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“The “matter of Britain” (Arthurian tales) had been filtering into Poitou (France) for two generations when Eleanor held high court in the mid 1100’s.” It was so in vogue during this period of Eleanor’s court and influence that “the fame of Arthur and his knights spread over all the pilgrim routes of Christendom and pagandom, and was heard with wonder and delight in Byzantium, Antioch, Alexandria, Rome.”

Wrote Geoffrey of Monmouth; “There was neither king nor powerful lord who did not try to school himself according to the modes and manners of the men of Arthur.” For the new literature born in the 1100’s brought with it a cult of manners, dress, and speech which culminated in the “courts of love.” Eleanor and Marie (daughter of Eleanor and Louis Capet, king of France) drew a company of gifted poets, ecclesiastics, authors, artists and chroniclers to their court to create and perform these works. Eleanor resided mainly in France, where the duchy of Aquitaine was, and was married to Henry, king of England. The courts of love were philosophical debates concerning relationships between the sexes – all judged according to “Arthurian” standards, as defined by the current literature, which had made Arthur a medieval figure. 

The effect was stunning. The courts of love had “more than a little to do with freeing women from the millstone which the church in the first millennium hung about her neck as the author of man’s fall, and the facile instrument of the devil in the world. The court of Poitiers gave its high sanction to ideals which spread so rapidly throughout Europe that the doctrine of the inferiority of woman has never had the same standing since.” Eleanor, in her own right, was a fiercely independent and wealthy woman. Her daughter carried the Arthurian tales into Spain when she married there.

The legends of Arthur became “so extravagant and developed such political inconveniences for Henry that he is said to have been obligated to purge (England) of the notion that Arthur would return one day to reclaim his glory; and to this end he launched successful archaeological research to discover and expose his hopeless dust along with that of Guinevere.” (Glastonbury) It is said that King Richard the Lion-Heart (Henry’s son) once offered the sword Excalibur to a Sicilian ally to cement a marriage compact. It was supposedly unearthed in Henry’s excavations at Glastonbury.

Eleanor of Aquitaine

1. To what age did Eleanor live, and how did that relate to the average life expectancy of the Middle Ages?

2. To which kings was she married?

a. Which kings did she give birth to?

3. What was the importance of the territory known as Aquitaine?

4. How long was she queen of France?

5. Why did she become estranged from the French king?

a. How was the marriage officially ended?

6. When she married the king of England, what “Viking” territory did he hold in Europe?

7. In total, how many children did Eleanor have?

a. What nickname could that have earned her because of the future alliances made by her offspring?

8. She was a patron of which two dominant poetic movements?

9. When her sons revolted against their father, Henry, what may have been the reason?

a. How long was Eleanor in semi-imprisonment?

10. What role did she fulfill when King Richard was on Crusade to the Holy Land?

a. Eleanor protected the kingdom from which two major figures who were plotting against Richard while he was away?

11. Why did Eleanor undertake a perilous journey at the age of 80?

12. What role did Eleanor play in securing King John’s lands in Europe?

13. What is the “matter of Britain”?

14. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, what customs did the matter of Britain bring to the society of the 1100’s?

15. What were the courts of love?

16. How was it that the 5th century King Arthur became known as a medieval king?

17. What was the impact of Eleanor’s patronage of this literature upon the status of women?

18. What action did King Henry of England take out of concern that a rival may claim to be Arthur and claim the throne?

19. Where did this take place?

20. What may have happened to Arthur’s sword? 

