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After a brief introduction of Matilda and her times this essay will examine historical analysis of her at various stages of her life or “life cycles.” Matilda’s very epitaph is evidence of the importance of life stages or cycles in the life of a medieval woman as it stated that she was “Great by birth, greater by marriage and, greatest in her offspring, here lies the daughter, wife and mother of Henry”[footnoteRef:1] The source evidence shows that at each stage of life gender and “foreignness” play a part in her treatment by historians. Her own personality also plays a part of course as does certain purported familial traits and without those considerations the analysis lacks nuance.                          [1:  Majorie Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, Queen Consort, Queen Mother and Lady of the English, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1991) p. 191] 

There is no existing contemporaneous biography of Matilda, and a Life of supposedly by Bishop Arnulf of has never been found. [footnoteRef:2]  We do have certain charters and letters and we have the chroniclers; twelfth-century historians such as Robert de Torigni, Henry of Huntingdon, the anonymous author of the Gesta Stephani who was hostile towards Matilda [footnoteRef:3], Orderic Vitalis in his massive work Historia Ecclesiastica records the history of Stephen and Matilda’s struggles but dies in 1141 before there was a resolution,[footnoteRef:4] William of Newburgh and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  Disparate voices must be parsed and further encumbering our pursuit is the very sea of actors named Henry and Matilda in this story.  The twelfth-century saw a wealth of historical writing possibly in part as a reaction to the fractures and stresses caused by the Norman Invasion at the end of the preceding century and the uncertainty and chaos of the succession crisis when Henry I died.  Writing history allowed a link to the past and the comfort of continuity.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p. 3]  [3:  Majorie Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p. 3]  [4:  Catherine Hanley, Matilda, Empress, Queen, Warrior, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2019), p. 5]  [5:  Michael Staunton, Purpose of History, Writing History in the Anglo-Norman World, (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2018) see this insightful article for the many other reasons that the twelfth-century historians wrote: to show the examples of good and evil as cautionary tales and at times for political purposes.] 

There are many reasons that Empress Matilda (1102-1167) would have held herself in high regard and demand respect from others. She was a royal princess as the daughter of Henry I King of England and Duke of Normandy and of Edith/Matilda whose parents were Saint Margaret Queen of Scotland and Malcolm III, King of the Scots who was descended from Alfred the Great, granddaughter of William the Conqueror, her maternal great grandfather was Edward the Exile, Anglo-Saxon King of England. Queen of Germany and then Empress of the Holy Roman Empire and Countess of Anjou.[footnoteRef:6] [6: Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p ix, Genealogical Tables., R. Allen Brown, The Normans, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1984) p. i-iii Genealogical Tables.] 

The dazzling array of titles and achievements does not end there. Upon her father’s death in 1133 she risked life and limb to battle her cousin Stephen of Blois who had rushed to have himself crowned king of England before she could get to England leading to a dark period known as The Anarchy which saw the highly negative impact of war. [footnoteRef:7] She fails to win the crown away from Stephen but is regarded as Lady of the English by[footnoteRef:8] her supporters and sees her son Henry become Henry II King of England, in great part through her tireless efforts, one of the most influential Kings in history. Through Henry II her grandsons and many great grandsons are also kings of England.  This hardly would create a bastion of humility.  [7:  William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the kings of England. From the earliest period to the reign of King Stephen, Perennial Press, 2016) p.560]  [8:  She is elected with the title Domina Anglorum, her choice of title, on 8 April 1141 but was never coronated. See A.L. Poole, Domesday Book to Magna Carta, The Oxford History of England, 1087-1216, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951) p.143)] 

Her wedding to Henry V in 1114 was in and of itself a dazzling affair as recorded in the Kaiserchronik [footnoteRef:9] ; in attendance were five archbishops, thirty bishops, five dukes, countless counts, abbots, provosts, and an array of clerical scholars.  She had moved to Germany at the age of eight and was married in this elite event just before her twelfth birthday.  She could not hope to prevail in her circumstances without intestinal fortitude. [9:  Hanley, Matilda, p.23, ] 

