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Introduction
Before Northumbria



 

 

 

On the Friday after the Feast of the Ascension, the Abbey and community in Weingarten, Germany, celebrate the Blutritt, a ceremony dedicated to Weingarten’s relic of the Holy Blood of Christ. Thousands of people line the streets to watch and then join a procession on horseback led by the der heilige Blutritter, who carries the relic in front of him on a route through the city and the surrounding countryside. Now, of course, those not in Weingarten can see the procession on YouTube.1

Weingarten tradition states that the Weingarten relic of the Holy Blood was given to the abbey in 1094 as part of a bequest from Judith of Flanders and her husband, Welf IV, a German lord whose main residence was three miles from the abbey he had founded in 1056. Since the bequest dates to the year of her death (he lived until 1101), and since she is said to have brought the relic into Bavaria when she married Welf in 1070, the relic is much more strongly associated with Judith than with Welf, and she is given equal or more attention than her husband in most accounts of the abbey’s acquisition of the relic. Every summer, a local teenage girl dresses as Judith to lead the parade during Weingarten’s Welfenfest; a side street in downtown Weingarten is the Judithaweg; Judith even features briefly in an amateurish video game wherein the initial goal is to save a prince from the Welf dungeon.2

Despite these modern re-enactments in parades and online gaming, Judith of Flanders (c.1032–1094) was in some ways an unremarkable eleventh-century female European aristocrat. Her two marriages were political alliances intended to advance the interests of her family. While her first marriage was childless (or at least produced no children noted in the historical record), the two sons from her second marriage inherited their share of their patrimony and enjoyed wealth and status at least equal to their father’s.

Not so typically, however, Judith is discussed in historiography and commemorated in modern culture primarily as a patron of art, literature, and the church rather than as an aristocratic wife and mother.3 During her marriage to Tostig Godwinson, Earl of Northumbria, she commissioned at least four magnificent Gospel Books that are still extant;4 sources describe numerous other treasures and objects that she gave to English churches as part of her devotional practices. Her religious patronage continued after her second marriage, to Welf of Bavaria in 1070. Documents from the archives of Weingarten Abbey list multiple treasures she donated over the course of her life; those documents also credit her for the posthumous gift of the relic of the Holy Blood in 1094.

Two of the most tumultuous political events of the eleventh century helped shape Judith’s adult life: the Norman Conquest and the Investiture Controversy. Through her marriages, she had deeply invested interests in both conflicts. In both, she seems to have ended on the losing side, but her literary and artistic patronage allowed her to overcome any implications of defeat. Even at her politically lowest point—as an exile and then a widow in the late 1060s—Judith used what little wealth she had left to exercise the power of patronage and proclaim status. As patron, she successfully defined herself as pious, wealthy, sophisticated, and educated—largely the way she is remembered today both in religious and community practices at Weingarten and in historical scholarship.

Some of her books and art objects survive; we have descriptions of others. Analysis of these works provides insight into Judith’s life. Further information comes from the unusually high number of contemporary or near-contemporary English and continental documents that include reference to her. A glance at her family tree reveals that she was related by blood and/or marriage to the major figures in northern European politics during the period (see Figure I.1). All of this material provides the basis for this “patronage biography,” a semi-narrative version of Judith’s life told largely through analysis of the works of art she commissioned and the historical documents describing those works. That analysis ultimately shows that Judith consciously and successfully deployed artistic patronage as a cultural strategy in her political and marital maneuvers in the eleventh-century European political theater.

