure 18c). This self-representational image must be understood as a miniature version of the actual gospel book, whose original cover has been lost. Surviving examples demonstrate that golden covers were employed in the twelfth century, some of them even made at Helmarshausen.67 Although rudimentary in design, the miniature book calls to mind the golden cover of the gospel book Emperor Henry II donated to the Church of St. Peter and St. Paul at Bamberg.68

Matilda does not touch the book. Her hand is grasped by St. Aegidius, who is portrayed as a tonsured cleric wearing priestly vestments, while the duchess, as Renate Kroos proposed, holds a charter from which three cords with seals are appended.69 The gift of the manuscript could have gone hand-in-hand with a donation or confirmation of grants. The charter in Matilda’s hand mirrors the book held in Henry’s, thus confirming that the donation of the gospel book was a mutual offering. The presentation of the book takes place against a background that recalls an expensive red silk cloth decorated with golden scrolls, animals, and pearled borders. This sense of luxury is further elevated by the colourful and richly ornamented Byzantinizing outfits worn by the donors and saints.70 Overall, the visual effect is one of splendour and richness. There is a detail that deserves special mention here: Matilda is wearing a decorated golden crown, whereas Henry is bare-headed. Matilda’s crown can therefore only be read as signifying her high-born status, because as the dedicatory text states, “From kings she descends.” True, the same poem lauds Henry as the heir of emperors, but by the time the gospel book was made his grandfather Emperor Lothar (d. 1137) had long been deceased, while Matilda’s father was still very much alive.

That St. Blaise accompanies the ducal couple is to be expected: although the collegiate church in Brunswick was dedicated to several saints, Blaise was considered one of the most important. Aegidius, on the other hand, was chosen for his reputation as a saint who was addressed by those—both men and women—in need of an heir. This saint served to construct and confirm Matilda’s identity as a future mother, a theme we have already encountered in the dedicatory text.71 The Church of St. Blaise was Henry and Matilda’s personal church, built within the Burg complex. Attached to the living quarters by an upper walkway, the couple entered the church via the north transept gallery. This would have provided a clear view of the choir for Henry and Matilda in relative proximity to space usually prohibited to lay people, and it also allowed them to be seen by the people below. Their gospel book would have been used in processions and been placed on the altar, creating an active connection to its donors when they were bodily present and an evocation of the ducal couple when they were away.

In the donation scene, the upward-pointing gestures of both saints and the direction of Henry’s and Matilda’s glance together suggest that someone beyond their immediate reach may be regarded as the receivers of the gold-covered book: the heavenly Virgin in her guise as God-bearer (Theotokos), with her infant son. Mary, dressed in a white tunic covered by a purple robe, is seated on a Byzantine-style backless throne. The gold crown and the cylindrical object (a pomegranate or small container?) surmounted by a lily represent her privileged position as the mother of the king whose teachings and sacrifice would lead Christians to eternal life.72 Her raised and open right hand indicates that she acts as an intercessor in Heaven, symbolized by the mandorla that surrounds her. In a framed roundel (imago clipeata), her son is depicted as a bust of the young Christ resting on her breast. Christ’s right hand is lifted in speech, while in his left he holds the Book of Life, which contains the names of those who lived according to the Gospel and who would therefore be able to enter God’s kingdom. This is expressed by the banderole that drapes down from the Virgin’s arm and across her lap to end above the head of St. Aegidius: “Enter the kingdom of life with my help” (ad regnum vite me subveniente venite), reminding the ducal couple and other persons who had access to the manuscript that they could turn to the Virgin and her Child for support. In visual terms, the scroll balances the book presented by Henry and serves as a way of linking Matilda’s side to the holy writ. What is more, an additional bond between Matilda and the Mother and Child is established by the scroll, as it touches the framing device just at the M of her name.

When read together, dedication text and donation miniature reveal a clear sense of ducal self-awareness to which piety, ancestry, and largesse were essential. These characteristics defined them as belonging to the highest elite. Their secular identities are expressed in a liturgical manuscript, linking the ducal couple’s worldly existence with the heavenly realm.

In the gospel book, the celestial sphere is not only embodied by the Virgin and Child, who summon the ducal couple to enter the kingdom of life, but also by Christ who calls Henry, Matilda and their ancestors to take up the cross and follow him.73 Christ is represented in the so-called coronation miniature on fol. 171v; together with a Maiestas Dei on the facing page, the coronation scene concludes the painted cycle (Figure 21). Here Henry and Matilda respectfully receive the crowns of eternal life under the gaze of their parents and grandparents.74 For the present study, my focus is on the lower zone of the miniature where the ducal couple and their ancestors are depicted, although the significance of the full scene cannot be completely grasped without taking into account the upper zone, both Christ’s call to follow him, and the mediation of the saints, including the recently canonized Thomas Becket, whose presence clearly conveys Plantagenet sentiments.75
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Figure 21. Gospel Book of Henry and Matilda, 1172–1176. Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 105 Noviss. 2˚, fol. 171v. Photo: Herzog August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel.



The striking red inscription against a white background above Matilda’s head (“Duchess Matilda daughter of the king of the English”) ties her at once to her husband and to her father.76 Like Henry, Matilda is splendidly adorned, with a richly decorated mantle underscoring her status as a princess. Her royal lineage is emphasized in other ways as well. She is portrayed as standing, making her taller than her kneeling husband, thereby counterbalancing Henry’s privileged position at Christ’s right side while also indicating that the royal princess was equally important from both divine and dynastic perspectives. Matilda’s importance is accentuated by the crown that is conferred on her, which actually touches her head while Henry’s crown hovers just above, suggesting that her royal status was considered crucial to Duke Henry because it enhanced his own prestige.77 Matilda’s superiority is further underscored by the crowning hands of God: they appear to be crossed, so that he bestows the crown on Matilda with his right hand, counterbalancing her less privileged position to the left of the deity.78

This gesture mirrors the equilibrium in the miniature’s overall composition, in which parallel attention is paid to the ancestors of both Henry and Matilda, who stand behind them at the coronation. They can be identified as Henry’s maternal grandparents Empress Richenza (d. 1141) and Emperor Lothar (d. 1137), the duke’s parents Duchess Gertrud (d. 1143) and Duke Henry the Proud (d. 1137), along with Matilda’s father King Henry II (d. 1189) and her paternal grandmother Queen Matilda (d. 1167).79 The last was a crucial figure in this family portrait because it was only through her descent from King Henry I that her own son Henry II had been able to claim the English throne. The choice to title the elder Matilda regina rather than imperatrix may seem remarkable since most of her charters style her “empress,” but for her seal she used Romanorum regina.80 In the gospel book, the use of “queen” seems designed to underscore the royal ancestry of her namesake and granddaughter. Finally, next to Queen Matilda stands a figure who has been identified as either Eleanor of Aquitaine or Richenza, Henry and Matilda’s eldest daughter.81 The absence of a crown on the figure’s head and simpler dress make it unlikely that Eleanor is depicted here. And while it is possible that Richenza would be included if we accept that the manuscript was made around 1172—when she was born—the absence of an inscription above her head makes a solid identification impossible. I therefore prefer to regard her (or him) as anonymous. This does not alter the message of these dynastic portraits, namely that Matilda, as a royal daughter, was a prestigious partner for Henry, while also demonstrating that the duke was a worthy partner for a princess because of his imperial descent. The presence of parents and grandparents renders visible the otherwise unrepresented offspring mentioned in the dedicatory text. The absence of children, who were crucial to the preservation of the Guelph dynasty, is one reason for reading the making and donation of the gospel book as a response to pregnancy and childbirth.82

The inclusion of parents and grandparents does not solely refer to blood ties and social memory, but also demonstrates, through the golden crosses they hold, that both families have responded to Christ’s words written on his scroll in the upper register: “If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.”83 The text scroll held by Christ, related to both the saints and the living mortals depicted, was read during the feasts of the martyrs.84 A closer look at the crosses held by the ducal couple and their ancestors reveals that they are not identical.85 Lothar and Gertrud carry plain golden ones decorated with red borders, while Henry the Proud holds a cross adorned with pearl motifs. King Henry II’s and his mother’s crosses are furnished with a stone in its centre, which is also visible on the cross Henry the Lion has in his hand. Matilda’s cross is somewhat smaller, and its pearled ornamentation resembles that of Henry the Proud. The representation of the divinely ordained right to rule affirmed that the duke and duchess were good Christians, beloved by Christ, who were—like their ancestors—willing to take the cross and follow him in order to receive the crowns of eternal life.86

In the coronation scene, we thus find a small but carefully composed genealogy of selected ancestors with favoured saints above. The grouping emphasizes Henry’s descent through his mother and Matilda’s lineage through her father, while tying the two branches together in the persons of the ducal couple. The gospel book clearly is more than a pious donation in which Matilda was involved: her presence next to her husband was pregnant with political meaning. Family and lineage were not only integral to shaping a person’s identity, but also important when claiming territories, obtaining privileges, and forming alliances. Within this visual message, progeny was a crucial element for the maintenance of the family’s possessions, wealth, and prestige. Images such as this can be read in relation to the past, because they demonstrate ancestry, and the esteem and property claims that came with it, but they also have a prospective function in that they proclaim future property rights and marriage options.87 The coronation scene makes explicit the dynastic character of the gospel book as a whole, appropriate for the context of public liturgical display by the canons of St. Blaise who pertained to the ducal house.