Upon the death of Henry V in 1125 Matilda, childless, returned to Normandy and her father’s court and took counsel with him and was sent to marry Geoffrey le Bel in 1128 at the behest of her father who sought “peace with the Count of Anjou”[footnoteRef:10]. Matilda initially rejected the idea of marrying the mere son of a count who was younger than her but relented to her father’s will. She was reprimanded by Hildebert of Lavardin, Archbishop of Tours via letter.  This, perhaps, is a hint that she was at the very least strong willed if not arrogant as later charged. [footnoteRef:11] Geoffrey became the Count of Anjou and Maine soon after their marriage and later the Duke of Normandy by conquest. Her titles increase but the couple being more than a decade different in age is ill suited and she leaves Geoffrey for a time and returned to Normandy.  The two are reconciled in 1131 and the marriage produces three sons: Henry II of England, Geoffrey, and William. She certainly fulfilled her duty to supply Henry I with male heirs. [10:  Dorothy Whitelock, Translator and Editor, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1961) p.193]  [11:  Judith A. Green, Henry I, King of England and Duke of Normandy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) p.198,199] 

Matilda was Henry I’s only legitimate heir as William Adelin had died in the White Ship Disaster on 25 November 1120.[footnoteRef:12] Henry was determined that Matilda was to be his heir and has barons swear an oath of fealty to her.  Laws of succession were not settled in England at that time and there had been no female ruler. Henry I’s first natural son Robert Earl of Gloucester was not in line for the crown as he was illegitimate, Henry I having been quite sexually active and in the words of Orderic Vitalis “lasciviousness like any horse or mule is without reason”.[footnoteRef:13] Had a “bastard” been allowed to rule as in the case of William the Conqueror in Normandy upon the death of his father Robert, Duke of Normandy[footnoteRef:14] history would have looked quite different.   [12:  William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the kings of England. From the earliest period to the reign of King Stephen, (Perennial Press ebook Printers, 2016) p. 501                             ]  [13:  Robert B. Patterson, The Earl The Kings and The Chronicler. Robert Earl of Gloucester and the Reigns of Henry I and Stephen, (Oxford University Press New York 2019). p.1,6,7]  [14:  David Bates, William the Conqueror (Charleston, SC: Tempus Publishing, 2001) p .36] 

There were occasional instances of female rulership but the custom and precedent was for male leadership in medieval Europe.  Exceptions to note are Urraca, Queen of Leon and Castille and Melisende, daughter of Baldwin II of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Majorie Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p. 1] 

Differential treatment appears based on her age, approving of the young girl, obedient wife and the old and religious but not when she was in her prime and fighting for personally power; consider the ebb and flow of her power and her agency throughout these cycles of life. Criticism based on her marriage to foreigners Henry V and Geoffrey is another layer and a review of historians’ opinions across the timeline of Matilda’s life can form a structure for the purposes of examining these opinions using the schematic of a woman’s lifetime.
The lifecycles of a woman in Medieval times were easily delineated and surely some of these signposts remain up into the present day. Many times, these life cycles intersected with marital status and thus legal status.  There was childhood. maidenhood, motherhood, and widowhood or death for those who did not take the veil.[footnoteRef:16]  Matilda arguably added another dimension as fighting and politics fall outside this paradigm.  This “extra” spectrum is, as we shall see below, most apparent in the marriage/mother cycles and less in the widowhood/old age cycles and absent as a child had little or no agency. [16:  Patricia Skinner and Elizabeth Van Houts Introduction and Translation Medieval Writings on Secular Women (London: Penguin Books Ltd.,2011) pp xviii-xx.] 

Childhood
Matilda’s childhood was brief and there was no reason for anyone to dislike her as a small child and daughter of the King in England and upon her arrival at the age of eight in Germany she brought with her a large dowry for Henry V. Those who arrive with cash are generally welcome regardless of their ethnic background.  The Kaiserchronik  (Chronicle of Kings in Germany) states that she “was a maiden of noble manners, charming and beautiful of face, and was held in distinction and glory in the English Kingdom,”[footnoteRef:17]  Matilda was until she was eight completely English but took to the German people.  No one had any reason to dislike her, and she would likely help Henry V achieve his political aims.[footnoteRef:18]  Her entire life was propelled forward by helping to achieve the political aims of one Henry or another. Her extreme youth insured that she would be young and vigorous in the event that Henry died first leaving a young son as heir necessitating her acting as regent. [17:  Hanley, Matilda, p. 21.]  [18:  Ibid.,
] 

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states in the entry for 1109 “agreements were completed, and the oaths sworn to give his daughter to the emperor in marriage” and that in 1110 the marriage in fact took place. These short perfunctory lines reveal no action on the part of the child as she had no agency and no say in her being “given” to a man her senior by some 16 years.[footnoteRef:19]  This is neutral towards her and offers neither criticism nor praise.  [19:  Whitelock, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 181.] 