For aspiring biographers of medieval women, Charlotte Newman Goldy and Amy Livingston have most recently discussed issues around lack of sources, especially those that might provide some access to the interior life of the biographical subject.5 As do biographers Kimberly LoPrete and Lois Huneycutt, Goldy and Livingston acknowledge the inherent problematics of constructing biography of only “exceptional” women, those who managed to exert agency and wield power in an overwhelmingly patriarchal society. These “exceptional” subjects tend to include queens or abbesses like Eleanor of Aquitaine or Hildegard of Bingen, medieval women whose names still resonate, if only barely, in mainstream contemporary culture. Judith of Flanders has left a much fainter trace in the historical record than these exceptional subjects—or even than LoPrete’s Adela of Blois or Huneycutt’s Matilda,6 but she is worthy of historiographical interest because of her status as a middling but ambitious aristocrat.7 Much of the biographical work done on medieval women has focused, by necessity, on women who operated at the highest levels of society. Queens, abbesses, countesses, and duchesses who controlled vast amounts of land and other wealth left clearly identifiable marks in the historical record. While Judith probably aspired to such status—each of her husbands had at least a slight chance to become a king—she never achieved it. The narrative of her life thus informs our understanding of the ways that female middle-tier aristocrats could work to raise their own status and that of their husbands and children.
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Figure I.1 The Family Tree of Judith of Flanders. In the interest of clarity, some people are not included (for example, Emma’s sons with Cnut).

Almost all biographies of individual medieval women address the biographical subject’s patronage, usually of religious foundations. Erin Jordan’s dual biography of the sisters Jeanne and Marguerite, successive countesses of Flanders and Hainaut in the thirteenth century, is even titled Women, Power, and Religious Patronage in the Middle Ages.8 Historians examining medieval patronage practices (of men as well as women) routinely conclude (as Jordan puts it) that “Patronage of monastic communities was both public and political, intended to be witnessed and acknowledged by as many people as possible.”9 Religious patronage by secular aristocrats guaranteed burial places, intercessory prayers, and masses for the patrons and their relatives;10 on more secular terms, it solidified alliance with powerful church officials and provided an opportunity for the aristocrat to display generosity and wealth.

Judith’s patronage practices differed significantly from those of the highest-status female patrons, however. Most importantly, she had no direct access to land (in contrast, Jordan exclusively discusses the countesses’ grants of land to various religious institutions in the Low Countries) so she did not found, re-found, endow, or enlarge any monastic houses for men or women. Her gifts were entirely movable goods: relics, books, and liturgical objects. As such, it is possible to glean a sense of Judith’s aesthetic and religious preferences through her selection of gifts to her designated institutions as well as through objects, most especially the extant Gospel books, that she commissioned for herself and her household. Two of the books even include portraits of Judith in their frontispieces, providing a record of how she wished to be portrayed and perceived. As biographical sources, all these movable goods are much more informative about the individual sensibilities of the patron than would be estates or rights granted through charter evidence.

In fact, charter evidence figures hardly at all in this patronage biography. In addition to the four extant manuscripts, sources for Judith’s life include a variety of historical and hagiographical materials from England, Scandinavia, Normandy, and Germany. These source texts tend to focus on events to which Judith was largely peripheral, but at which she was present (or which directly affected the course of her life in some way); only a few focus on her directly, or include episodes in which she is a primary character. Chronicle texts like the anonymous Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, or the Swabian Chronicles of Bernold of St. Blasien and Bertold of Reichenau are standard historical sources in any study; hagiography and encomia are less reputable and therefore require some methodological contextualization. Historians have rightly viewed hagiography as historically suspect, especially since the primary goal of the hagiographer is to emphasize the similarities of the saintly subject to the lives of Christ and other saints. In his discussion of this historiographical suspicion, Sean Gilsdorf has referred to the “pejorative connotations which ‘hagiography’ and ‘hagiographic’ (in the sense of ‘credulous’ or ‘uncritical’) have acquired in modern parlance.”11 However, Gilsdorf argues for the careful use of hagiographic texts for historical information, especially in reference to the cults of local saints who led largely secular lives before embracing the religious life (Gilsdorf’s subjects are Ottonian queens who were culted as local saints soon after their deaths). Similarly, Lois Huneycutt argues for the legitimacy of the Life of St. Margaret as a historical source of information about the future queen Matilda (Margaret’s daughter), since “there is no reason to doubt the accuracy of the incidental details about the domestic life of the family.”12 This study follows Gilsdorf and Huneycutt in its use of hagiographical texts, especially their inclusion of seemingly minor quotidian detail about local, secular historical figures, as methodologically legitimate. For example, the author of The Life of King Edward Who Rests at Westminster probably knew Judith; he definitely knew Judith’s husband, Tostig, and her sister-in-law, Queen Edith. The author of the Vita Oswini knew local stories, and possibly actual local people who had interacted with Tostig and Judith. While the miracles narrated in these texts are indeed historically suspect, the texts’ local detail provides insight into the activities and personalities of the historical figures. The strengths and weaknesses of the individual sources are discussed in detail in the chapters that follow.