Made in the same workshop for the same benefactors, the personalized psalter and gospel book with their lavish use of gold and purple communicated status, generosity, and imperial grandeur. Indeed, a first step in the self-fashioning of the ducal couple was to commission these luxury manuscripts around 1172/1173. They reflect how the English princess and the grandson of an emperor wished to present themselves. At the same time, the books commissioned by Henry and Matilda must be understood as manifestations of their religious beliefs. If the psalter was meant to support the personal devotion of the ducal couple and perhaps served as a piece of crusade memorabilia in an age where taking the cross occupied many men and women, the gospel book allowed them to stage their identities in a more public way through the express involvement of the religious community at St. Blaise. The donation of a deluxe manuscript was not merely a ritual confirming the political bond between the ducal couple and the chapter, but even more an act designed to elicit a favourable response from the church’s canons. As spiritual guards of the dynasty, the clerics were supposed to treasure its past and look out for its future through the performance of Masses for the souls of Henry, Matilda, and their family. To this end, their lineages and largesse were emphasized in word and image. The explicit inclusion of Matilda as wife of the duke and mother of his offspring, as well as Matilda as royal daughter, highlights her crucial role in the communication and preservation of fame and memory. Above all, it was as wife and mother that the duchess empowered the Guelph dynasty.
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 Chapter 4

 Trappings Vested with Power



THE SPLENDIDLY DRESSED Matilda in the gospel book, discussed in the previous chapter, leaves little doubt that dress was meant to impress. Yet an outfit could work for and against a person, and it could empower or disempower both men and women.1 No wonder that King Henry II spent a fortune on the outfit of his daughter Joanna when she was sent off to Sicily to marry King William II. We also have seen that the importance of appearance was expressed in the design of Joanna’s seal matrix; her flowing bliaut, decorated ceinture, and fastened mantle were executed in exquisite detail, focusing further attention on the owner’s status as royal daughter and former queen. As is well known, visual sources testify that medieval elite society valued outward appearance.2 Often, physical looks were considered to be manifestations of a person’s inner virtue and character, with clothes playing an important role in revealing this. Textiles were appreciated because they literally embodied the status, wealth, and virtue of their wearers, and as such imbued them with power. Cloth and vestments were also valued commodities because they could be separated from their owners and be given away. As portable and displayable items they had “a performative function that activated both body and space.”3 This performative potential also pertained to ecclesiastical settings as is evident from the remaining textiles, inventories, and writings on liturgy.4 In the present chapter, my focus turns to the donations of textiles by Matilda and her sisters. Their gifts to religious institutions are contextualized through both known material remains and references to clothing and textiles in written sources.

This emphasis on women may suggest that they were most intimately connected with the world of fabrics. Roberta Gilchrist posited that the association between women and textiles perhaps lay in female participation in the domestic production of cloth and dress. But it went beyond women’s productive skills: through textiles, femininity and social and religious roles were constructed and conveyed.5 This raises the question of whether textile donations can be found more frequently for women than men. According to Stefanie Seeberg and Alexandra Gajewski, the answer is “no.” In fact, they maintain that nothing in the historical record suggests that the connections between medieval women and textiles were described as gendered.6 Textile objects, charters, inventories, and wills testify to both men’s and women’s involvement in the donation of textiles. Seeberg and Gajewski, however, do acknowledge that women were often regarded as makers of textiles and played important roles in the handling of garments.7 The presence of women as creators and donors of liturgical vestments, indicative of the cooperation between women and ecclesiastical leaders, has been discussed in depth by Fiona Griffiths and Maureen Miller.8 These historians have convincingly argued that, through the gift of liturgical textiles, women gained access to rituals performed at the altar from which they were normally excluded precisely because of their sex. Miller highlighted that the power this gave to women proved deeply unsettling.9 Despite this tension some churchmen explicitly encouraged women to make and donate textiles.10 How Matilda and other elite women strategically handled textiles in order to enforce relations with others is investigated in this chapter through the lens of the gift. The practice of gift-giving illuminates the multiple ways by which power relations were negotiated.11 Taken together, these artefacts demonstrate that vestments were imbued with meaning not merely through their materiality and function but also through their presentation as gifts. The performance of such gifting empowered Matilda and her contemporaries.

What Remains: A Documented Textile Gift


Duchess Matilda, dedicated to our church, together with her husband Duke Henry gathered for our church very beautiful ornaments fittingly decorated with gold and golden embroidery: a white chasuble, a red chasuble, a white dalmatic, a red dalmatic, a white tunicle, a red tunicle, a stole of gold embroidery with a maniple, a purple cope, a snow white cope, a single alb, a Greek censer, a completely golden woven altar cover and an even better golden one in needlework: in addition, another golden embroidered cover, two shrines and sandals for the office of the bishop.12



This impressive donation of eighteen “very beautiful ornaments” is recorded in Hildesheim Cathedral’s chapter book (Liber capitularis) (Figure 22). Apart from one shrine that has been identified as the Oswald reliquary, the other items have perished.13 The vasa sacra must have entered the cathedral sometime before Matilda’s death in 1189. Her name is given first, and only Matilda is referred to as ecclesie nostre devotissima, revealing that it was the duchess who had a special relation to Hildesheim. In fact, Matilda’s association with the episcopal town is confirmed by the cathedral’s necrology, written down in the same book, in which her death is mentioned at June 28, 1189 (Methildis Ducissa benedictae memoriae) whereas her husband’s name is absent.14 That Duke Henry is not included confirms the primary importance of the duchess to the cathedral community, perhaps in part because she was the major donor of the precious ornaments.
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Figure 22. Liber Capitularis of Hildesheim cathedral, twelfth to fifteenth centuries. Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 83.30 Aug. 2˚, fol. 183r. Photo: Herzog August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel.



The vestments and vessels in this entry are described in too general terms to completely satisfy our curiosity. For example, we are left wondering whether any of the gold decorations perhaps were lions, the animals that were employed by both Henry the Lion and the Plantagenet kings as heraldic devices on coins, seals, water basins, and textiles. Whatever the case might have been, that this list exists at all shows that the donation was deemed significant enough to be copied into the chapter book.15 This multiple-text manuscript was compiled around 1191/1194, with various entries and comments being added until the fifteenth century.16 The entries—also including the cathedral’s chronicle—narrate the cathedral’s history, list its bishops, canons, and affiliated communities and record its belongings, underlining the centrality of this book for the memory of the community. The manuscript not only served the liturgical commemoration of the dead, but also documented the possessions and revenues of the cathedral, providing insight into the cathedral chapter’s network.17

Matilda’s gift is one of twenty-two recorded donations by laypeople (seven men and two women) and by clergy (thirteen men) that were added to the chapter book in the early thirteenth century (fols. 179r–184v).18 As some of these offerings—like the ones by Matilda and Archbishop Rainald of Cologne (d. 1167) on fols. 183v–184r—were made well before 1191/1194, the entries must have been copied from earlier written materials. They are not arranged haphazardly, but according to the anniversaries of the donors recorded in the necrology (fols. 36v–128r). The duchess’s donation is distributed over two columns and written down in an even script for which the ruling is still visible. Given the chronological order of the entries, I have found no satisfying answer as to why this gift—like so many others—is registered leaving blank spaces before and after the specific entry. Did the clerics of Hildesheim cathedral expect to fill in the blanks with other donations at a later time? Or were not all of the entries written down at the same moment? Whatever the case might have been, what stands out when comparing the content of the entries is that Matilda and Henry were the only donors to bestow on the cathedral solely moveable items. Unlike the other laypersons they offered no lands or properties, such as houses, estates, or mills. Yet this is not to say that their donation was of lesser value, given the number of offered items that were made of gold.