Besides these references little is known of Matilda’s childhood and even her birth was not recorded and must be reconstructed from other events.  She was, most likely educated to some extent and certainly exposed to piety and devotion to Christianity as her mother was known to be pious. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p. 9,10.] 

Maidenhood
Matilda, married at almost twelve years of age, was seen as valuable to the Kingdom of Germany for her potential to produce a male heir, a potential she left unfulfilled when Henry V died. She was valued by Henry V for that potential as well as for the political connection she provided to England that would endure despite being childless.
There seems to be no general criticism of her and as previously noted the wedding was a spectacular affair as befitting her status, but she was acting in complete accordance with oaths taken by others for her to wed and exhibited no agency of her own. A maiden being all potential without power to navigate on one’s own, potential for childbearing, obedience to fathers, husbands, and rulers. 
Marriage/Motherhood
Robert de Torgni calls Matilda a “noble damsel” upon her marriage to Henry V and was given to him in “a splendor that was fitting”[footnoteRef:21]. It was completely within the scope of her womanhood and was portrayed well. [21:  Robert de Torigni, The Chronicle of Robert de Monte, (Miami, Florida: Hard Press, 2017) pp. 446, 449.] 

Matilda was childless after her marriage to Henry V but upon her marriage to Geoffrey no doubt was left as to her fecundity.  There was, however, not a great deal of criticism of her childlessness in Germany. She was popular and perhaps the chroniclers did not want to accuse her of a failing that might more rightly fall upon her husband’s shoulder, not as infertile but through his opposition to papal demands[footnoteRef:22] he brought the punishment of God upon the couple.[footnoteRef:23] She is thereafter seen celebrating the Nativity of Saint Mary and Michaelmas with her parents. She is called Henry’s daughter and it is stated that Henry her father had previously married her to the emperor, “Henry of Lorraine”[footnoteRef:24] Again she is without action of her own and merely mentioned. When Henry V died, she was so beloved by the German people that they begged her to remain.[footnoteRef:25] She does leave and obey her father and joined him in Normandy and on New Year’s Day of 1127 where the barons of England swore a solemn oath to recognize her claim to the throne as “Lady of England.[footnoteRef:26] So to the Germans she was not criticized for her foreignness nor her gender although she did serve them well and did take pains to learn their language.  That was seemingly within the bounds of a Queen and then a widow.  The oath swearing in Normandy was not within those bounds as there had been no English Queen ruling in her own right.   [22:  The Investiture Controversy was a cause of disagreement between Henry IV and the Papacy and again under Henry V; for more on this issue see Uta-Renate Blumenthal, The Investiture Controversy: Church and Monarchy from the Ninth to the Twelfth Century, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988).]  [23:  Hanley, Matilda, p. 29.
]  [24:  Whitelock, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 192.]  [25:  Robert de Torgini The Chronicle of Robert de Monte, p.852. See also the Marjorie, Chibnall, Editor and Translator, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Volume v Books IX and X, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1975) p.201]  [26:  Richard Barber, Henry Plantagenet, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1964) p.20.] 

Upon her marriage to Geoffrey le Bel the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle again treats her as almost “inert” as she is sent off to marry as per her father’s instructions.  She was not pleased with the choice of husband and was no longer an eight-year-old child, she complained but did obey her father.  Robert de Torigni describes her at the time of this marriage as “a woman of excellent disposition, kind to all, bountiful in her alms givings, friend of religion, of honest life, one who loved the church, by the abundance of whose gifts the church of Bec has attained no small degree of splendor.”[footnoteRef:27]  He also mentions her giving Geoffrey three sons.  All of this glowing praise is from someone who benefited directly from her largess as he was an abbot and a prior of Bec Matilda leaving a bequest of her wealth preferentially to Bec [footnoteRef:28] and is therefore subject to scrutiny, in addition this is praise well within the purview of the accepted behavior for a woman. [27:  Robert de Torigni, The Chronicle of Robert de Monte, p.855.]  [28:  Ibid., p. 2288] 

