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Above is the funerary plaque of Geoffrey Plantagenet, aka Geoffrey de Anjou, aka Geoffrey le Bel hereinafter “Geoffrey” (1113-1151).   The plaque is enamel on gilt copper and 63 x 33 cm. The image can be found in many places, but I first encountered it in Catherine Hanley’s work on Matilda the mother of Henry II and some would say warrior in her own right[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Catherine Hanley Matilda Empress Queen Warrior, Yale University Press New   Haven and London 2019, plate 7.] 

The technique employed is called “Champlevé”. Byzantine craftsmen perfected a technique used by the Romans, the engraver creates three-dimensional pockets cavities in a metal base and the enameller deposits a glass paste or “flow”.  Most of the existent enamels known today date from the 9th to the 12th century. Champlevé requires an engraver and an enameller.  The engraver creates dimensional cavities on a plate to allow the enameller to deposit different enamels. Once deposited the walls of the compartments are chiseled to create the effect of three dimensions with an engraving made of trompe l’oeil. Requiring a great mastery of control over the pressure exerted by the chisel and an extremely fluid gesture this would require very specialized craftsmen.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘ENAMEL – Donze Cadrans’. [n.d.]. <https://donze-cadrans.com/enamel/> [accessed 2 December 2021]] 

[bookmark: _Hlk88133272]The plaque first hung above his final resting place in the nave of Cathédrale Saint-Julien in Le Mans.[footnoteRef:3]  It now hangs in the Ville Du Mans Musee in Le mans, France.[footnoteRef:4]  As you can see even in the image above it shows brilliant blue and green enameling throughout.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Pastoureau, Michel: The Use of Heraldry in Limousin Enamels John P. Oneill editors Enamels of Limoges, 1100-1350 New York 1996 The Metropolitan Museum of Art.]  [4:  	 L’émail Plantagenêt’. [n.d.]. Ville du Mans <https://www.lemans.fr/dynamique/des-idees-de-visite/les-musees/le-musee-jean-claude-boulard-carre-plantagenet/les-collections-du-carre-plantagenet/lemail-plantagenet/> [accessed 23 November 2021], Per Chargée d'accueil]  [5:       Stothard, C. A. (Charles Alfred). 1817. The Monumental Effigies of Great Britain; Selected from Our Cathedrals and Churches for the Purpose of Bringing Together, and Preserving Correct Representations of the Best Historical Illustrations Extant, from the Norman Conquest to the Reign of Henry the Eighth (London, Printed by J. M’Creery for the author, and to be had of him, John Murray, and all booksellers) <http://archive.org/details/gri_33125012251795> [accessed 1 December 2021 p 8, 79
] 

It is attributed by the museum to the work of an Angevin workshop or a “manceau” (original inhabitant of Le Mans) who employed the champleve technique.  A Latin inscription along the top of the plaque pays tribute to Geoffrey as “the Prince and protector of the Church.”[footnoteRef:6]  A simple definition of the Art form is “a technique of decorating metal in which areas that have been hollowed out, as by incising, are filled with colored enamel and fired.”[footnoteRef:7] [6:      ‘Champlevé | Enamelware | Britannica’. [n.d.]. <https://www.britannica.com/art/champleve> [accessed 18 November 2021], ‘L’émail Plantagenêt’ Ville du Mans ]  [7:  The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 5th Edition.] 


In the summer of 1151 Geoffrey and his son Henry travelled to Paris for a politically successful meeting with King Louis VII then headed south but never made it home, Geoffrey falling ill with fever and expiring 7 September.  His body was transported to Le Mans for burial.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Hanley, p.207] 

“Geoffrey was buried in the most holy church of Saint-Julien at Le Mans, in a most noble tomb which the righteous bishop, William of pious fame, had built fittingly. Such a venerable likeness of the count was fashioned there, suitably ornamented with gold and precious stones, that it seemed to express their doom for the proud and grace to the humble. At the altar of the crucifix, at which the dead man lay, a chaplain was appointed by the bishop with a stipend in perpetuity, who each day offered the sacrifice to God for the count’s sake, so that the holy and merciful Lord might deign to have mercy on the count’s wretchedness. He who lives and reigns eternally.”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:         John of Marnoutier, Historia Gaufredi ducis Normannorum et comitis Andegavorum, Elizabeth Hallam The Plantagenet Chronicles, Mcmilliam Publishers LTD p 12,16] 