What exactly did Matilda and Henry donate? A large part of the entry is devoted to the costly and luxurious vestments for the bishop, priests, deacons, and subdeacons. Chasubles, maniples, and stoles were worn by priests during Mass, dalmatics were tunics for deacons, and tunicles (a variant of the dalmatic) were worn by subdeacons. Copes were for bishops, who would also wear the sandals mentioned at the end of the entry.19 With the exception of the maniple, stole, alb, and sandals, the rest of the items were listed in pairs of reds and whites; from this we may infer that they were specifically selected to be given as gift sets. Red and green had already been defined as liturgical colours before the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, although their use varied regionally throughout Western Christendom. It is possible that these red garments were intended to be worn on the feasts of the apostles and martyrs, as well as Pentecost and the Holy Cross.20 The white ones were in all likelihood used during Easter. Although no reference is made to their materials, it is likely that Matilda donated silk or fine woollen garments, which were fashionable during the central Middle Ages. A single alb, or white tunic used as undergarment, closes the list of liturgical garb, followed by a number of altar adornments making up the second part of the donation. Matilda offered a Greek censer, and we can only guess what was meant by “Graecum.” Did the item come from Byzantium, or more generally from the Eastern Mediterranean? Or was it made in the style of the “East”?21 It is possible that “Greek” referred to its shape, namely a censer that took the shape of an equal-armed Greek cross. In addition to the censer the duchess also offered a completely golden woven altar cover, and an even better golden one in needlework, along with yet another golden embroidered cover, as well as two shrines and episcopal sandals. Here the extensive use of gold stands out for the altar covers, indicating both appearance and value, whereas the materials of the shrines and sandals remain unspecified.22 With this gift to the cathedral, Matilda added generously to what already was an impressive trove of ornamenta.

Hildesheim Canon Godefridus (frater noster), whose presence is attested in 1182/1183, presented to his church a “red samite cope with gold embroidery and a gold chalice together with his priestly robe,” together with an impressive range of books.23 And the aforementioned Archbishop Rainald of Cologne donated “a good pallium adorned with golden signa and an embellished banner.”24 The textile treasure was expanded further when Bishop Conrad of Hildesheim (1194–1198) added thirteen textiles, two small shrines and relics. The Chronicon Hildesheimense, which was written between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries and is part of the cathedral’s Liber capitularis, describes the bishop’s gift in fair detail: three chasubles (one of red silk, another white, and the third of purple-red, all decorated with gold), two dalmatics (one of red silk, the other white), an alb of white silk, three altar cloths (two of purple-red, of which one is decorated with gold circles and the other with stars; the third one for daily use on the altar), a good curtain that normally was hung in the north part of the choir, a purple towel, six copes (three of red, three of white silk), two small shrines of gold and gems, two fragments of the relics of St. Stephen and St. Laurentius, and some balsam.25 Here, too, the outer vestments are red and white, and the chasubles are decorated with gold. Like the alb Matilda donated, the one presented by the bishop is white as well, and now the material is specified as a silk fabric known as samite.26 It was through such liturgical vestments donated by Bishop Conrad and his predecessors, as well as by Matilda, that bishops, priests, deacons, and subdeacons quite literally fabricated their specific religious identities, recognizable as differing ranks of clerics. Their dress was crucial to the performance of their office during Mass and in liturgical festivities like processions. Clearly, ecclesiastical dress activated the bodies of the clergy while also marking the spaces they entered and used. That these garments held a special status is evident also from the fact that the clergy were not supposed to wear them outside on the street.27

Woven Words: The Power of Threads

While written descriptions of the ornaments donated by Matilda give a general impression of their appearance and costliness, neither exact design nor fabrics can be established from the textual source. We are fortunate, therefore, that in connection with her sister Leonor original textiles do survive in fine condition: a silk stole, intended to be worn around the neck of the priest, and a matching silk maniple, which was worn over the priest’s wrist (Figure 23). They are preserved in the Museo de Real Colegiata de San Isidoro in León.28 Both pieces are tablet weaves, a technique in which a bundle of flat tablets (made of ivory, bone, or wood) with holes in their corners is used to create the warp through which the weft is passed. This technique was common for similar liturgical vestments, as also for belts, borders, and trims.29 The silk warp of both cloths consists of red threads and yellow-green threads with a weft of the same yellow-green silk thread, to which metal threads and blue and red silk threads are added for the crosses, castles of Castile, and inscriptions. The abundantly used metal wrapped around a silk core is an alloy of silver, gold, and copper, resulting in colours varying from white to yellowish. Technical analysis has revealed that the red silk threads were dyed with a mixture of kermes, madder root and tannins (often extracted from oak galls), while the yellow-green is a mix of yellow Reseda luteola (also known as yellow weed), indigotin (the principal colour in indigo), and Persian berries.30 As these are common dye pigments throughout Europe and the Mediterranean, they do not help solve the riddle of whether the stole and maniple were made in Iberia or elsewhere.
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Figure 23. Stole (top) and maniple (bottom) 1197. León, Museo de Real Colegiata de San Isidoro. Photo: Therese Martin.



There is no doubt that Queen Leonor was involved in the making of these vestments. In a triple register at the midpoint of the cloth, the inscription in metal thread on the front of the stole reads, “Leonor, queen of Castile, daughter of Henry, king of England, made me in 1197” (Figure 24).
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Figure 24. Inscription on the stole. Photo: Therese Martin.




+ ALIENOR: REGINA: CASTELLE: FILIA +

+ HENRICI: REGIS: ANGLIE: ME: FECIT: +

+ SVB: ERA: MCCXXXV: ANNOS: +31



The lettering is carefully composed, giving the names of Leonor and Henry in the first and second register respectively, followed by their titles and kingdoms. Even the filia and fecit, making up the end of each phrase, are laid out evenly. Because the maniple has been exposed to heavier wear through handling, its metal thread inscription is in worse condition; it is nearly identical to that on the stole, albeit without the words sub and annos because of the reduced space available for the inscription (the maniple measures 154.4 × 7 cm and the stole is 277 cm long).32 The date of 1197 on both textiles supports the notion that the two were made as a set, while the careful construction of each inscription shows that they were consciously contrived at the midpoint of each piece and intended to be visible, at least until the stole was covered by the priest’s chasuble, which would partially obscure the maniple as well.

In the textile inscriptions, Leonor is styled queen of Castile and thus wife of Alfonso VIII, though the king himself is not named. The Castilian identification is underscored by the repeating pattern of castles, with their eye-catching red and blue windows and doors decorating the vestments. These heraldic devices are identical to the castle on the reverse of Alfonso’s double-sided lead seal, which he employed from ca. 1175 onwards.33 Alfonso VIII seems to have been the first to use the castle as an armorial emblem in Iberia, and the motif also appeared on textiles in his and Leonor’s tombs.34 In charters connected to the Castilian court, Leonor’s role was always expressed through the phrase una cum uxore mea Alienor, suggesting her partnership with Alfonso, whereas the phrase filia regis Anglorum found on the stole and maniple were not common in Iberia.35 Perhaps this deviation from the rule can be taken as an indication that the textiles were made in England where the connection between father and daughter was given prominence. Yet we should also consider the possibility that this English link was the result of Leonor’s explicit involvement in the making of both garments.

Even though the inscriptions leave no doubt that Leonor Plantagenet was the driving force behind these liturgical cloths, we are still in the dark about her exact role in their making since me fecit might refer to the donor who financed them, the patron who ordered the work, the artist who created the pieces, or the recipient who owned them, all of whom could be considered makers.36 It is tempting to consider Leonor the artist because her name appears on the type of textiles that could have been produced in a domestic or courtly setting, especially if we assume that, as a royal daughter, Leonor would have received some training in the making of textiles.37 Moreover, both surviving textiles and written references testify that women—secular and religious, real and fictional—did indeed weave, sew, and decorate liturgical vestments. Queen Margaret of Scotland, according to her eleventh-century vita, produced “caps for singers, chasubles, stoles, altar cloths, and other sacred vestments and decorations for the church.”38 And in his Chronica Slavorum Helmold of Bosau narrates that when the blind woman Adelburg regained her sight she singlehandedly made a cover to be put on Bishop Vizelin’s grave as a testimonial to and reminder of her healing.39

Nonetheless, I want to challenge the assumption that Leonor was the weaver of these vestments. Although the basic technique of tablet weaving is relatively simple, here the patterns and inscriptions indicate a complex tablet structure. This complexity can be inferred from the slightly varying sizes of the castles and crosses, irregularities that are only noticeable when the work is examined in detail. The lavish use of silks and metal threads, as well as the fine execution and the readability of the inscription on both front and back, are indicative of the textiles’ high quality. It is not yet possible to establish with certainty how many tablets and warp threads were used, but following the data gathered by Valerie Garver for three Carolingian tablet weaves, it seems safe to assume the use of at least 90 tablets and 360 warp threads (90 tablets × 4 threads).40 While there would have been tools that aid in working with so many tablets, crafting such high-end pieces requires both experience and the right equipment, which is why a professional weaver would have been commissioned to make these textiles. And as Maureen Miller and others have pointed out, it is very likely that this weaver was a woman: until the thirteenth century women were active makers of textiles, and although their roles changed when the profession became a professionalized and more lucrative industry, the connection of women with textiles continued.41

Leonor did not have to be the weaver of the stole and maniple for these items to show the relationship between women and textile gifts. The inscription gives her name as a sign of identity, defined both through her title as queen of Castile and her position as daughter of the king of England. Her name is also a sign of validation in the sense that no other than Queen Leonor was the maker. With her name, title, and descent as well as date woven in silk and gold, Leonor consciously fabricated textiles that remembered her not as just any Leonor, but as this particular high-born queen.