She was in her third pregnancy when Henry I died in 1135.[footnoteRef:29] Matilda’s cousin Stephen, despite having himself sworn an oath to Henry to acknowledge Matilda as heir,[footnoteRef:30] rushes to have himself crowned and it is thought that his brother, Henry of Blois, Bishop of Winchester was the mastermind. [footnoteRef:31] Henry also importantly secured the consent and support of the Church.[footnoteRef:32]  She had to move into Normandy to secure her rights there but was unable to secure more than minor castles.[footnoteRef:33]  Orderic Vitalis tells us that after the death of Henry I the castellan in charge of, as ‘his lawful sovereign yielded to her Argentan, Exmes and Domfront and some other places, which he governed under the king’.[footnoteRef:34] Orderic did accept Stephen as the rightful King of England, however once he was coronated. [footnoteRef:35] [29:  William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the kings of England. From the earliest period to the reign of King Stephen, p. 540]  [30:  Robert de Torigni, The Chronicle of Robert de Monte, p.1108]  [31:  William Kynan-Wilson and John Munns Editors, Henry of Blois, New Interpretations, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2021) p.9]  [32:  Churchill, Winston, A History of the English Speaking Peoples, The Birth of Britain, (New York:Dorset Press, 1956). P. 191.]  [33:  Barber, Henry Plantagenet p.30]  [34:  Hanley, Matilda, p. 86]  [35:  Marjorie Chibnall, The World of Orderic Vitalis, Norman Monks and Norman Knights, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1984) p.41] 

Henry of Huntingdon describes his death as taking place after Matilda “detained him on account of sundry disagreements” between Henry and Count Geoffrey “which were fomented by the arts of his daughter”  Her awful behavior apparently bothered Henry so much that rather than being felled by the surfeit of lampreys her behavior “resulted in a natural torpor, which was the cause of his death”[footnoteRef:36] Matilda and her awful female arts basically killed Henry I!   [36:  Henry of Huntingdon, Thomas Forester Translator and Editor, Comprising the History of England, From the Invasion of Julius Cesar to the Accession of Henry II, Also the Acts of Stephen, (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1849) p.256] 

Matilda's half-brother, Robert of Gloucester, revolted against Stephen in 1138 the real descent into civil war began, which became known as 'The Anarchy' a time when "men said openly that Christ and his saints were asleep”.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Whitelock, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, p. 200.] 

According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle entry for 1140 upon Henry I’s death “came King Henry’s daughter who had been empress in Germany and was now countess of Anjou and came to London and the Londoners wanted to capture her, and she fled and lost a great deal there”.[footnoteRef:38]  This description is the first time we see the ASC give her an action part in the story.  She is now not portrayed in a particularly favorable light; the Londoners apparently hate her; she loses much and flees. There is no description of the purpose of her arriving in London, no description of the rights she sought to press, of the oath she sought held or her claims to the throne.  Considering that her assertions that she should sit upon the throne of England plunged the country into was and chaos it is odd that her visit was given such little explanation.  By contrast Geoffrey of Monmouth made succession events a central theme of his Historia Regum Britanniae which he was writing at the time of the Anarchy.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Ibid., p. 201]  [39:  Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles, The Writing of History in Medieval England, (London: Hambeldon and London, 2004). P 198] 