To understand this image, we must examine Geoffrey’s societal position.  Geoffrey was the son and heir of Count Fulk V of Anjou (King of Jerusalem) and Eremburga de La Flèche, Countess of Maine, he was the second husband of Empress Matilda who was the daughter of King Henry I of England.  He was Count of Anjou, Touraine, and Maine and the Duke of Normandy and the father of King Henry II of England (and subsequent sons Geoffrey and William).[footnoteRef:10]  He was married to Mathilda in Cathédrale Saint-Julien where his son Henry would later be baptized and where, as noted above, he would be interred. [10:  W.L. Warren, Henry II, (University of California Press Berkley 1973) p11, Jeffery Anderson. The Angevin Dynasties of Europe 900-1500, (Crowood Press Ltd Wiltshire 2019) p. 9] 

Henry I married his daughter, widowed Empress Matilda, to Geoffrey to cement relations with Anjou, garnering continental support. The age mismatched couple was notoriously unhappy and Geoffrey unfaithful.  Matilda used Geoffrey but saved the spotlight for herself and her heir the future Henry II.  The intricacies of the marriage, its flaws and political implications are for another inquiry but are mentioned here to highlight why Geoffrey, in death, was honored by this artwork in Le Mans and not England despite his crucial ties there.[footnoteRef:11]  In addition, the sentiment of the English nobility against continental influence relegated the death and remembrance of Geoffrey to his hometown of Le Mans.  Indeed, they would have blocked Geoffrey’s marriage to Matilda if they had not seen this teenager as malleable, bringing strategic advantages but little threat of aspirations to the throne for himself.[footnoteRef:12]  His position always remained unclarified.[footnoteRef:13] Orderic Vitalis goes out of his way to belittle Geoffrey.[footnoteRef:14] Geoffrey cedes Normandy to his son Henry prior to his death.  He dies in 1151 but Normandy goes to Henry in 1150.[footnoteRef:15] [11:       Bachrach, Bernard S. 1978. ‘The Idea of the Angevin Empire’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, p. 294]  [12:  Anderson, p. 72]  [13:  Marjorie Chibnall The Normans, (Blackwell Publishers 2000) p.62]  [14:  Mark Hagger Norman Rule in Normandy 911-1144, (The Boydell Press 2017) p.335]  [15:  Matthew Strickland On the Instruction of a Prince: The Upbringing of Henry, the Young King The Boydell Press Woodbridge 2007 p. 210] 

Speculation exists that Geoffrey captured the Duchy of Normandy not so much for himself but for his son Henry.[footnoteRef:16]  Geoffrey was a warrior with extensive siege and battle experience.[footnoteRef:17]  His successes allowed Henry II to be ruler of England and much of what is now western France: Anjou, Maine, and Normandy (Eleanor of course bringing wealthy Aquitaine).  Truly impressive but not possible without Geoffrey.  “While the empire lasted, its rulers were the richest and strongest in Christendom”[footnoteRef:18]  Yet history has been rather silent on Geoffrey’s contributions. [16:  Mark E. Blincoe Political identity and the Succession of Henry II, Haskins Society Journal 31 Studies in Medieval History, (Boydell Press Woodbridge 2020), p165, 170-171]  [17:  John D. Hosler, Henry II, A Medieval Soldier at War, 1147-1189, History of Warfare Vol. 44, (2007) p 133,183]  [18:  Hollister, C. Warren, and Thomas K. Keefe. 1973. ‘The Making of the Angevin     Empire’, Journal of British Studies, : pp. 1–25 ] 