As a married female aristocrat, Judith had some limited access to both power and authority. Erin Jordan has built upon Michelle Rosaldo’s distinctions between those two terms in an understanding of medieval women; according to Jordan, authority is “the legitimate right to act,” while power relies on “personal effectiveness” in convincing or forcing others to assist in achievement of one’s goals. The “two terms referred to two very distinct forms of action in the Middle Ages” for both men and women: legal authority did not necessarily ensure power or vice versa. Jordan uses the example of the King of France’s authority over the Count of Flanders in the late twelfth century, although the Count wielded much more power than the King.13 During her adult life, Judith could not claim any authority of her own, relying instead on her role as an extension of her husband’s lordly authority, especially in his absence; her patronage practices reveal that she had enough power to control the wealth needed for those commissions and gifts. In a symbiotic relationship, her patronage practices also enhanced her power and reinforced her authority throughout her adult life as she solidified and attempted to improve her position in the aristocratic hierarchy of northern Europe.


Prologue: Before Northumbria, c.1032–1055

Judith’s parentage was the object of substantial scholarly discussion throughout the twentieth century, although there is now a consensus that her father was Count Baldwin IV of Flanders and her mother was a daughter of Richard II, Duke of Normandy. Her mother’s name may have been Eleanor, and for the sake of clarity I will refer to Judith’s mother as Eleanor throughout.14 Baldwin IV’s first wife was Otgiva of Luxembourg, who died in 1030; she was the mother of his son Baldwin (eventually Count Baldwin V), born c.1012.

Baldwin IV married Eleanor as part of his defense against an uprising led by his son. As David Nicholas puts it, when the younger Baldwin married Adele of France in 1028, “the royal marriage went to the youth’s head, and he led a party of nobles in rebellion” against his father.15 With his first wife, Otgiva, dead, Baldwin IV was free to marry a daughter of the Duke of Normandy and secure an alliance with the Normans; Baldwin IV’s new father-in-law, Richard II, mediated the peace between father and son in 1030 at Oudenaarde.16 Since Baldwin IV died in 1035, we can date Judith’s birth with some confidence to 1031–1036.17

When their father died in 1035, her half-brother, roughly 20 years her senior, became Count Baldwin V. We have no evidence of Judith’s life until 1051, the year of her first marriage; she must have spent the years from 1035 to 1051 under the formal care of her half-brother. George Beech has argued that Eleanor left Flanders soon after Baldwin IV’s death to enter a second marriage with a member of the Aquitanian nobility as part of her father’s strategy “to dissociate his rule and his duchy from its unruly, pagan Scandinavian past and to legitimise his authority through alliances with neighbouring Frankish princes.”18 If Beech is correct, Judith and her niece Matilda (who was practically the same age as Judith) were probably raised together, either at the comital court in Bruges or at a women’s monastic house nearby. Since Eleanor was no longer in Flanders, Adele of France, Matilda’s mother and Countess of Flanders, would have been nominally in charge of the girls. In her analysis of Matilda’s life, Laura Gathagan states that “The Flanders of Mathilda’s childhood was politically cohesive, economically advanced, spiritually vibrant, and a sophisticated center for trade.”19 Both girls thus grew up in a dynamic and enriching environment; whether jointly or not, the girls were also educated, as both were known for their literacy and literary patronage in adulthood. Elisabeth van Houts has noted “tentative evidence for high status women, originating from Flanders, who had some degree of schooling and literacy.”20 Drawing on van Houts’s work, Elizabeth Tyler similarly notes that “Matilda is an example of how the Flemish comital family began to attend to the education of its daughters over the course of the eleventh century.”21 Judith had some degree of Latinity; she was probably fluent in French, Flemish, and English, and possibly Danish as well. Her multilingualism (to borrow Tyler’s term) and her literacy would serve her well in the European marriage market.