By 1141 Matilda is nearing success as the Lincoln has been secured and magnates of both Essex and Suffolk are now recognizing her right to reign.  She is now entering London this time being welcomed as a victor and with a large entourage.  Here at the moment of success we see the historians turn upon her, the author of the Gesta Stephani calling her reckless and ungracious and insulting to those she should not alienate and refusing to take advice from those around here including her half-brother Robert, her uncle, and a legate.  William of Malmesbury was generally supportive of her does not go that far but says that she antagonized the legate Bishop Henry, albeit a sensitive man, to the point that he left the court.  William of Malmesbury whose patron was Earl Robert of Gloucestershire, Matilda’s half-brother, and supporter during the Anarchy so his writing must be read acknowledging this favorable disposition towards the Empress.[footnoteRef:40] John of Hexham whose allegiance is unclear not only repeats the stories of her insulting behavior but tells of her declared intentions to act in a barbarous manner towards Stephen. [footnoteRef:41] She is forced to flee London. [40:  Robert B. Patterson, The Earl The Kings and The Chronicler. Robert Earl of Gloucester and the Reigns of Henry I and Stephen, p. 178]  [41:  David Crouch, The Reign of King Stephen, 1135-1154, (Harlow: Pearson Education Limited, 2000) pp 177-179.] 

Henry of Huntington has recorded many of the mundane milestones of her life as cited in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle but at the London misadventure he becomes critical; London rebels against her after her seeming success.  Her anger and her pride cause the Londoners to turn on her [footnoteRef:42]. He notes that in 1141 the “Judgment of God was upon Stephen” and that most of England now acknowledged her as sovereign but her “insufferable pride” alienated men and when she was driven from London “in revenge with a woman’s bitterness’ she places Stephen in chains. So, God ordained the victory as Stephen had broken his oath to Henry I but the woman was just so repugnant that the success slipped away.  To Matilda’s great credit when Earl Robert was taken prisoner, she agreed to a prisoner swap and released Stephen out of what seems to be great loyalty to Robert but also needing his support the political asset he had become.  [42:  Thomas Arnold, Henrici archidiaconi huntendunensis Historia Anglorum, (London: Longman & Company Publishers, 1879) p. 275] 

An argument can be made that Stephen’s Queen Matilda was acting independently to a great extent during this time yet garnered no such criticism, the great difference between “acting as” ruler and “being” ruler may explain this.  Was seeing Empress Matilda act with great authority too much for the English or did she herself snatch defeat from the jaws of victory by the abrasiveness she exhibited?  It seems clear that she made errors, whether through, impatience, lack of political acumen or the legendary Norman anger, arrogance, and Angevin lack of self-control discussed by Gerald of Wales concerning the familial line stating that “inbreed hostility” of “corrupted lineage”.[footnoteRef:43] and even Henry I was thought of as unlovable, repugnant and “one from whom the world recoils”[footnoteRef:44] Henry II was known to fly into wild rages.[footnoteRef:45] Orderic Vitalis called the Normans unruly. [footnoteRef:46]In any case she alienated the royalists who might have otherwise come to her side. Stephen’s Queen Matilda asked for the release of her imprisoned husband, and she declined to grant that plea inflaming the royalists. [footnoteRef:47]  This act might be abrasive as she could have found a way to release him from captivity into her court or in another sense allow him to save face but humiliating Stephen so soon after things had tilted in her favor made a nascent reign precarious. [43:  Matthew Strickland, Henry the Young King 1155-1183, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016) pp. 9, 271, 295.]  [44:  Lois, L. Honeycutt, C. Warren Hollister and the Private Life of Henry I, Editors Donald Fleming and Jante M. Hope, Henry I and the Anglo-Norman World, (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2007) p. 10.]  [45:  W. L. Warren, Henry II, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1973) Warren, Henry II p. 183]  [46:  Marjorie, Chibnall, Editor and Translator, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Volume v Books IX and X (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1975) p.301]  [47:  Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p.178
] 