Last Will: Three Hangings

While Matilda and Leonor gifted vestments during their lifetime, their sister Joanna bequeathed textiles on her deathbed; a version of her will is held by the Archives Départementales Maine-et-Loire at Angers (Figure 25).42 The document belongs to the so-called series H (clergé régulier, before 1790), which contains charters from male and female religious establishments of different orders that were nationalized at the beginning of the French Revolution.43 The document is one of the rare examples of women’s wills that have survived from the twelfth century. No testament of Joanna’s mother or sisters has come down to us.44 And even though her brother King John had a will made when he was gravely ill, its content is very different as no references are made to specific movable items and no sums of money are mentioned.45
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Figure 25. Testament of Joanna, 1199. Angers, Archives départementales Maine-et-Loire, 101 H 55, no. 10. Photo: © Archives départementales de Maine-et-Loire.



The text of Joanna’s will has been written on a high-quality large single-sheet parchment measuring 43.5 x 23.5 centimetres. The bottom of the sheet is folded and contains one central slit to hold a seal tag that is now missing.46 Divided into two columns with hardly any visible traces of ruling, the whole appearance is that of a carefully arranged text written in a clear gothic script. The testament’s opening lines, In nomine sancta et individue trinitatis. Hoc est testamentum domine regine Johanne (In the name of the holy and indivisible trinity. This is the testament of the Lady [and] Queen Joanna), suggest that the document is not a first-person will. This is confirmed by a codicil at the bottom which states that her mother went to Gascony, “taking with her the original (carta) testament of her dearest daughter Queen Joanna, so that the count of St. Gilles may see it, for the testimony of the six seals attached to it.”47 The surviving copy of her will can perhaps be understood as a publication charter, a “commemoration record of a ceremony or court in which the testamentary desires of a deceased person were made public, sworn to or verified by testimony of witnesses and/or reading of a written will.”48

Even though wills often provide information on the motives or circumstances of the testator, such as the poor health of King John, Joanna’s testament does not.49 Her will was issued when she fell mortally ill in Rouen, where she made known that she wanted to enter the abbey of Fontevraud as a nun despite being married and pregnant. In the end Joanna received the veil and died shortly thereafter, on September 24, 1199.50 It seems that her son was removed (extrahitur) from Joanna’s body after she passed away so that the boy could be baptized before he would die, and indeed he drew his last breath soon after he was baptized and was buried in the Notre-Dame at Rouen.51 Most of Joanna’s bequests concern money, rents, and revenues, whereas hardly any mobile objects or immobile properties are listed. We read about two coffers at Verdun with their contents given to her maids, Alice and Beatrice, and about Joanna’s horse that should be left to the hospital of Roncevaux.

She also stipulates that “her relics in the Temple at Toulouse” should be transferred to the “house of Spinatia.” Possibily the “temple” refers to the pilgrimage church of St. Sernin, which received support from Joanna’s great-grandmother Philippa of Toulouse (d. 1117), whereas “Spinatia” was the Fontevrist priory of Lespinasse (Toulouse), which had been founded in 1114 by the same Philippa.52 If this identification holds true, it means that Joanna transferred her relics from one location promoted by her great-grandmother to another her great-grandmother favoured even more because it was affiliated with the abbey of Fontevraud. Perhaps she wished for the relics to be transferred at the time of her death to connect herself with her great-grandmother and to demonstrate her Fontevrist preferences.53 In the will, it is explicitly stated that the relics—which remain unspecified—belonged to her, indicating that they were treasured in a way that was recognizably hers. The relics would have been encased in some sort of precious container, such as a shrine or a portable altar, likely inscribed with her name. Numerous examples of these caskets survive from the central Middle Ages.54

And then there are tres cortinas suas, Joanna’s only Toulousain bequests, namely to the churches of St. Etienne, Notre Dame de la Daurade, and St. Sernin.55 Because the cortinas are specified as being Joanna’s, it may be that these hangings originally decorated her chambers. Hangings in secular and religious buildings served multiple purposes, from decorative elements that also protected against cold, to room dividers that created social and liturgical spaces, allowing visible or physical access to some while denying it to others.56 As such, curtaining devices were powerful instruments in the hands of secular rulers and clergy for emphasizing divisions and hierarchy, which could lead to harmony or conflict.

The donation of hangings to churches was certainly not unusual, but detailed specifications about their appearance or placement are rare. As we have seen, Bishop Conrad presented a beautiful one to Hildesheim, which “was usually hung in the north part of the choir.”57 That the description was not more detailed has perhaps to do with the fact that hangings—that is, large textiles—were so quotidian in ecclesiastical settings that only special circumstances would give rise to a more precise description.58 To this we should add that hangings, like other textiles, would often be reused. It is possible that Joanna’s own hangings were remade into other ecclesiastical items. The repurposing of luxury textiles is one of the reasons why twelfth-century donations recorded on parchment, like those of Joanna and Matilda, can rarely be connected to surviving objects, like the liturgical set of Leonor.

Empowering Textiles

As discussed above, the connection between medieval women and textiles tends to be taken for granted. But such donations are not a given; we should always ask why an individual woman would have donated a particular textile. Rather than suggesting that there was one overarching reason for all women, it is crucial to keep in mind that there were multiple, complementary arguments for this kind of gift-giving. At first glance Matilda’s donation to Hildesheim appears to be out of place because the cathedral did not hold the same importance to the ducal family as did their church at Brunswick or St. Michael at Lüneburg. The entry in the cathedral’s chapter book, however, suggests otherwise since Matilda is lauded as “dedicated to our church.” And indeed, Matilda and Henry were familiar with this episcopal see in Saxony, as their church in Brunswick fell under Hildesheim’s ecclesiastical authority. This connection was made explicit in 1188 when Bishop Adelog of Hildesheim consecrated the altar of the Virgin in St. Blaise at Brunswick. We know of this event because of an inscribed pyx, which was hidden in the capital of the central column of the altar.59 Its lid contains an image of an enthroned figure—in all likelihood Bishop Adelog who consecrated the altar—surrounded by an encircling inscription:


In the year of the Lord 1188 this altar was dedicated in the honour of the Virgin and Mother Mary by Adelog, the venerable bishop of Hildesheim, founded and supported by the illustrious Duke Henry, son of the daughter of Emperor Lothar, and by his most devout wife Matilda, daughter of Henry II, king of the English, son of Matilda, empress of the Romans.60





This inscription has often been compared to that in the coronation miniature discussed in Chapter 3, yet there are noticeable differences. First, Duke Henry is connected to both Lothar and his mother, but only the name of the emperor is given: his mother remains anonymous. Second, as in the gospel book, Matilda is the daughter of the king of England (or the English), but on the pyx her grandmother is styled empress rather than queen. Despite the differencs, both coronation miniature and pyx name the most important family members in order to emphasize and remember the couple’s illustrious backgrounds. In return for the consecration of the altar by Adelog, perhaps as an expression of gratitude, Matilda presented the liturgical vestments to Hildesheim.

Exactly how important vestments were for the communication of episcopal identity and status is evident in surviving seal imprints, such as that of Bishop Adelog (Figure 26).61 One of his wax seals contains a clear representation of the enthroned bishop wearing an amice around his neck to protect the neckline of the alb; this was covered by a dalmatic with a central ornamental stripe and decorated hems. Over the dalmatic Adelog wears a chasuble, and on his left wrist a patterned maniple with fringes is visible.62 Similar rich vestments, and more, were presented by Matilda at an unknown date before her death in 1189.
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Figure 26. Seal of Adelog of Hildesheim, 1178. Göttingen, Georg-August-Universität, Apparatus Diplomaticus, Urkunde no. 64. Photo: Georg-August-Universität, Göttingen.



