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         During the Middles Ages the church played a major role in everyday life. One role the also contributed to was the way of looking at women. In the book of Genesis from the Holy Bible, the words state,
Then God caused Adam to fall into a deep sleep and in 

this sleep God took one or Adam’s ribs. With this rib he 

formed a companion for Adam who he called Eve. (Genesis 2)

These words are one reason why the church saw women as a subservient being to man, and with this view being the churches, it aides to this view being that of the people.  In a time when women had little part in the main stage of life, one woman dared to defy a world of man. Eleanor of Aquitaine, Duchess of Aquitaine, Queen of France, Queen of England, Aquitaine, and Normandy, was an ambitious passionate woman who shaped the lives of four great kings, destroyed the boundaries set for Medieval women, and created a life that few women enjoyed in her day opening a new chapter for women’s rights defying the norm of women in family life as well as political life.

         Eleanor of Aquitaine was arguably the most intriguing woman of her time, yet her name is not easily found in history books. (Davis 3) She influenced many of her time’s most powerful men but is this typical of medieval women? To start to she Eleanor in her true glory, one must start by looking at the general stereotype of medieval women and how this first impacted family life.  In medieval society women were not seen as being worth anything on their own, “Women were seen a subordinate to their husbands” (Hanawait 23). It was their husband who held all the value in the family structure during the medieval period. The woman was there to support their husband and raise his children along with contributing greatly to the household chores.  This relationship of a typical woman and her husband was explained once by feudalism specialist Bede Jarrett. This social and feudal theorist of the Middle Ages first considered the position of the woman primarily with the family.  She claims, “Women gained some power as overseer of the family which goes against the Roman Law which gave the man mastery of the family, instead, he ran every other aspect of life including the civil and economic role” (Jarrett 66). Jarrett goes on to compare this relationship to feudalism itself saying that in this relationship the man was the obvious over lord and the woman was the lower rung of the pact. Jarrett believed that the woman owed the man work and loyalty, and the man owed the woman protection, but other then family jobs, this “vassal” had no other power (Jarrett 22).  Following with this idea, a 14 century Italian writer once said, “The woman only duty is to attend to the affairs of the family and the house” (DelLungo 107)

         Not only was the position of medieval women control, but in general, the very freedom of women was controlled. During the Middle Ages women were free until the age of twelve. At this time their freedom came to an abrupt halt, and brothers and fathers closely watched them like dogs. They were no longer allowed into the town unescorted, or to engage in a private conversation. These measures were taken to protect their essential chastity. Men believed that this restriction of women was necessary because they we as lustful temptresses.  Harvard University Professor of history reports of comment of this subject by a medieval man reporting, “Diligent and silent work at home under constant supervision was the only was to deal with the foolish dreams of love that filled the heads of these brainless creatures” (Duby 44). This quote is an excellent example of what was thought of the character of women at the time to require twenty four-hour surveillance monitoring their lifestyles. Along the lines of freedom, women were kept away from windows and doorways, and it was the mother job to make sure and interaction with an immoral person was controlled.  Maybe one glimmer of hope was that when a woman married, she no longer lost her freedom, well unless her husband decided to.  

         To continue on the investigation of the stereotype of women in general an in the family, one should look a short look more into the whole marriage process. The turning point in the life of a medieval woman was her marriage. Most time the parents, in any class arranged the marriages, and on few occasions was their love involved. The main goal of marriage was to give your daughter to the best man around so that they would produce the best quality children to carry on the name, if no children well then the family tried again with another man (Klapisch-Zuber 21). This summarization of the marriage process describes the institution of marriage as selective breeding against the bride’s will. During the Middle Ages there were actual brokers who parents would hire to settle the actual marriages. The other view of women in this particular issue is as an attachment to fiefs or dowries. For example, if a man were to be promised land the only catch was that he would have to marry a daughter. These two images of women not only show how insignificant they were except as a laborer, but truly as mere objects instead of people. 