W.L. Warren in his distinguished biography of Henry II has a robust review of historians on the matter of Matilda’s “character” and states that her own actions justified those who were reticent to support her as she was headstrong, overbearing, unbelievably tactless, haughty, and intolerable. He cites Gesta Stephani, Henry of Huntingdon, John of Hexham, William of Newburgh and even the usually friendly William of Malmesbury. It is stated that these qualities were “ever since the bishops agreed to accept her as queen-designate.”[footnoteRef:48]  It is possible that power went to her head when she was finally free to rule. William of Malmesbury had a decidedly more positive view of Matilda in when describing the peace negotiation attempts of Henry of Blois stating, “the Empress, more inclined to good having sent a message that she did not fear the decision of the church”[footnoteRef:49]  Here she is praised when she is seeking to make peace, ready to obey the church, a less aggressive, less masculine attitude.  The case can be made, however, that both praise and criticism should be taken without a large grain of salt, that a simple literal historical view is not nuanced.[footnoteRef:50]  An alternative view is that no human is just one thing and viewed the same by everyone at all stages of life. Matilda was no different. Perhaps viewing her solely through the lens of gender and foreignness ultimately obfuscates her true nature, instead she was a force of nature that operated within the parameters of her time and by doing so in an indefatigable she succeeded to a degree that others would not have. She may have been in reality prone to coldness and anger and her being sent a protocol rich royal court as a child may have added to this and the “haughty appearance served less well in England”[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Warren, Henry II, p. 27.]  [49:  Barbara Bombi, William Kynan-Wilson and John Munns Editors, Henry of Blois and His Legation in England, Henry of Blois, New Interpretations, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2021) p. 55.]  [50:  Marjorie Chibnall, David Bates, Julia Crick and Sarah Hamilton, Editors, The Empress Matilda as a Subject for Biography, 750-1250 Writing Medieval Biography, Essays in Honour of Frank Barlow, (Woodbridge: The Press, 2006) p. 187-188.]  [51:  Jim Bradbury, Stephen and Matilda, The Civil War of 1139-1153. (Gloucestershire: The History Press, 1996) p.155.] 

The author of The Life of William Marshal said that the Empress was without a doubt the rightful heir to the throne. He never accused her of being masculine and indeed portrays her as riding sidesaddle and having to be told by John Marshal to swing her legs over and ride like a man when Stephen’s men were in pursuit as she fled from Winchester.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Nigel Bryant, Translator, The History of William Marshal, The True Story of England’s Greatest Knight, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2016). p.37] 

The oath that Henry I extracted from the barons was not honored for a variety of reasons besides gender. There is a claim that Henry withdrew the oath on his death bed and another claim that the oath was void if Matilda married a foreigner and this seems more likely. As to the first claim, Hugh Bigod stated publicly that upon his deathbed Henry released barons from their oath and made Stephen his heir.[footnoteRef:53] As to the second condition according to Orderic Vitalis, in discussing the chaos that ensued after the death of Henry 1 said ‘the Normans abandon themselves to robbery and pillage; they butcher one another, take prisoners and bind them in fetters; burn houses and all that is in them, not even sparing monks or respecting women…they suppose that there is now no master to restrain them’ [footnoteRef:54] Orderic Vitalis was of Anglo-Norman parentage but here we see him describe the Normans as barbarians.[footnoteRef:55] [53:  Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p.65]  [54:  Hanley, Matilda, p. 80]  [55:  Orderic Vitalis was born of an unknown English mother and a Norman father. Elisabeth van Houts. “Orderic and His Father, Odelerius.” Orderic Vitalis: Life, Works and Interpretations, edited by Charles C. Rozier, Daniel Roach, Giles m. Gasper, Elisabeth van Houts et al., (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2016) p, 27] 

Matilda, having lived among the German people so long and speaking German may have already seemed foreign and strange to the magnates and there had been no baronial approval of the marriage to Geoffrey le Bel.[footnoteRef:56]  Anglo-Normans had a pecuniary interest in not having an Angevin ruler and risk any of their English estates by divided allegiance; there was also still anti-Norman sentiment. [56:  W. L. Warren, Henry II, p. 12-14] 

Matilda and her husband are still seen as foreign, and she is arrogant and unbearable. Up until this time no vitriol of this nature can be found except Henry of Huntingdon as noted above. This is also when she most significantly steps outside the expectations of her in the lifecycle in which she was currently. Contrast this treatment with one of the most exciting episodes of her life during the Anarchy, the escape from Oxford as detailed below.
The most vivid account of this event is provided by the Gesta Stephani, who describes her escape as having taken place in a ‘wonderous fashion’. Matilda was said to have left the castle with three knights of ‘ripe judgement’, with whom she walked through six miles of heavy snow and ice. She crossed the River Thames (which had evidently frozen over) and miraculously made her way through the royalist camp without being detected. Eventually after great exertions she reached the safety of Wallingford. Another chronicler, Henry of Huntingdon, adds that she fled across the frozen Thames ‘wrapped in a white cloak’, which deceived the besiegers as it caused them to be ‘dazzled by the reflection of the snow’. The author of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle claims that she was lowered ‘from the tower by night with ropes’ during her flight from the castle. William of Malmesbury describes her escape as being ‘a manifest miracle of God’[footnoteRef:57] [57:      Dan Spencer, The Castle at War in Medieval England and Wales, (Gloucestershire, Amberley Publishing, 2018) p.66. ‘The Escape of the Empress Matilda from Oxford Castle in 1142’, Dan Spencer <https://danspencer.info/2018/03/03/the-escape-of-the-empress-matilda-from-oxford-castle-in-1142/> [accessed 2 January 2023]] 

