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L

ike her grandmother Eleanor of Aquitaine, Blanche of Castile,
queen and regent of France, is among the most famous women of
the Middle Ages. Most medievalists know something of her
biography: born a middle child to the king and queen of Castile in
1188, she was selected by Eleanor to marry Prince Louis of France, a marriage
pro pace between John of England and Philip Augustus of France. From the
age of twelve, Blanche grew up at the French court. She bore her first child
around age seventeen, going on to successfully raise five children to
adulthood, most famously St. Louis IX of France. Blanche’s tenure as queen
was short: Philip Augustus died in 1223, and Louis VIII in 1226, appointing
Blanche as regent upon his deathbed. Until her own death in 1252, Blanche
was deeply involved in French government, co-ruling with her son to the
point that contemporaries and historians since have looked askance, criticizing
her unwillingness to give up power. Blanche maintained a reputation for
severe piety, the “holy root” of a saintly family; she is also famous among
scholars for her promotion of the Cistercian Order through her foundations
of Maubuisson and Lys.
It was through studying those foundations that I first read Élie Berger’s
Blanche de Castille, Reine de France (1895), which until recently had stood as
the fundamental study of Blanche’s life and career. In the intervening century,
French scholars Régine Pernoud and Gerard Sivéry have both contributed
biographies of Blanche, but these have been synthetic, idiosyncratic, and
generally inaccessible, although Pernoud’s Blanche of Castile is in translation.
Lindy Grant has returned to the archives, and scoured the printed sources,
and produced the first truly modern book-length study of this remarkable
medieval woman. Grant’s particularly fluent engagement with material culture
brings to life Blanche, her court, and the political, intellectual and spiritual
atmosphere of thirteenth-century France. Although not overturning Berger,
Grant has moved well beyond his reliable study to much more richly
contextualize Blanche in her world. Grant’s Blanche was wealthy, fond of
luxury, intellectually curious, politically adept and pious. The queen lived in a
world increasingly anxious about the relationship between wealth and
salvation; nearby university men brushed up against heresies with the best of
the pastoreaux; Blanche’s Castilian connections increased her access to and
taste for luxury goods, even as she was vulnerable to accusations of
favouritism towards her Castilian friends and family.
Writing about a subject like Blanche is challenging. While this study is
unapologetically biographical, Grant seeks to both narrate and contextualize
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Blanche’s life. She divides the book in two parts: the first dedicated to a
chronological overview, and the second part more thematic, expanding on
some of the more important features of Blanche’s life (for example, family,
friends, religion, patronage, authority and legitimacy). This organizational
strategy is a mixed success, as the book corrals a massive amount of unwieldy
and interlocking information. There is a large amount of repetition and
redundancy – “inevitable,” Grant claims (18) – but a stronger editorial hand
would have made this book more readable. For example, the discussion of
Louis VIII’s tutor Amaury of Bène, who was forced to burn his books owing
to their neo-Platonic and Aristotelian bent, and his followers’ apocalyptic
views and eventual destruction, makes for fascinating reading and effectively
lends new perspective on Blanche, as well as the intellectual and spiritual
interests and concerns—and dangers—prevalent at the French court. Related
to the Amauricians, the influence of Castilian and Andalusi textual
transmission, concerns about the End Times, the prospects for bodily and
spiritual resurrection all emerge as strong themes in Blanche’s court culture,
religious patronage and approaches to political power. But the information is
repeated, sometimes verbatim, throughout the book, and this happens in a
number of instances. Grant has a light touch with academic prose, a
meandering, almost conversational style, which alternates between the
charming and the challenging.
Grant wishes to present Queen Blanche as a ruler, not as a woman or a
queen “per se”. She is skeptical about some aspects of feminist historiography
and queenship studies, believing them to overstate the case of women’s
passivity and weakness amongst the medieval ruling classes (they have “gone
too far”) (5). Instead, Grant wishes to suggest that many of the ways in which
women’s historians have identified women’s agency were not gendered, but
belonged to all powerful people. In particular, the uses of “soft power” –
persuasion, display, and patronage – were not the sole purview of women.
Furthermore, the types of limitations and problems faced by Blanche (unruly
barons, intransigent children, and finding money) were often shared by men.
The problems Blanche faced and her strategies for coping with them —as
well as the sources of power and authority—were those faced by all rulers,
regardless of gender. I agree! However, Grant seems to have telescoped the
past three decades of historiography, during which time there has been
significant development of the theory and method of studying queens. If this
historiography is lumped together, indeed, “queenship” becomes a very
dissatisfying way to understand Blanche. Grant’s impulse, that elite status and
the power and authority derived from access to the mechanisms of
government were just as important in defining Blanche as her gender, is a
good one.
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This position has interesting implications for the study of queenship
and the question of what it meant to be a queen in the Middle Ages.
Queens—whether queens through marriage or by inheritance, whether queens
consort or queens regent or queens dowager—were not kings. And here, the
difference is sex (or gender). Their female bodies, and the reputations and
legal disabilities of women in medieval society made a difference. Grant does
not dismiss out of hand the gendered aspects of Blanche’s life. She elucidates
carefully how Blanche’s relationship with her husband Louis was a key feature
of the strength of her eventual queenship, and how the fullness of her power
emerged primarily from her role as Louis IX’s mother. Both as wife and
mother Blanche’s position—and access to power—was specifically gendered.
However, in seeking to create an “objective” biography for Blanche, Grant
herself has overstated the case against feminist historiography. The feminist
biography of Blanche remains to be written. Nevertheless, it will be very
difficult for anyone to replace Grant’s compelling portrait of Blanche of
Castile as a ruler.
Iberianists reading this book will be irritated by some small errors; the
useful genealogy implies that Jeanne de Ponthieu was Alfonso X’s mother (it
was Beatriz/Elisabeth of Swabia.) Grant insists on replacing the “fashionable”
Berenguela with the Latin Berengaria (which will prove frustrating to future
researchers). Even more confusing is the insistence on referring to Marie de
Brienne (Empress of Constantinople) as “Mary of Jerusalem”. Marie was the
daughter of Jean de Brienne and Berenguela of León; Mary of Jerusalem was
Jean’s first wife. Perhaps most egregiously, Grant refers to Islamic or Muslim
scholarship, artisans, et cetera in medieval Castile as “Arabic”. Other errors in
the book are minor; it is beautifully produced and the lush illustrations alone
are outstanding.
In sum, a vexing, important book.
MIRIAM SHADIS
Ohio University
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