It may be that Matilda donated the textiles pro memoria, although the entry does not specifically state this. The donation made by Henry the Lion to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, discussed in Chapter 3, has a pro memoria clause, as do many other twelfth-century documents. In Erin Jordan’s study of the sisters Joanna and Margaret of Flanders, she pointed out that the creation and strengthening of bonds between the countesses and religious institutions was not simply an issue of liturgical commemoration but as much about claiming worldly power through the creation of personal bonds and relationships with clerics.63 Matilda had every reason to try to improve the ties between her family and the Hildesheim episcopacy, as their relationship was tense. Because the diocese of Hildesheim was completely surrounded by Henry’s lands, the duke and the successive bishops of Hildesheim during his reign were direct rivals in territorial ambitions. The strained relations between the two parties led to the destruction of large parts of Hildesheim by Henry the Lion in 1166–1167. The town also faced serious threats during the war that destroyed Halberstadt in 1179.64 That the duke and the Hildesheim chapter were not on good terms is indicated by Henry’s absence from the cathedral’s necrology, and by the parallel fact that only three Brunswick canons were included in Hildesheim’s chapter book.65

It is conceivable that in these specific circumstances Matilda’s donation of liturgical vestments was a gesture meant as a peace offering. Elite women are known to have played important roles as caretakers and mediators in the cause of peace during the Middle Ages.66 The choice to give vestments rather than land was a sensible one, considering the constant territorial struggles: it was surely easier to alienate these movable items than landed property.67 A trip to an important episcopal seat such as Hildesheim, as well as to other locations in the duchy of Saxony, would have been expected of her. Matilda was her husband’s representative in 1172/1173, and she held dower lands in the north of the duchy; what is more, she was forced to leave Brunswick on several occasions during her husband’s wars.68

The entry in the Hildesheim Liber capitularis suggests that Matilda acted as a peacemaker for the cathedral, as she had also done in the case of Ulrich of Halberstadt in 1179.69 On September 23 of that year, in one of the Saxon wars, Henry the Lion burned down Halberstadt and its churches. After the destruction of the town, the duke imprisoned its bishop, Ulrich (d. 1180), and had him taken to Artlenburg (Ertheneburg), a castle located at the northern bank of the Elbe, not far from Lüneburg. There, according to Arnold of Lübeck (ca. 1210):


The very devout Duchess Matilda cared so much for him [Ulrich] that she, out of reverence for his sacred office, gave him plenty of good vestments [vestibus bonis large] and with great dedication she took care of all his needs, so that according to his position he would lack for nothing.70





Arnold depicts Matilda as loving and caring towards Bishop Ulrich, who received treatment commensurate with his rank. However, Arnold’s statement allows for a more political interpretation as well, one in which Matilda’s gift-giving actions are intended as a mediation. The duchess presented the imprisoned bishop with “plenty of good vestments” in the hope that it would calm the roiled waters stirred up by her husband. It is likely that Ulrich of Halberstadt would have taken these high-quality liturgical textiles with him after his release at Christmas 1179.

Interestingly, Halberstadt Cathedral possesses a dalmatic made of red samite—a fabric also found in Matilda’s bridal treasury and in her donation to Hildesheim as “examite”—which is decorated with lions in gold thread and is dated to the second half of the twelfth century (Figure 27).71 Its decoration, known as opus Anglicanum, belonged equally to religious and secular realms.72 Here, the description given by the poet Ramón Vidal de Besalú of Leonor’s mantle embroidered with a golden lion comes to mind again.73 The golden lions are a reason to connect the dalmatic to Henry and Matilda.74 Is it possible that this was the very cloth of samite Matilda brought with her from England in 1168? This would explain the lion motif, as King Henry II, as well as his sons Richard and John, selected lions as heraldic devices on the shields that were represented on their wax seals. Or might Henry have acquired it on his journey to or from the Holy Land in 1172/1173? As we have seen in Chapter 2, the duke appropriated the lion on small-sized coins and seals as well as in the monumental form of a giant bronze lion placed in front of his Burg at Brunswick. Perhaps the samite simply came into the ducal family’s possession in Saxony at a later stage. The golden lions were embroidered at some point before the fabric was made into a dalmatic. If the precise context for the creation of this vestment and its arrival at Halberstadt remain elusive, it still represents exactly the sort of high-quality object that Matilda would have presented to Bishop Ulrich. In my opinion, the Halberstadt donation and the Hildesheim gifts demonstrate that Matilda was able to leverage her position as a wealthy daughter of the English king, a status that had accompanied her to Saxony when she married Henry the Lion, and one that was of paramount importance to the duchess, her husband, and their contemporaries, given that her descent is emphasized in all medieval sources.
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Figure 27. Red dalmatic with lions, silk samite, second half of twelfth century. Domschatz Halberstadt, Inv.-Nr. 117. Photo: Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und Archäologie Sachsen-Anhalt, Juraj Lipták.



As for Joanna’s bequest of textiles to the Toulousain churches, it was made on her deathbed and so the motives behind her donation differed somewhat from Matilda’s.75 Joanna’s testament was not merely a legal stipulation, but also a pious document and an autobiographical composition through which her posthumous reputation would be established.76 We can read Joanna’s gifts as a way of impacting the lives of those in the religious communities in Toulouse—as well as Fontevraud and its houses—who in return for Joanna’s support were expected to pray for her and keep her memory alive.77 At the same time, it is possible that Joanna gifted her cortinas to the three Toulousain churches in order to compensate for taking her personal relics from St. Sernin. If so, it is likely that the three hangings were high-quality textiles, perhaps decorated with gold. Shortly before her death, Joanna had her testament drawn up and managed to fulfil her wish to become a nun at Fontevraud, and later to be buried there, demonstrating her leverage. Colette Bowie concluded from Joanna’s impoverished situation, her absence from charters concerned with landed wealth, and her unfortunate marriage with Raymond of Toulouse that she “appears to have exercised little if any authority during her lifetime.”78 Yet her possession of a salt pit in Agen, concerning which she issued a charter in the year she died, together with her seal (discussed in Chapter 2), urge a more nuanced interpretation of authority and power than one solely built on money and lands.

There is little doubt that Matilda and Joanna meant to establish, affirm, and strengthen secular and religious ties through the donation of costly items. We may assume that Leonor had the same intentions with the stole and maniple she had made. There are, however, no clues at San Isidoro that tell us when and how the textiles arrived in León. In fact, we cannot be sure that Leonor herself presented these textiles to this monastery. San Isidoro was at the heart of the kingdom of León, ruled by Fernando II (r. 1157–1188, and uncle of Alfonso VIII of Castile) and thereafter by his son Alfonso IX (r. 1188–1230), and there is nothing in the charters or chronicles that suggests that Castilian rulers took an interest in the Leonese monastery. Rather, their favoured institution was the abbey of Santa María la Real de las Huelgas in Burgos. How then did the vestments arrive at the royally sponsored monastery in León? Possibly, Leonor gave the textiles as a present to her daughter Berenguela (r. as queen consort of León 1197–1204, and as queen regnant of Castile in 1217) when she married King Alfonso IX of León in 1197, an arrangement that was actively advocated by Queen Leonor.79 The coincidence of dates between the wedding celebrated in Valladolid and the inscription on the stole suggests this as the most likely option. From this point on, Berenguela maintained close relations with San Isidoro, first as queen of León and later as queen and regent of the reunited kingdom of Castile-León.80

Even though the exact connection between Leonor and León can only be hypothesized, the maniple and stole still have something important to offer that the written donations directly connected to Matilda and Joanna are lacking: their inscriptions detailing Leonor’s name, title, and connection to her father, King Henry II. In his study of the political and cultural exchange between the Plantagenet and Castilian kingdoms, José Manuel Cerda Costabal pointed out that the textiles reflect the queen’s wish to be remembered as the daughter of the king of England, and that she did so after having been in Castile for almost thirty years.81 It is possible to refine this statement further, for it was not only long after her arrival on the Iberian Peninsula, but also nearly a decade after her father had died that Leonor linked herself to him (and not to her brother King Richard), thereby demonstrating that it was still the old king who embodied the kingdom and determined her status as a royal daughter.82 Thus, the inscriptions evoked the memories of both Leonor and her deceased father when the stole and maniple were used during Mass, manifesting the commemoration of donors and their families. To make her presence—and that of her relatives—felt at the altar, the queen gifted textiles and by doing so women became liturgical actors.