This Matilda is a stunning heroine, brave and exemplary not a judgmental harpy. In both instances she is a wife and mother, in both instances she is striving toward the goal of rulership. But in the escape scenario she is not yet a queen, she is a damsel in distress being aided by knights creating a romantic scene. When she put on the mantle of ruler, she either acted very differently or was thus perceived differently or both. Her harshness may have been to emulate her father and establish herself as firm despite her sex; the reaction of her subjects was not obedience but vituperates.[footnoteRef:58] In any case the conflict was finally ended by negotiations between her son, Henry at the Treaty of Winchester when he became Stephen’s heir.  It was Henry’s time, his mother’s uphill fight was over.  [58:  Castor, Helen, She-Wolves, The Women Who Ruled England Before Elizabeth, (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2011) p.103.] 


The most consistently negative, scathing, and merciless examination of Matilda’s character can be found in a nineteenth-century work by Agnes Strickland.[footnoteRef:59]  In a section about Matilda of Boulogne, Empress Matilda is called haughty, arrogant, insolent, cruel, lacking in meekness, harsh, unwilling to listen to counsel and disdainful.[footnoteRef:60] Matilda’s hatred of Stephen was “from a deeper root of bitterness than the mere rivalry of power” and intimates that she was besotted with Stephen and repeats the rumor that Stephen was actually the father of her son Henry ‘related by that courtly historian Matthew Paris’.[footnoteRef:61] This may serve the purpose of explaining the passion and toughness exhibited by Matilda, the old notion being a woman being incapable of desiring power, inheritance, and military victory unless it is a jilted lover; “hell hath no fury like a woman scorned” to borrow from Shakespeare. [59:  Strickland, Agnes, Lives of the queens of England Volume 1: from the Norman conquest; With Anecdotes of Their Courts, (London: Henry Colburn Publisher, 1841).]  [60:  Ibid., p. 261.]  [61:  Ibid., p.284. There was a strange rumor that Stephen was actually the father of Henry II having impregnating Matilda when he escorted her to Normandy to marry Geoffrey and that was in fulfillment of a prophecy of Merlin Chibnall, see also The Empress Matilda, p.198 citing Matthew Paris. The timeline does not work as Matilda married Geoffrey in 1128 and Henry was born in 1133.] 

Matilda was “foreign” “Empress; Matilda,' was the wife of a foreign prince residing on the Continent. Stephen and his amiable princess were living in London, and daily endearing themselves to the people by the most popular and affable behaviour; and the public mind was certainly predisposed in favour of Stephen's designs, when the sudden death of King Henry in Nor- mandy (sic) left the right of succession for the first time to a female heir” and “Matilda was the leader of the Norman party, and the head of Norman feudality, which, in many instances, was incompatible; with the Saxon constitution.”[footnoteRef:62] Echoes of the resistance to the Norman Conquest. Stephen, in running quickly and being crowned before anyone else has time to blink, was merely emulating his uncle and benefactor Henry I who had arrived at the throne in a similar manner.[footnoteRef:63]  The clash between Normans and Anglos-Saxons had been deep and not that much time had passed as it was only her grandfather William the Conqueror who brought not only conquest but a new culture.[footnoteRef:64] [62:  Ibid., p. 263.]  [63:  Ibid., p. 248.]  [64:   For discussion see Véronique Gazeau Imagining the Conqueror: The Changing Image of William the Conqueror, 1830–1945, The Haskins Society Journal 25: 2013. Studies in Medieval History (Haskins Society Journal, 2014).] 