In 1957, Hansmartin Decker-Hauff proposed a somewhat outlandish chronology of Judith’s life that included Duke Richard III of Normandy as her father, Adele of France as her mother, and Count Baldwin V of Flanders as her stepfather.22 While Decker-Hauff’s timeline is notably implausible, he does very plausibly place Baldwin V in a paternal role in Judith’s life. Her half-brother acted in the role of an aristocratic father when he arranged her first marriage, in 1051, as part of his strategy of dynastic and political alliances.

The Counts of Flanders ruled a turbulent political environment. Flanders was situated between the Holy Roman Empire and the increasingly powerful Duchy of Normandy; it was only a short channel crossing from England. Flanders was consistently opposed to the English King Edward (r.1042–1066), managing rather than solving the unsettled political and military relationship between England and Flanders. In 1037, soon after Judith’s father’s death, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle mentions the first in a series of aristocratic refugees from England who found asylum in Bruges: Emma of Normandy, who had been married to two Kings of England, Æthelred and Cnut. Throughout the 1040s, Baldwin welcomed to Bruges not only Emma but also her son Harthacanute (in 1040); the twice-widowed sister of King Cnut, Gunnhild (in 1045); Swein Godwinson (in 1046, 1047, and 1049); and the wife of Osgod Clapa (in 1049).23 Also in 1049, the Chronicle informs us, Edward of England allied with Henry the Emperor against Baldwin in a military action;24 the Chronicle does not mention that Henry had been married to Edward’s half-sister, Gunnhild (daughter of Emma and Cnut), so there was dynastic as well as political basis for their alliance.25 Baldwin was thus obviously sympathetic to those who found themselves in a precarious political position in England.

In 1051, when she was between 16 and 20 years old, Judith’s half-brother solidified this political stance even further. He arranged her marriage to Tostig, one of the middle sons of Earl Godwin of Wessex, thus forging an alliance between Flanders and the powerful Godwins, who both supported and coveted the throne of Baldwin’s adversary Edward the Confessor. While no evidence exists to make any judgments about Judith’s relationship with her half-brother, his wife, or his children, it is safe to assume that she was not considered a dynastically important member of Baldwin’s comital family; she was only a much younger half-sibling, a child of an alliance originally formed to resist Baldwin V’s ambitions. Judith’s first marriage should be understood as something of a low-risk investment for Baldwin: should the Godwins succeed in their maneuvers to secure the English throne, Baldwin would have a blood relative in the family; if they failed, having an alliance with the troublesome Godwins certainly would not make his relationship with Edward any worse. Unfortunately, no records survive (if any ever existed) with any information about the marriage agreement, dowry, or other property that may have changed hands as part of the process. As one of Earl Godwin’s middle sons, the bridegroom, Tostig, must have seemed an acceptable but not too important a match to Baldwin, who had just completed negotiations for his own daughter Matilda’s much more politically prominent marriage to William Duke of Normandy, which occurred in 1050 or 1051.26

Despite Judith’s middling status within the Godwin family, however, the family itself was enormously powerful. Her new father-in-law was also the father-in-law of Edward the Confessor, and (after the king) the richest and most powerful man in England. Robin Fleming has argued persuasively that the Godwins, as a group, were actually much wealthier than Edward, thus exacerbating the tensions between the King and his most powerful subject.27 Earl Godwin had risen from the minor aristocracy under King Cnut in the 1020s and 1030s to become the Earl of Wessex, even marrying into Cnut’s extended family to seal his loyalty to the Danish King of England. After Cnut’s death, Godwin was something of a king-maker, and Edward needed Godwin’s support as he solidified his kingship in 1042 and afterwards. Godwin had been at least partly responsible for the murder of Edward’s brother Alfred in 1036, however, so the relationship was always fraught with tension and suspicion on both sides. In 1045, Edward married Godwin’s daughter Edith; also by 1045, Godwin’s oldest son Swein was Earl of the Southwest Midlands, his son Harold was Earl of East Anglia, and his nephew Beorn was Earl of the Southeast Midlands. King Edward was thus surrounded, geographically, socially, and politically, by his powerful in-laws when Judith married into the Godwin family in the spring or summer of 1051.28 Adam of Bremen, writing some 30 years later, remarked that “Godwin’s sons held England in their power, for Edward was contented with life alone and the empty title of king.”29