         One final look that should be taken at the typical women of the Middle Ages is to look at their education. Most girls got some sort of formal education, but this only lasted for a few years because they were not thought of as being able to learn as much as men. Barbra Hanawalt an Oxford Medievalist continues that, “After four or five years of school they would sign a service of apprentice at about 14 and then she would work until she married” (Hanawalt 44).  Another reason for why women did not receive an education was good as their male counterparts is that men believe that women should remain illiterate. Philip of Novara said in fact that, “A woman should learn neither to read or write, unless she is interested in taking vows, because women reading and writing has brought about many evils” (Klapisch-Zuber 99). The woman then would only continue working if her husband deemed it fit. 

         Now that a view of women and their roles in the family has been presented, a similar look at the political stereotype of women should also be addressed. This part of the story is easy, and can be summed up as, “except for a few women who looked good with their husbands in the king’s court, women’s involvement in politics was way past slime to nil” (Klapisch-Zuber 24). Again, the role of woman was to be behind her man at all parts of life.  Thus, as all examples have shown, in one way or another, the husband became the center of a woman’s world and she was to abide by his laws. This was not to hold true for our friend, Eleanor of Aquitaine. 

         When one looks at the above description, and then compares it to Eleanor of Aquitaine, he or she will see how much she was not the typical medieval woman in marriage, family life, or politics. First, one must know a brief history of the lady in question. Born around 1122 probably in the castle of Belin, Eleanor was the first child born to William the tenth duke of Aquitaine. After the later death of her brother and sister, Eleanor became the most powerful heiress of the most powerful duchy in the kingdom of France (Davis 22). Eleanor went on to marry first the king of France, Louis VI, and then to marry Henry II of England thus providing two future kings for him. This final union made England a power house due to its claim of more then half of France. Going back to her childhood, the story of the uniqueness of Eleanor start with her relationship with her father. Eleanor was the center of her father’s world. When she turned twelve, unlike the rest of the girls her age she was not looked up and hidden, she was exploring her lands with her father. She went everywhere he and watched the process of governing a country and how it should be done. It was he freedom with her father that helped launch her future career. With Eleanor beating the freedom stereotype, she also beat the education. Her father always kept her learning. Some of the men in William’s court began to be uneasy with her knowledge of policy and her education, but her father allowed her to continue learning (Davis 24). Eleanor beat the stereotype of women in education and freedom with the help of her father, but the other two major areas, marriage and politics were all up to her.  

         As the next few years went on, Eleanor became loved by her people, but tragedy for her struck when her father died in 1137. Medieval feminist writer Amy Kelly remarks that, “The biggest upset with her father’s death was that Eleanor was alone in a man’s world with no husband. But, the people of Aquitaine received her openly as Duchess of Aquitaine” (Kelly 115). Now at first Eleanor was subjected to marring out of her own will, she was to beat this later on. On his deathbed, William had named her suitor as the future Louis VI of France. They were married and during the decade and a half as Queen, Eleanor experienced first hand how a kingdom was governed: the king ruled the land, the king's advisors ruled the king, and the queen did not rule. Eleanor was made acutely aware of this by the constant objections to her ideas, which were raised by the king's advisors, but she refused to play the typical passive role as other queens had in the past.. Sensing her ambition, these men feared her influence over the king. Eleanor’s other characteristic scared he kings advisors was her wit, “ She turned to politics when her royal status was not sufficient to win what she believed to be her due, and many times she got her way” (Kelly120). She wisely remembered the influence she still held in Aquitaine over its powerful dukes who had never liked Louis. It is interesting to note that they did follow the king only because of his alliance with Eleanor. She was able to use her people as support in the king’s court. 

         The next adventure of the two came when Louis decided that he wanted to head the Second Crusade, and when the Queen announced that she would accompany him. This is another example how she refused not to be in on the political scene unlike most women or even most Queens of her time. Her plan met fierce opposition. Eleanor again used her wit and argued persuasively that the men of Aquitaine would be willing to join the expedition if she were to set an example for them by going herself. The court advisors could not deny this logic as they needed the support of such men and so Eleanor joined them in their journey. This example shows not only Eleanor’s political involvement, but also her adventurous side. Kelly describe the following, “At the arrival of the crusades, she found herself eager to join in the fight and to leave the political scene for awhile on search of adventure which she found, a feet that the majority of medieval women probably would never have imagined” (Kelly 123). Eleanor was not ready to sit at home and care for their two daughters, but she was ready to she the world and make her voice heard. Soon after their marriage and the crusade failed and Eleanor returned to Aquitaine after having her marriage annulled by the pope due to an idea that they were too closely related.