The variety of sources informing us about the textile artefacts Matilda and her sisters donated to ecclesiastical institutions unveils that through these gifts women sought to improve their own situation and that of their families. The ritual of investing the priest not only prompted his pastoral duties and visualized ecclesiastical hierarchy, but also affirmed that the making of a priest depended on wealthy benefactors who decided who was worthy of their aid and who not. The Hildesheim clergy, too, when they were dressing to set themselves apart, would have called to mind that they were supported by Matilda, who was their benefactress as well as the wife of Henry the Lion, as she is remembered in the Liber capitularis. Not only the performance of the gifting itself was an action of power; the vestments presented by Matilda and Leonor also carried authority through their precious materials (silks, gold, silver), their bright colours (red, yellow, blue), and inscriptions. By displaying the textiles, clerics offered the women who donated them a liturgical stage. It is important to realize, however, that women’s presence at the altar through textiles was temporary and could also be erased when vestments were not visible, worn down, or simply no longer remembered. Yet through textiles women’s presence remained in existence, both near the altar and in sacristies, where vestments and church furnishings were stored. On the surface, the making and donating of woven and embroidered fabrics simply belonged to the realm of the good and devout woman, but the reality was more complex. Through their donations, elite women like Matilda, Leonor, and Joanna forged meaningful spiritual and political relationships.
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 Epilogue: Materializing Power and its Afterlife


MATERIAL CULTURE OFFERS a fruitful pathway for exploring the performance of power by elite women like Matilda and her sisters, filling out what little we know of these women by bringing their objects to bear. The study of surviving coins, seals, and textiles, as well as objects mentioned in the Pipe Rolls, a variety of chronicles, and a testament allows a more nuanced argument concerning women’s agency, connections among siblings, and the preservation of family power. Material culture offers a productive direction for rethinking how medieval power was performed by the noblewomen who rarely surface in the written documents medievalists usually associate with the exercise of power.

Growing up at the Anglo-Norman court, Matilda had learned that the exhibiting and gifting of material items were calculated acts designed to make an impact on both recipients and the viewing public. On her journey to Saxony she would have ample opportunity to experience how to set a stage on which power could be displayed and wielded. Surely her much older husband Henry made use of the princess’s presence and prestige as she significantly boosted his social standing and enlarged his political network. But it would be too limited to interpret the representations of Matilda and Henry on coins and in manuscripts as the outcome of an active duke and a passive duchess. Rather, these artefacts should be read as reflections of a genuine cooperation between the spouses, as is highlighted by the dedication poem of their gospel book. To the duke this was nothing new; his first wife Clementia had acted as a regent during his absence. And as a child Henry had been tutored by his mother Gertrud and his grandmother Empress Richenza, both of whom acted as regents for the young boy after his father had passed away. The case of Leonor and Alfonso VIII offers another example of partnership between ruling husbands and wives. And although scholarship has preferred to focus on the estrangement between King Henry II and Queen Eleanor, in the first decade after their marriage the queen frequently ruled in her husband’s stead. And Matilda turned out to be a true supporter of her husband’s cause. There were at least two occasions on which the duchess seems to have initiated actions to the benefit of her spouse: acting as a peacemaker, she donated sumptuous vestments to the bishop of Halberstadt—perhaps the very dalmatic that is still kept there—and to the Hildesheim Cathedral in order to calm the troubles that Henry had stirred up by waging war on both towns.

But making objects, gifting them to people, and promoting dynastic interests are only the first, albeit important, steps in the performance of power. Ideally, the recipients and their actions are taken into account in order to assess whether the intended messages have been successfully received. We can assess this through the silver coins on which the ducal couple was represented; if they cannot be read as straightforward evidence of Matilda’s regency, they do tell us that she was considered a suitable partner in rule. Understanding these silver impressions in this way means that Matilda as a co-ruler would have had the chance to act. During her husband’s absence in 1172/1173 she could have done so with the support of Henry’s trusted followers, who also assisted the duke on numerous occasions. There is nothing in the records that suggests much turbulence in Saxony at this moment in time. Perhaps this is because of the peace that Emperor Frederick Barbarossa had enforced, but since non-aggression pacts were easily broken it is equally possible that Matilda and her team were capable peace managers. It is doubtful whether Matilda’s textile gift to Bishop Ulrich of Halberstadt had much effect in terms of a speedy reconciliation between the duke and bishop, as the bishop was a fierce opponent of her husband. In the end it was Henry’s brutal force that made Ulrich return the territories that Henry held around Halberstadt.1 Things were different in Hildesheim, where Matilda’s lavish donation of “very beautiful ornaments fittingly decorated with gold and gold embroidery” was recorded and remembered in the Liber capitularis. A connection between Bishop Adelog of Hildesheim and the ducal couple can also be established through the consecration of the altar of the Virgin in the Church of St. Blaise at the behest of Henry and Matilda. By means of the gift of liturgical items, Matilda had become a member of the ecclesiastical community and a participant in the rituals of the liturgy. Vested clergy would remember her and her family through words and rituals, perhaps even into the fifteenth century when texts were still being added to the Liber capitularis. Matilda’s power materialized through strategically handled textiles. This materialization also occurred when the ducal couple donated a deluxe gospel book to their Burg church at Brunswick, where both would have their final resting place. Even though it is a common liturgical book type, the inclusion within of a dedication poem and two miniatures in which the ducal couple was represented makes the manuscript stand out. The emphasis on their impressive royal and imperial lineages in the coronation miniature can be read as a testimonial to their personal and social identities: these were crucial to the construction and communication of power, wealth, and prestige. The canons were expected to promote this image and there indeed they did.

The carefully chosen members who appear in the small family tree in the gospel book recall the equally deliberate selection of signifying elements in the seals discussed here. These objects were very personal impressions of authority, status, and dynastic affiliation. That both women and men attached them to the grants and agreements they made demonstrates that they were instrumental in the communication of power. In the gospel book, the explicit inclusion of parents and grandparents highlights the absence of children, who would be of paramount importance to the continuation of the dynasty. I hold that the making and gifting of this book may be seen as a successful appeal to the Virgin and saints for the birth of an heir.

Some of the objects connected with Matilda, like the coins, were manufactured in local workshops and were based on older traditions, while others, such as the textile gifts, may have been made from fabrics she had brought from England. Matilda apparently managed to become well integrated into Saxon culture and politics, but she never ceased treasuring the ties with her natal family. Representations of her father Henry II and her grandmother Empress Matilda as well as St. Thomas Becket were included in the gospel book. And it was through Matilda’s connections that her family ended up in the Anglo-Norman realm after Henry was exiled in 1182. Between 1182 and 1185 Matilda lived in close contact with her parents and her brothers Richard and John; she had the opportunity to be informed about recent political developments and to become part of her father’s projects, such as the efforts Henry II made to find a suitable husband for Matilda’s daughter Richenza (renamed Matilda in England).2 Matilda’s sisters Leonor and Joanna also fostered familial bonds, and these were expressed and strengthened through artefacts. Leonor is the first Iberian queen for whom a wax seal survives, and as I have shown, it was modelled after that of her mother. Joanna expressly styled herself as her father’s daughter, something that Leonor also did when she had the stole and maniple made. Such examples confirm that it is through the visual rather than written sources that women emerge as important participants within a social, political, and religious network.

Did Matilda continue to exercise power from beyond the grave? Here a textual source would seem to indicate that she managed to do so. A charter issued in 1223 by Henry and Matilda’s eldest son, Henry, confirms that Matilda was the actual instigator of the donation of the altar of the Virgin in the Church of St. Blaise. It states that:


We want to make known to all faithful, both living and future, that our very beloved mother Matilda of blessed memory, daughter of the king of England, duchess of Saxony, guided by her devout spirit and out of the wish to serve God, founded the altar of Holy Mary, which is located in the middle of the choir of [the Church of] St. Blaise, in devout commemoration of her soul and that of her loved ones.3



In the charter the prominent location of the altar is underscored so that there would be no doubt which of the altars had been founded by Matilda and at which the priest was expected to serve Mass. This charter is also of interest because it shows that, thirty-five years after the dedication of the altar in 1188, and its pyx with the inscription testifying to its dedication by the ducal couple safely stored within, the ducal couple’s son publicly commemorated the event and the agreements made upon it. Further, Henry credited only his mother with the foundation of this altar and emphasized her lineage through King Henry II. Beyond the obvious prestige inherent in the association with his royal grandfather, perhaps the incentive to include Henry II was personal, as the younger Henry had spent time at the English court during his parents’ exile from the Holy Roman Empire. This charter testifies to the importance attached to Matilda’s patronage and her place in the making of dynastic identity and memory.