This provides answers as to why the plaque in the image is in Le Mans.  Why the Cathedrale Saint-Julian? Saint Julian, arriving in the fourth century, preached to the local Cenomani people converting them to Christianity. His miracles ending drought and healing the sick made him a pivotal founding figure of the Church in Le Mans.  The Cathedrale in all its iterations exists in his honor.  His body relics are gone but his head remains at the Cathedrale.[footnoteRef:19]  He was interred in this prestigious place because, despite the English nobility’s lack of respect for Geoffrey as he was a “mere” Count of Anjou, those on the continent thought highly of him.[footnoteRef:20] [19:      ‘Patron Saints Index: Saint Julian of Le Mans’. 2006. <https://web.archive.org/web/20060614004613/http://catholic-forum.com/saints/saintjdg.htm> [accessed 26 November 2021], Rev. Alban Butler
The Lives of the Saints, Vol.1, Tan Books North Carolina1955]  [20:  The Church Historians of England.: Translated from the Original Latin, with a Pref. and Notes by Joseph Stevenson. (Seeleys 1853)
] 

Insofar as this is about a depiction of Geoffrey his physical appearance is of importance. This man was quite adept in arms, and, so to speak, most wise in his simplicity; generous to all, noble of build, with a beautiful and ruddy face, lean and sinewy body, flashing eyes. [footnoteRef:21]  Thus, the moniker le Bel.  We see in the image of his funerary plaque that he was fair of face and tall and straight in body all evident though there is some damage to the face. [21:  John of Marmoutier, Historia Gaufredi ducis Normannorum et comitis Andegavorum, in Chroniques des comtes d'Anjou et des seigneurs d'Amboise, ed. L. Halphen & R. Poupardin (Paris, 1913)
] 

Details in the image include a longsword in his right-hand denoting masculinity, leadership and skill at war. “Swords generally appear as symbols of strength and power – but they can also represent royal or political authority (for example, King Arthur’s Excalibur), fidelity, liberty and religious piety.” [footnoteRef:22] [22:        Jennifer Llewellyn, Steve Thompson, Michael McConnell ‘Glossary of Symbols’. 2014. Alpha History <https://alphahistory.com/glossary-historical-symbols/> [accessed 20 November 2021]
] 

Geoffrey is clothed luxuriously befitting a man of his status.  Palaces above his head and rich decorative detail add to the message that he is indeed a very important man.  It is intended that he be remembered that way.  Fine shoes were for the wealthy.
In his left hand he holds a copper affixed kite shield emblazoned with four lions, a foreshadowing of the heraldic symbols that his descendants would employ upon their standards.[footnoteRef:23]  This may be one of the first depictions of what would become the highly recognizable heraldry of the future Kings of England: the Plantagenet line. [23:      Webley, Robert. 2017. ‘Copper-Alloy and Shield Mounts from the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’, The Coat of Arms <https://www.academia.edu/36797826>
] 

“The evolution of true heraldry, i.e., “the systematic use of hereditary devices centered on the shield”, has been successfully traced back to the second quarter of the twelfth century through the study of armorial seals affixed to dated documents. This early history may be summarized as follows.  There is clear evidence of heraldry is in John of Marmoutier’s chronicle, Historia Gaufredi, ducis Normannorum et comitìs Andegavorum, dated about 1170 which mentions golden lioncels on Geoffrey Plantagenet’s shield and slippers at his knighting in 1127.”[footnoteRef:24]  It is unknown why the artists left the lions off the slippers. [24:  Gerard J.Brault, The Coat of Arms no 61 January 1965. Brooke-Little, J. P. [ed. 1965. The Coat of Arms. Volume VIII. No. 61. January 1965, First Edition (London: The Heraldry Society)] 

Knighted by Henry I when just 14 years old; Whitsunday 10 June 1128 a magnificent ceremony took place with the teenager being girded with a sword forged by Wayland the Smith. [footnoteRef:25] This legendary Germanic smith (aka Weyland) famously turned his enemies’ skulls into drinking cups. [footnoteRef:26] The lions on the shield tie his image to that knighting, that honor and link to the Kings of England, honor perhaps overlooked in the frenzy around Matilda, the end of the Anarchy and accession of Henry II. [25:  John Gillingham, The Angevin Empire, Oxford University Press New York 2001 p. 9]  [26:  Anderson, p. 70] 

“The color of the lions on Geoffroy's shield is rather dark now, because they were made with an émail brun (dark brown enamel made from baked linseed oil) and the lines depicting the hair of the lions were enhanced with gold now mostly gone. The color of the shield, however, is clearly blue. The lining of his mantle, interestingly, is heraldic vair. Notice that the armorial elements are repeated on the conical helmet he wears.” [footnoteRef:27] [27:       ‘The Enamel Plaque of Geoffroy Plantagenêt (Le Mans)’. [n.d.]. <https://www.heraldica.org/topics/le-mans.htm> [accessed 23 November 2021]] 