The dating of Judith and Tostig’s marriage turns on the events of the “Crisis of 1051,” a power struggle between King Edward and Earl Godwin. While both pro- and anti-Godwin versions of the Crisis narrative exist,30 it is clear that both Earl Godwin and King Edward saw the aftermath of an armed skirmish in Dover as a referendum on power and legitimacy in Edward’s kingdom. The Godwins seemed to lose that referendum in August of 1051, when forces of the King and other earls mustered against Godwin; Queen Edith was sent to a nunnery; and much of the family retreated to Bruges (as noted above, the preferred destination for exiles from England in the years leading up to the Norman Conquest). Some historians state that Tostig and Judith were married before the Crisis; others claim that the marriage took place during the exile in Bruges (Frank Barlow even mentions both scenarios, probably because the precise dating of the marriage is not integral to his analysis of the events).31 Consideration of Flemish (rather than English) political strategies, however, makes it clear that the marriage must have taken place before the Crisis of 1051.

One of the important primary sources for the events of Judith’s first marriage is the Vita Ædwardi, a text commissioned by Edith, who was one of Godwin’s daughters, Edward’s queen, and Judith’s sister-in-law. Barlow has argued that the Vita is more of an encomium to the Godwins than a work of hagiography about Edward—the first part is a “historical essay” (Barlow’s term) that presents a pro-Godwin narrative of English history from the early eleventh century to the Conquest, while the second book conforms more closely to the conventions of hagiography.32 Barlow notes that the author of the Vita Ædwardi was a Fleming who knew Edith and Tostig quite well; the author seems to prefer Tostig over Harold, perhaps because that was also Edith’s preference.33 Because of the Vita author’s first-hand knowledge of the Godwin family, the text is a reliable source for family details, if not for its historical objectivity or accuracy. For example, the Vita quite clearly terms Judith the sister (sororem) of Baldwin V rather than his daughter, stepdaughter, or more generic “kin.”34

The Vita Ædwardi states that the skirmish at Dover which precipitated the Crisis of 1051 occurred “during the very marriage celebrations of [Godwin’s] son, Earl Tostig, when he took Judith as wife.”35 Therefore, we can postulate that after a ceremony and (presumably) celebrations in Bruges, the Godwins had returned and were celebrating the marriage in England when Eustace of Boulogne attacked (or was attacked by) the Dover townsmen. As noted above, a marriage into the powerful and wealthy Godwin family before the Crisis of 1051 would have appealed to Baldwin V as something of an insurance policy in his rocky relationship with England; during that crisis, it is doubtful that he would have married his half-sister to a middle son of a currently dispossessed exile.36

Baldwin cannot have been pleased, then, when Judith and many of her in-laws reappeared in Flanders as refugees so soon after the marriage/alliance was formalized. Having cast his lot with the Godwins, however, Baldwin welcomed them to Bruges for the winter of 1051/1052 and allowed Godwin to collect a fleet and an armed troop for the planned (and ultimately successful) return to England. Judith and the other women in the family presumably remained in Bruges until the Godwins had made peace with Edward in mid-August of 1052.37

She remained, however, the wife of a middle son, even after the reinstatement of Godwin lands and titles in 1052. Two deaths helped to improve her position: her father-in-law died in 1053 and Earl Siward of Northumbria died in 1055. In 1055, Tostig became Earl of Northumbria in the subsequent reshuffling of lands and titles.38 Her husband’s promotion thus solidified Judith’s place as one of the most prominent ladies in the country after the queen, her sister-in-law (Tostig’s older brother Harold was not formally married, although he had a common-law or hand-fast wife named Edith, about whom very little is known). As a member of the aristocracy, Tostig must have controlled income-generating lands before 1055, but the earldom brought with it much more substantial income as well as a formal title. In one of King Edward’s charters of 1049, for example, Tostig is termed only nobilis in the witness list, while his father and older brother Harold are termed dux (S 1019); by 1061, Tostig has become dux (S 1034) and also eorl (S 1426).39 It is after 1055, then, that Judith begins to have the political and financial ability to patronize religious institutions and to commission works of art for churches and for herself—to use literacy and patronage as a way to define and assert her status in the years leading up to the Norman Conquest.
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