The appropriation of Matilda’s prestige by her son fits the pattern through which medieval elite sons and daughters sought to define themselves socially and politically. In 1229 Joanna’s son Raymond VII of Toulouse confirmed his mother’s gift of 1,000 Angevin sous to the nuns of Fontevraud, the abbey where Joanna’s father Henry II and her brother Richard had been buried and which Joanna had designated as her final resting place. In 1204 Eleanor of Aquitaine joined them in death, and when King Henry III visited the abbey in the thirteenth century, he found his relatives grouped together in the nuns’ part of the choir, which was located west of the transept.4 In Raymond’s charter, Joanna is styled regina and “once his mother,” emphasizing mother–son connection as well as highlighting that his mother was dead, which fits with the Fontevrist burial context.5 Joanna’s son knew how to make use of his royal pedigree; in thirty-three of the 107 acts connected to him, he ties himself to his mother as “Johane regine filius.”6 Seventeen of these thirty-three documents were issued after the death of his father Raymond VI in 1222, the moment from which Raymond disappears from the filiation clauses and only Joanna is mentioned. Clearly, “Joanna’s symbolic capital shed dazzling light upon the Raymondine dynasty.”7 The former queen and finally nun evidently still held influence in the genealogical self-definition of her son, who also did homage to his mother by naming his eldest daughter and only child Joanna. Of course, this action was equally meant to tie him to the powerful Plantagenets. Raymond sought to strengthen this bond further when he himself was entombed against the north-east pillar of the transept in Fontevraud’s church in 1250.

Sons and daughters were not the only ones making an effort to connect themselves to prestigious figures in their dynastic pasts. For Leonor we have an illuminated charter that was posthumously copied by the Order of Santiago in which her act of giving was recollected. Leonor and Alfonso VIII are represented in the cartulary of Uclés from the mid-thirteenth century, also known as the Tumbo Menor de Castilla.8 The incipit on the opening page of the first book presents them as “the lord King Alfonso and the lady Queen Leonor” (Figure 28).9 Below the rubricated incipit text, the nimbed royal couple is shown seated together on a double throne, each holding the cord of the seal that guarantees their donation. Next to Alfonso stands Pedro Fernández, the master of the Order, who clutches the seal with his right hand. Precisely because the donor iconography was meant to serve the monastery’s purposes, certain realistic elements were included in the imagery, including the donated castle, from which flies the flag of Santiago, and the centrally placed seal. This representation of Alfonso’s seal appears to be modelled after his double-sided seal and his signum rodado (drawn round seal).10 The inclusion of Leonor as Alfonso’s partner fits the pattern found in the opening clauses of the charters issued by the royal chancellery.11 The sense of reality employed in the Tumbo Menor was meant to affirm that the properties held by the Order of Santiago had come into their possession through close cooperation with the crown of Castile, and so the miniature shows Leonor acting as a co-ruler. This was deemed important some three decades after she and Alfonso had passed away.
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Figure 28. Tumbo Menor de Castilla, mid-thirteenth century. Madrid, Archivo Histórico Nacional, Códices L.1046, fol. 15r. Photo: Archivo Histórico Nacional.



Matilda and her sisters—and plenty of other elite women could be added to the list—were remembered both visually and textually not only during their lifetime but also long after their deaths. In medieval social structures, women and their objects remained crucial players when it came to the creation and survival of dynasties and religious institutions. Material culture has proven to be a valuable avenue for approaching the relationship between power and elite women in the twelfth century. Through the visual record of material culture women’s activities surface that are not recorded in textual sources. Their performance of power through objects brings to light that women were capable of impacting their own lives as well as that of others, even if charters and chronicles fail to mention so. This forces us to redefine assumptions about power for sparsely documented noblewomen. From an early age these women were instructed that the acts of making, giving, and displaying artefacts explicitly served to show off their status, promote their positions within the dynasty, cement ties with allies, and appease opponents as well as to forge relationships with religious institutions that were crucial to liturgical commemoration. Exactly this empowering impact of material culture has been at the heart of this study.
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Bede, the Venerable, 71

Berenguela, queen-consort of León, 112

bird (on seal) 49, 52, 53, 60

Blaise, saint, 84, 85

Bliaut, 39, 49, 52, 53, 56, 60, 91

books see manuscripts

Boulogne, 24, 25

Bourg-Saint-Christophe, 44

bracteates see coins

Bruges, 23

Bruno, archbishop of Trier, 25

Brunswick, 24, 44, 47, 78, 83
Bronze lion, 40, 84, 110

Burg, 39

Church of St. Blaise, 15, 80, 85, 106, 110, 116

grave finds Henry the Lion and Matilda, 5–6

Monastery of St. Aegidius, 39


Burgos, 33, 34, 59, 112






Calabria, 30

Candelabra, 76

candles, 75, 78

Censer, 76, 93, 96

chair, 21

Chasuble, 93, 96, 97, 100, 101, 107

chest, 18n5, 21, 35, 104

childbirth, 83, 116

Ciclatón, 34, see also silk

Clemence of Burgundy, countess of Flanders, 46, 109n66

Clementia of Zähringen, duchess of Saxony, 3, 4n10, 45–46, 115
books, 68

coin, 44


coffer see chest

coins, 8, 15, 37–48, 61, 62, 94, 95, 107n62, 110, 113n82, 115, 116

Col du Somport, 33

Cologne, 24

Conrad, abbot of Helmarshausen, 69, 81, 82

Conrad, bishop of Hildesheim
donation of textiles, 97, 106


Constance of Castile, queen of France, 23

Constance, countess of Toulouse
Seal, 57


cope, 92n10, 93, 96, 97

Cortinas see hangings

Cunigunde of Luxembourg, Holy Roman empress
pericopes, 81, 83

sceptre, 42







Dalmatic, 93, 96, 97, 107, 110, 115

dove (symbol), 49

Dover, 20, 21

dower, 17, 33, 84, 109

dowry, 17, 21, 24, 58

Duderstadt, 44






Eckbert of Wolfenbüttel, ministerialis of Henry the Lion, 47

Edward the Confessor, king of England, 49

Eleanor of Aquitaine, duchess of Aquitaine and queen of England, 1, 13, 18, 33, 53, 61, 88, 115
attire, 22n18

fleur-de-lis, 49

Fontevraud, 118

patron of literature, 63

seal, 48–52

regency, 46


Elie Guarin, abbot of Grandselve, 59






fleur-de-lis, 42, 49, 52, 56, 57, 60

Fontevraud, abbey, 56, 58, 104, 105, 112, 113n82, 118

Frederick Barbarossa, Holy Roman emperor, 3, 14, 28, 42–44, 69, 81, 116

fur, 20, 21, 22, 56






García, king of Pamplona, 34–35

Gemellions, wash basins, 23

Gerold, bishop of Oldenburg, 46

Gertrud of Süpplingenburg, duchess of Saxony, 1, 4n10, 46, 88–89, 115

Gertrud, daughter of Heny the Lion and Clementia, 3

Ghent, 23

Godefridus, canon Hildesheim Cathedral
donation of books, copes, and chalice, 97


Grandselve, monastery, 57–58






Halberstadt, 107, 109, 116
dalmatic, 110, 115


hangings, 21, 105–6, 112

Helmarshausen, monastery, 63, 69, 70, 71, 73, 75, 77, 80, 81, 82, 84

Helmold of Bosau, chronicler, 4n11, 26, 28, 45, 101

Henry I, king of England, 49, 58

Henry II, Holy Roman emperor, 81, 83

Henry II, king of England, 1, 3, 5, 13, 15, 28, 29, 33, 42, 46, 49, 88, 89, 116, 117
attire, 22, 23, 91

dowry, 17

Fontevraud, 118

lion as heraldic device, 110

name on pyx, 106–07

name on stole and maniple, 98–102, 113

textiles, 21, 30


Henry III, Holy Roman emperor
gospel book, 81, 83, 84

marriage, 26


Henry V, Holy Roman emperor, 18, 24
Engagement and marriage to Matilda, 17, 25

Imperial Chronicle, 25–26.