         Reverting to her position as Duchess of Aquitaine, Eleanor once again held the power over her land. Nevertheless, she realized she was now in the same place she had been fifteen years earlier: no matter how capable she was, she would again be forced to marry, but, “Unlike in her first marriage, she refused to have he husband chosen for her, instead, she looked for who she thought would be best for her” (Kelley 130). This was her consolation, and another example of how she defied the norm, and fixed herself with a husband. She selected Henry Plantagenet of Anjou, Duke of Normandy, the second most powerful domain after Aquitaine, who was also in line to become the King of England. In 1154, the pair were crowned in Britain and Henry became King Henry II. Eleanor had thus secured the most powerful position, after that of the king, in two realms. She now ruled both Aquitaine, Normandy, and England. Furthermore, unlike her first husband, Henry valued her opinion and took her advice on state affairs, thus she was able to be the unthinkable position of a politically active woman. 

         Their marriage began as a good one, and they had eight children. Eleanor was often found traveling about England with her restless husband, and she retained a lively interest in domestic and international affairs (Davis 50). Unfortunately, their marriage was irreversibly doomed when Eleanor discovered that her husband had been engaging in numerous affairs. Bitter about being deprived of the right to absolute rule for so many years, she devised a plan to overthrow the King which succeeded in 1173 with the willing help of her sons John, Richard, and Geoffrey. This was one of the greatest strides she took away from main stream stereotype woman because, “Not only did Eleanor break the idea of a submissive wife, she took matters into her own hands, thought for herself, and did not let her womanhood hold her back” (Kelly 150). Fearing her ambitions, Henry II had Eleanor imprisoned until his own death in 1189. For the last years of his life Henry fought his own children, only to fully realize in the end who had instigated this revolt.

         At this point one may think, well this is the end of Eleanor, right? No, even as a prisoner, she kept going with her own ambitions. As she was locked up, she kept in touch with affairs. She found this time as a time for contemplation (Davis 51). Eventually, due to the will of the people as a factor, Henry II allowed her back on the public scene. After Henry II died, and Richard the first took the throne, Eleanor continued to rule behind the throne of her son. Then when he died, she did the same with John, although, unlike Richard, the latter resisted her help, she continued her cunning political maneuvering to keep him out of trouble (Kelly 155). In her golden years, Eleanor continues to defy what a medieval woman was. For example, Eleanor was a skilled horsewoman and archer when most women of her day were concerned only with “women’s work” (Davis 60). Another display of strength that Eleanor displayed throughout her reign in England is that despite her problems with Henry II, she successfully fought to keep the peace between two countries. Eleanor spent the last years of her life tirelessly traveling between England and France bringing the two countries together and making peace throughout the kingdom. Finally, even at the ripe old age of 80, Eleanor was still on he move doing work. When King John broke his feudal contract with King Philip, King Philip then seized all the lands in France that John had owned. When Eleanor heard that Aquitaine was in trouble, she raced back to do what she could to save her people, whom she never forgot. She was captured, and John came to save her, but to the end of her life, two years later, she never settled down, and never lived the life of a typical Middle Ages woman.

         Eleanor of Aquitaine was able to stand as an equal to any man of her own station. Her education had begun in the court of Aquitaine where her father and grandfather always kept men of knowledge and talent -- from intellectuals and poets to jugglers and artists—to enlighten her. Eleanor was a strong willful woman, who shot down almost every stereotype of a medieval woman in marriage, family, and politics. She spoke her mind and did what she believed was best for her kingdoms, she never backed down for any man or institution.  No matter what tragedy or obstacle stood in her path, she always found a way to carry on. Even when she faced loosing her two daughters to Louis VII when they divorced, she was the pinnacle of womanhood in the High Middle Ages. On her tomb lies a marble statue of a beautiful queen holding an open book, a fitting symbol for a woman whose life story represented an exciting new chapter in women's role in society and in politics.
