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Eleanor of Aquitaine: Queen and Legend
D.D.R. Owen[footnoteRef:1] [1:  D.D.R. Owen, Eleanor of Aquitaine: Queen & Legend, Blackwell (1993).] 



If only the stone effigy of Eleanor could speak! This is the premise that the author presents us with in the introduction to his book on Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine, an atmospheric evocation that highlights the difficulty for historians of both revealing and evaluating often long-lost facts about the past, and the role people such as Eleanor of Aquitaine played in it. Yet, Owen also warns us that should Eleanor by some miracle be resurrected and asked for her memories, the historian must beware and, be aware, that such memories are not necessarily the “truth”. Memory and identity, and actions and reactions, are, Owen claims, unreliable, and thus the book seeks to evaluate how far Eleanor herself may have been unwittingly shaped by the roles that others, and literature in particular, sought to impose upon her. 
D.D.R. Owen, Emeritus Professor of French at the University of St Andrew’s, Scotland, was renowned for his expertise in Medieval literature and in particular his translations of Chrétien de Troyes and, the Chanson de Roland.[footnoteRef:2]  Although since the publication of this biography in 1993 there have been several further biographies of Eleanor of Aquitaine, Owen’s aim of reconstructing Eleanor’s life by teasing out the real Eleanor from the densely woven portrayal of the legendary figure as depicted in courtly romances, was a refreshing enterprise in the world of historical biographies.[footnoteRef:3] Owen draws attention to previous studies where the aim of reconstructing Eleanor’s life from facts mined from contemporary sources needs, in his opinion, to be tempered by the realization that those very same sources were not unbiased judgements and that opinions and fictions were unavoidable in an age when truth and fabrication, and plain fact and inventions, were interchangeable for writers of popular literature. Owen seeks to strip away the inventions to reveal the “true” figure of Eleanor, the essence of the real woman rather than the stylized figure of legend.  [2:  Chretien de Troyes (author) and D.D.R. Owen (trans.), Arthurian Romances: Everyman’s Library No. 1698, (J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1975). Chanson de Roland, D.D.R. Owen (trans.), Classics of the Medieval World Series, (Boydell & Brewer, 1990). ]  [3:  Several more recent biographies of Eleanor of Aquitaine include Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Life (2001) and Eleanor of Aquitaine: By the Wrath of God, Queen of England (2008) both by Alison Weir, Eleanor of Aquitaine by Marion Meade (2001),  Eleanor of Aquitaine: Lord and Lady – The New Middle Ages by B. Wheeler (2008), Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Life from Beginning to End (2018),  Eleanor of Aquitaine: Queen of France and England, Mother of Empires by Sara Cockerill (2022), and more recently Eleanor of Aquitaine: Woman, Queen and Legend by Lindy Grant (2025).] 

Owen spreads his presentation of Eleanor over five chapters, beginning with her lineage, comprising an appraisal of family bonds that Owen feels shaped her identity. Rather than a simple rendition of the facts of her life, chapter two concentrates on the literary reactions to those facts and how these inevitably shaped both contemporary and modern perceptions of Eleanor.[footnoteRef:4] The third chapter deals with Eleanor’s earlier biographers, dealing with both the positive and increasingly negative accounts of her life, warning that ‘gossipy’ chroniclers, such as Gerald of Wales, were apt to heavily influence reactions to Eleanor.[footnoteRef:5] Owen targets the Church, in particular, quoting contemporary ecclesiastical sources, that sought to tarnish her character, and then moves on to portrayals given by chroniclers detailing alleged infidelity with her uncle. A much longer section is devoted to the vilification of Eleanor surrounding her treatment of her husband Henry’s mistress, Rosamond, which Owen explores in depth through the medium of sensationist chronicles, poetry of courtly love and other medieval romance literature. The key word here is ‘legend’ as Owen stresses the propensity for deformation of mostly orally transmitted historical evidence which echoes down through the centuries, skewing our perception of Eleanor, and allegedly based on nothing more than hearsay. Chapter four is the culmination of Owen’s stated aim, to uncover the ‘real’ Eleanor from gendered, written courtly literature.[footnoteRef:6] Reconstructing Eleanor from portrayals in courtly romance is a difficult task, but it is one in which Owen perhaps falls into the trap of doing exactly what he has accused contemporary literature of doing, namely presenting a too idealized version of Eleanor, based simply on literary evidence. [4:  Owen uses an apposite turn of phrase in stating that regarding the facts “others have dealt comprehensively with the complex tapestry [of her life]”, highlighting the importance of woven tapestries to depict stories and myths in medieval times. Introduction, p.2.]  [5:  ‘Historical truth in the Middle Ages was a perishable commodity, apt to degenerate with time’. p. 103.]  [6:  Owen justifies this claiming that ‘beneath its surface narratives and conceits…, medieval literature embraced to a greater or lesser extent, contemporary reality’. p. 164.] 

The final chapter is a summary of how Owen presents a ‘composite picture’ of Eleanor, yet there is a feeling that although the approach to uncovering the historical Eleanor through revealing her covert presence in literary sources is indeed a novel one, the lack of reference to other, more reliable sources, such as charters issued by Eleanor, which give a political and social background to her life, may leave the reader feeling that there are gaps in her portrayal that appraisal of literary sources simply cannot fill. 
The opening pages of the book contain a map of Plantagenet and French dominions which help to locate the biography of Eleanor’s life and times spatially and allow readers to orientate themselves in the constantly shifting and complicated territorial ambitions of the main players throughout her life. A family tree of Eleanor’s ancestry is also handy in tracing familial influences that were decisive in shaping Eleanor’s character, whether directly or by association. Fifteen black and white plates are interspersed throughout the text, that range from artefacts, illustrations in contemporary works, architecture, and a modern-day photograph of the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey. Although interesting, they neither add anything significant nor detract from the actual text. The third chapter entitled ‘Legend” contains a variety of quoted source material, ranging from contemporary prose accounts, extracts from accounts given by later chroniclers and antiquarians to ballads and poetry composed over later centuries. This is an excellent way of illustrating the way Eleanor’s reputation was subject not only to distortion and manipulation over time, but also to the creation of Eleanor as a legend. A chronology at the end of the book allows for the events in the book to be placed in a temporal framework, and brief notes for each chapter supplement the main text. Owen also provides a bibliography but there are two surprising omissions, namely the works of two well-known French medievalists, Perroud, and Lejeune, both of whom had written scholarly works on Eleanor of Aquitaine.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Rita Lejeune’s article ‘Rôle littéraire de la famille d’Aliénor d’Aquitaine’, (1958), doi: 103406/ccmed.1958.1058.
Regine Perroud, Aliénor d’Aquitaine (1965).] 

Despite later biographies of Eleanor of Aquitaine, Owen’s biography remains a seminal work which skillfully uses literary analysis to chart how the historical narrative of Eleanor’s life has unfolded over the centuries through literary depictions. If one is looking for Eleanor in a more social or political context, then be aware that this is not the aim of Owen’s biography which seeks to place her within the intellectual milieu of her time, as patroness of literature and art. 
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