Henry, eldest son of Henry the Lion and Matilda, 117–18

Henry of Lüneburg, ministerialis of Henry the Lion, 47

Henry of Werl, bishop of Paderborn
Patron of Church of St. John the Baptist, 80


Henry the Liberal, count of Champagne, 52
Gospel of John donated to St. Loup at Troyes, 63, 70


Henry the Lion, duke of Saxony and Bavaria
children, 3, 23, 47, 75, 82, 83, 88, 95n14, 117–18

coins, 39, 40, 44, 46

gifts to Holy Sepulchre, 75

gospel book, 3, 15, 42, 63, 69, 73, 77, 80–89, 90, 91, 107, 115, 116

psalter, 3, 15, 22, 63, 69, 70, 71–80, 89, 90

seal, 48

warfare, 107, 109


Henry the Proud, duke of Saxony and Bavaria, 1, 46, 88, 89

Henry the Young King, titular king of England, 23, 31n56, 95n14

Herimann, monk at Helmarshausen, 82, 83

Hildesheim, 107
Cathedral, 15, 95, 96, 106, 107, 109, 110, 113, 115, 116

Church of Holy Cross, 78

Liber Capitularis, 93, 97, 109


Hincmar, bishop of Rheims
pillow made by Alpais, 12–13, 92n10


Holy Land, 46, 47, 75, 80, 110

Holy Sepulchre, 75, 76, 77, 78, 80, 107
donation of Henry the Lion, 75

mosaics, 75

seal of the canons, 78


horse, 15, 18n5, 22, 31, 32, 35, 104
hunter, 22

riding-horse, 22


household utensils, 21, 35






Jaca, 33

Jerusalem, 4, 47, 75, 78

Joanna, queen of Sicily and countess of Toulouse, 13, 17, 18, 33, 35, 60, 62, 68, 113, 117
attire, 30, 31–32

children, 57, 104, 118

financial support marriage see auxilium

Fontevraud, 104, 118

hangings, 105–6, 111–12

items brought with her to Sicily, 30

marriage to William of Sicily, 17, 20, 28

relics, Toulouse, 105

salt pit at Agen, 58, 112

seal, 22, 55–59, 62, 91

testament, 102–6, 111–12

travel route to Sicily, 30


John (Lackland), king of England, 110, 117
testament 102, 104


Jocylin, bishop of Salisbury, 29






Krukenberg, church of St. John the Baptist, 80






Las Huelgas, monastery, 34, 68, 100n34, 112

León, 112
Puerta Cuariense, 34

royal palace, 34

San Isidoro, monastery, 98, 112


Leonor, queen of Castile
attire, 34

booklet, 63

children, 112

co-rule, 33, 112

maniple, 98–102, 112–13, 117

marriage, 33

stole, 98–102, 112–13, 117

travel route to Castile, 33


Lespinasse, Fontevrist priory, 105

Liber Capitularis see Hildesheim

Liège, 25

Lothar III, Holy Roman emperor, 1, 42, 85, 88, 89
name on pyx, 106–7


Louis VII, king of France, 23, 49, 52, 53, 55, 57

Lüneburg
Burg, 45

Church of St. Michael, 106







Mainz, cathedral, 25

maniple, 93, 96, 98, 99, 100, 102, 107, 112, 113, 117

mantle, 22, 34, 49, 52, 53, 56, 60, 73, 86, 91, 110

manuscripts
booklet, Alfonso VIII, 63

books, 63, 68, 69, 70, 72, 78, 90, 97

gospel book, Henry the Lion and Matilda, 3, 15, 42, 63, 69, 73, 77, 80–89, 90, 91, 107, 115, 116

gospel book, Henry III and Agnes, 81, 83

gospel book, Henry III, 84

gradual-sacramentary of Hersfeld, 73

Imperial Chronicle, 25–26

Liber Capitularis see Hildesheim Cathedral

pericopes, Henry II and Cunigunde, 81, 83

psalter, anonymous made at Helmarhausen, 72n22, 73, 75

psalter, Henry the Lion and Matilda, 3, 15, 22, 63, 69, 70, 71–80, 89, 90

Tumbo menor de Castilla, cartulary of Uclés, 118–20


Margaret, queen of Scotland
Donating vestments, 101


Margaret, queen of Sicily, 28–29

Margaret, wife of Henry the Young King
attire 22n18, 23, 30


Marie, countess of Champagne, 13, 48, 55, 60, 62, 70
seal, 52–53

patron of literature, 63

ring, 59


material culture, 5, 6, 7–12, 13, 14, 15, 22, 26, 34, 115, 120

Matilda, daughter of Henry the Lion and Matilda see Richenza-Matilda

Matilda, duchess of Saxony
children, 23, 47, 75, 82, 83, 88, 95n14, 117–18

coins, 39–42, 46

co-rule, 40, 41, 63, 115

financial support marriage see auxilium

Gospel book, 3, 15, 42, 63, 69, 73, 77, 80–89, 90, 91, 107, 115, 116

items brought with her to Saxony, 21–22, 26

marriage, 3, 4, 24

Mathildenbändchen, 6

psalter, 3, 15, 22, 63, 69, 70, 71–80, 89, 90

regency, 47

sceptre, 39, 40, 42

travel route to Saxony, 23–24

vestments, 93–97, 106–10


Matilda, Holy Roman empress and queen of England, 1, 17, 18, 20, 24, 42, 56, 88, 117
books, 68

dress, 32

Imperial Chronicle, 25–26

financial support marriage see auxilium

name on pyx, 106–7

seal, 88


Matilda, queen of England
gifting a candelabra, 76

making a garment, 92n10


Modoaldus, saint, 71

mosaics, Holy Sepulchre, 75






Naples, 30

Niklot, Abodrite ruler, 45–46

Nuño Pérez de Lara, regent of Castile under Alfonso VIII, 59






Oldenburg, 46

Opus Anglicanum, 110

Orderic Vitalis, chronicler, 46






Palermo, 28, 30–32

Pamplona, 35

Pannis de Musce, 21, see also silk

Paribus see bags

Pedro Férnandez, master of the Order of Santiago, 120

Philippa, countess of Toulouse, 105

Pipe Rolls, 15, 20, 21, 22, 23n22, 30, 32, 33, 34, 115

power, 9–11
expression of, 12, 15, 42, 52, 91

material Culture, 12, 13, 35, 37, 42, 61, 91, 120

men, 20, 35, 42, 83

performance of, 11–12, 15, 18, 35, 42, 71, 93, 113, 115, 120

women, 14, 15, 38, 41, 62, 92, 107, 112, 116


pregnancy, 4, 47, 70, 88, 104, see also childbirth

Pyx, 106–7, 117






Ralph Niger, chronicler, 28

Ramón Vidal de Besalú, poet, 34, 110

Raymond V, count of Toulouse, 58
seal, 56–57


Raymond VI, count of Toulouse, 18, 30, 57, 112, 118
Seal, 56–57


Raymond VII, count of Toulouse, 56, 57, 58n67, 59, 118

relics, 13, 82, 84
Holy Cross, 78

Laurentius, 97

owned by Joanna at the “Temple of Toulouse”, 105, 112

Stephen, 97

Thomas Becket, 29


Reginald, bishop of Bath
presenting pedant to Queen Margaret of Sicily, 28–29


Reliquary pendant of Margaret of Sicily, 28–29

Richard the Lionheart, king of England, 32n59, 58, 110, 113, 117, 118

Richenza, Holy Roman empress, 1, 42, 46, 88, 115

Richenza-Matilda, daughter of Henry the Lion and Matilda, 47, 88, 117

Robert II, count of Flanders, 46–47

robes, 23, 30, 32

Roger of Howden, chronicler, 5n11, 31, 33






saddle, 21, 23

Salerno, 30

Samite, 21, 97, 110

Sancha, infanta of León-Castile and sister of Alfonso VII, 35, 84n66, 102n44, 105n54, 112n80

sandals, episcopal, 93, 96, 97

scarlet, scarleta, escarlata, 21, 32

sceptre (symbol), 39, 40, 42, 43, 49, 60n86

seal, 22, 37–38, 46, 48–62, 78, 88, 91, 100, 102, 107, 112, 117, 120

Sévère, saint, 71

shrines, 1, 78, 93, 97, 105

silk, 6, 7, 20, 21, 22, 23, 34, 35, 78n47, 85, 96, 97, 98, 101, 102, 113

Stephen, count of Blois, 46, 49

Stephen, king of England, 32

Stephen of Rouen, monk at Bec-Hellouin, 26, 28

stole, 93, 96, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 112, 113, 117

suits of clothes see robes






tablet weave, 6, 98, 101

tapetis see hangings

Tarazona, 33

Teresa, wife of Count Nuño Pérez de Lara, 59

testament
Alfonso VIII, king of Castile, 102n44

Joanna, queen of Sicily and countess of Toulouse, 102–6

John (Lackland), king of England, 102


Thibaud V, count of Blois, 53

Thomas Becket, bishop of Canterbury and saint, 13, 14, 29–30, 59, 60, 71, 86, 117

Thuribulum see censer

Toledo
archive, 59

cathedral, 59, 62


Tongres, 24

Toulouse, 30, 57, 105, 112
Church of St. Etienne, 105

Church of Notre Dame de la Daurade, 105

Church of St. Sernin, 105, 112


towel, 97

Troyes, Monastery of St. Loup, 59, 63, 70

tunicle, 93, 96






Uclés, monastery, 118

Ulrich, bishop of Halberstadt, 109–10, 116

Urraca, infanta, daughter of Alfonso VII and wife of García of Pamplona, 34–35






Vincent, archbishop of Tours, 58, 104n47

Virgin Mary, 42, 70, 73, 85, 86, 106, 116, 117






Weingarten, abbey, 68

Welf I, duke of Bavaria, 68

Wichmann, archbishop of Magdeburg, 47

will see testament

William II, king of Sicily, 17, 18, 28, 29, 31, 33

Winchester, 20, 23, 30
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