Widowhood Part Deux and Old Age
[bookmark: _Hlk123386920]Normandy had been in her husband’s possession since 1144, and she returned there in 1148 to be reunited with Geoffrey to some degree until his death in 1151,then to watch over the interests of Henry, who had become duke of Normandy in 1150 and King Henry II of England in 1154. Although she continued to advise it was time for Henry to assume the fight. Once Henry was on the throne, they did issue some charters together and there was no criticism for that but soon even that fell away.[footnoteRef:65]  Giving advice as the King’s mother was not out of keeping with her womanly role and she was even seen as a family peacekeeper.[footnoteRef:66] But by the time Henry is dealing with the Becket debacle she refuses to aid him as she complains that he has ceased to listen to her advice.[footnoteRef:67] In 1157 Matilda facilitates the erection of a Cistercian Abbey[footnoteRef:68] an act of a holy woman. She spent the remainder of her life in Normandy dying at age sixty-five.  She had been more accepted in a powerful role in Normandy by and unscathed by insults than in England her birthplace and [footnoteRef:69] was buried at Cathedrale Notre-Dame de Rouen. Robert de Torigni tells us that when Matilda had been very ill she had expressed her wish to be buried at Bec but Henry I angrily opposed this insisting that she ‘should be carried to the city of Rouen…and buried in the cathedral church beside her ancestors, Rollo and his son William Longsword, who had conquered Normandy by force of arms’[footnoteRef:70]  Only a tough family set on power would behave this way.  To sit at the probable death bed of one’s child and angrily insist that they be buried in the most politically advantageous place signifies a coldness hard to imagine. There are legends until today about Matilda’s anger and tenacity.[footnoteRef:71] She never was coronated, but she saw to it that her son was and that indeed he wore her imperial crown at his coronation.[footnoteRef:72]  She never was Queen, but she took excruciating pains to make sure that Stephen would always have an asterisk next to his name. [65:  Hanley, Matilda. P.207]  [66:  Matthew Strickland, Henry the Young King 1155-1183, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016) p.22]  [67:  Barber. Henry Plantagenet. P .87, 125.]  [68:  Torigni The Chronicle of Robert de Monte p.2017]  [69:  Mark Hagger, Norman Rule in Normandy 911-1144 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2017) p. 179-183.]  [70:  Chibnall, The World of Orderic Vitalis, p. 53.]  [71:       There is a legend that states that Matilda haunts the Abbey of Mortimer, where Stephen was Abbot from whom she received consent for the Abbey at Votum. It is falsely claimed that her anger at her father for imprisoning her there (untrue) was so intense that it pervaded the very walls. Of course, this is just a legend, yet presented here as evidence that the notion of her strong emotions and anger continues until present times, angry in life angry in death. ‘The Ghosts of Mortemer Abbey of Normandy, France’. [n.d.]. Facts-Chology <https://factschology.com/mmm-podcast-articles/mortemer-abbey-normandy-france> The Abbey itself admits to strange occurrences ‘History and Legends - The Mortemer Abbey’. <http://www.abbaye-de-mortemer.fr/en/histoire-abbaye-mortemer.html> [accessed 8 January 2023]]  [72:  Hanley, Matilda, p. 222] 


Conclusion/In Memoriam
Modern analysis allows new perspectives on the writings of medieval historians, it does not change the past nor is it advisable to cease to hear, in their own voices, those who wrote, but fresh eyes may discover further subtlety, detail and interconnectivity of people and events. The sources have made clear that Matilda’s gender, lifecycles, familial traits, her own personality, and perceived foreignness influenced historians view of her. Her reign would have been an interesting one.

In Ymagines Historiarum, Ralph of Diss, written some thirty years after Matilda’s death, spoke of the courage and strength of her granddaughters who, like her, had to face marriages abroad in strange lands, saying, “They might have lived in continual terror from the cold barbarians of the Saxons, the uncertain wars against the Saracens, and the fierce tyranny of the Sicilians, had not the nobility of their grandmother the empress, and her masculine courage in a female body shown her granddaughters an example of fortitude and patience,” [footnoteRef:73]  From the vantage point of modernity we might criticize Ralph for thinking that courage was an exclusively masculine  quality, but the words he penned are laudatory and it is clear he meant it to be so.  [73:  Chibnall, The Empress Matilda, p. 194] 
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