Geoffrey is not portrayed in the kingly, warrior fashion sitting on a throne or on horseback but standing. Matthew Strickland sees Geoffrey in this fine enameled plaque “depicted not as a mounted warrior but as a prince and defender of the Church, armed with the sword of justice”.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Matthew Strickland Henry the Young King 1155-1183, Yale University Press New Haven and New London 2016 p59] 

Missing in this image is the sprig in his hair that gave rise to the name Plantagenet.  John Gillingham tells us “…although Henry II’s father Count Geoffrey was known as Plantagenet it was not until the fifteenth century that this term came to be used as a family name, and for the story that the name came from a sprig of broom (Planta genista) that he liked to wear in his hat to be put into writing we have to wait until the nineteenth century”. [footnoteRef:29]  Either that moniker was not as widely used in referring to him as is thought or a funeral piece was deemed too solemn for a casual image of a sprig in his hair.  Another theory is more ribald in suggesting that the name refers to “hairy stalk” and is an allusion to Geoffrey’s male potency.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Gillingham, p. 3]  [30:  Anderson. p. 69] 

His headpiece, a Phrygian shaped cap, is emblazoned with yet another lion bringing the total to five.
Geoffrey died suddenly, age 38.  An unexpected death might mean that the funerary plaque was added some considerable time after his funeral.  Geoffrey made a controversial will leaving Anjou to his other son Geoffrey if Henry came to rule England.[footnoteRef:31]  Given the family complexity a will was warranted but a funerary plaque may not have been on his mind.  It remains unknown if Matilda commissioned it. [31:       Keefe, Thomas K. 1974. ‘Geoffrey Plantagenet’s Will and the Angevin Succession’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 1974 pp.  266–74 
] 


The growth of enamel art was due in part to the growth of the ecclesiastical community.  Production was cheaper than gold but could be gilt and beautiful, a natural choice for funeral art and reliquaries, commercially beneficial but seen as a work of piety, a glory to God.  There was a history in the area of gold working but no local copper, and it remains unknown the details of the sourcing of this necessary component of the art which remained important to the Plantagenets who maintained a less English and a more continental identity such as Eleanor of Aquitaine and her son Richard I. [footnoteRef:32]   [32:  Bernadette Barriere, Limousin and Limoges in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Century John P. Oneill editors Enamels of Limoges, 1100-1350 New York 1996 The Metropolitan Museum of Art. PP 24-27
] 

The plaque survived at the Cathedrale Saint-Julian until damaged by Protestants in 1562 when probably the damage to Geoffrey’s face occurred.  Thereafter hidden by an art collector through the 1789 revolution finally entering the Museum in 1816.[footnoteRef:33]  The secret life of this piece while tantalizing may never be known.  Other examples of enamel work reminiscent of Geoffrey’s funeral plaque include the reliquary of Becket (Limoges circa1180)[footnoteRef:34] and an altar piece of Henry II.[footnoteRef:35] [33:     ‘L’émail Plantagenêt’. Ville du Mans ]  [34:     ‘Ashmolean Museum: British Archaeology Collections - Reliquary Casket of St. Thomas Becket’. [n.d.]. <https://britisharchaeology.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/highlights/becket-reliquary.html> [accessed 24 November 2021]  [35: Hallam p.87] 

This image importantly preserves and honors the memory of a native son of Le Mans, a great ruler and warrior in his own right, shining in copper and gilt and not in anyone’s shadow.  It gives a face and a form to this man.  We can never meet Geoffrey; we can never meet anyone we study.  The descriptions by historians, like the physical representations in paint and stone and enamel are rife with pandering, flattering and even propaganda.  Yet we have a human desire to picture these individuals who so populate our mental landscape.  In a modern world drenched in imagery one cannot imagine the impact of this single image on the 12th Century viewer, a point of education, a romantic and emotional link to the past, a veneration of a great man of the city of Le Mans.  It brings us if not actual knowledge of a person, some familiar feeling, a warmth to our studies, and in some small way allows them to live again.
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