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Comparative history is very much ‘in’; and with it, Anglo-German
comparisons. This is already the second volume in the highly regard-
ed Mittelalter-Forschungen series to consider the subject, and it joins
a large and growing literature, from Björn Weiler’s now-classic work
on rebellion through to Johanna Dale’s recent study of liturgy and
kingship.1

But if Anglo-German comparison is very much à la mode, queen-
ship has yet to benefit from sustained consideration from this angle.
Pauline Stafford’s pioneering work on Anglo-Saxon queenship may
have been written with a strong sense of the Continental evidence,
but remains firmly anchored in the British Isles. Likewise, Simon
MacLean’s monograph on Ottonian queens draws generously on
material from across the Channel (not least, Stafford’s work), but
similarly shies away from systematic comparison.2 There is, there-
fore, space for a monograph which seeks to draw together these
strands, and it is easy to see why Anne Foerster has sought to do so.
Her chosen period, the years between c.1000 and 1250, saw some of
the most memorable queens in English and German history:
Cunigunde (d. c.1033?), the saintly spouse of Henry II (d. 1024), who
finished her days (probably) at her foundation at Kaufungen; Emma
of Normandy (d. 1052), the wife of the ill-fated Æthelred ‘the
Unready’ (d. 1016), who ditched her sons from her first marriage to
seek fame and fortune at the court of the Danish conqueror Cnut (d.
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1 Björn Weiler, Kingship, Rebellion and Political Culture: England and Germany,
c.1215–c.1250 (Basingstoke, 2007); Johanna Dale, Inauguration and Liturgical
Kingship in the Long Twelfth Century: Male and Female Accession Rituals in
England, France and the Empire (Woodbridge, 2019).
2 Pauline Stafford, Queen Emma and Queen Edith: Queenship and Women’s
Power in Eleventh-Century England (Oxford, 1997); Simon MacLean, Ottonian
Queenship (Oxford, 2017).
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1035); Agnes of Poitou (d. 1077), the regent for Henry IV (d. 1106),
dramatically deprived of her position through the coup of Kaisers -
werth (Staatsstreich von Kaiserswerth) in 1062; Empress Mathilda (d.
1167), the widow of Henry V (d. 1125) who sought to succeed her
father to the English throne; and Eleanor of Aquitaine (d. 1204),
queen of queens, whose political machinations left an indelible mark
on French and English history of the twelfth century.

Yet Foerster does not simply set out to survey the subject of
queenship; as the title announces, this is a book about royal widows,
about the fate of queens after their husbands’ deaths. The theme is
certainly a worthy one. Unlike kings, queens were defined largely by
their relationships with others—above all, their husbands and sons—
and, as a consequence, there were many different kinds of queen
(sometimes simultaneously): queen mothers, consorts, and dowa-
gers. All of these tended to go by the same designation, and compe-
tition between queens (and empresses) was by no means uncommon.
Foerster’s central question is how, or to what extent, queens man-
aged to retain their regality (königlicher Status) in widowhood. After
a brief introductory survey (part I), she first considers what made a
queen royal in the first place (part II): character traits and responsi-
bilities, such as care for royal children and dynastic liturgical com-
memoration; marriage and consecration, marking the transition
between noblewoman and queen; and the gendered quality of queen-
ly authority. What emerges, not surprisingly, is the febrile nature of
the office; even more than that of king, this depended on the indi-
vidual and context. This is doubly true of royal widows, who come
into sharper focus in the remaining sections. 

The bulk of the analysis here is divided into three parts. The first
(part III), on ‘imagining royal widows’ (‘Herrscherwitwen vor -
stellen’), examines how the various roles of royal widows were repre-
sented by contemporary observers (above all, historical writers). Here
we receive a crash course in the many guises of dowager queens,
from representatives of the old regime, to regents for their young
sons, to re-married noblewomen (or indeed queens, as in the case of
Eleanor of Aquitaine), to chaste ascetics, living out their days in
prayer. We also find out about the common accusations of sexual
impropriety made against royal widows, especially those who played
an active part in politics (one of the many reasons why an ascetic life
was sometimes more attractive). Perhaps most interesting from a
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comparative angle is the consideration of the titles accorded to royal
widows in historical writing, which sets the scene for the more thor-
ough consideration of queenly charters, seals, and correspondence
which follows (part IV). The latter texts furnish insights into how
widows sought to present themselves, and how others responded to
their claims. Almost all continued to bear their royal title to the end
of their days, but there are signs that (for varying reasons) it became
more common to call them ‘onetime queen’ (quondam regina) in the
thirteenth century, particularly in Germany. 

The final analytical section (part V), ‘Acting royally’ (‘Königlich
handeln’), takes us to the heart of the subject: how, if at all, queens
were able to maintain their status after their husbands’ deaths. Here
Foerster rightly notes that much hinged on context. If there was a
power vacuum—because of a succession crisis (as with Cunigunde in
1024 or Empress Mathilda in England in 1135), or the accession of a
minor (as with Agnes in 1056)—it was much easier for queens to
maintain or enhance their position at court. If not, the options avail-
able were more limited, and the limitations became even greater if
the next king was not their own son. Foerster also considers the
resources that helped queens in their endeavours. She divides these
into material wealth (economic capital), personal relationships (social
capital), and knowledge and experience (cultural capital), with a
clear nod to the sociological models of Pierre Bourdieu. Together
these helped constitute the ‘social magic’ (soziale Magie) which main-
tained queenly status.

As should be clear, there is much of interest in this monograph. It
brings together the experiences of a wide range of royal widows,
examining how different sources and contexts shed light on analo-
gous phenomena. Nevertheless, it is hard not to feel that this is a
missed opportunity. Though framed as a comparative study, there is
actually surprisingly little comparison on offer. Early on, Foerster
flags up the different administrative and economic contexts in which
English and German queens (and kings) operated, and she likewise
points to different shifts in titulature in the thirteenth century. But for
the most part, English and German experiences are just amalgamat-
ed. Comparative history should be about testing theories, pointing
towards overlooked similarities, and identifying unexpected differ-
ences; here the impression created is simply of monotonous similari-
ty. In this respect, it is disappointing to see so little mention of previ-
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ous forays into Anglo-German comparison, particularly those of Karl
Leyser and Björn Weiler, which might have shown the way.3

More worrying still are the signs that Foerster is not at home with
the relevant sources, which are often cited through the secondary lit-
erature, leading to various distortions and misrepresentations. Thus
Foerster writes of how ‘in countless charters’ (‘in zahlreichen Ur -
kunden’) Cunigunde is addressed by a formulation from Genesis 2:24
(p. 175), an observation drawn from earlier work by Stefan Weinfurter
and Ingrid Baumgärtner. Yet when one examines the charters them-
selves, one quickly realizes that only one of these quotes Genesis 2:24
(erunt duo in carne uno) while the rest cite a related (but distinct) line
from Acts 4:32 (erat cor unum et anima una). This may seem like a
rather pedantic point, but the results become more serious when, for
example, Foerster speaks of writs of King Edgar (d. 975) in which his
wife Ælfthryth is styled regina (p. 148). As every good Anglo-Saxonist
will tell you, the writ charter is first firmly attested almost a century
later, in the reign of Edgar’s grandson, Edward the Confessor; more-
over, these were always written in the Old English vernacular, where
we would expect cwen. Most intriguingly, when the inquisitive read-
er chases up Foerster’s reference to Pauline Stafford here, s/he finds
that this points to an imaginary p. 63 of an article spanning pp. 3–27.
Nor are these errors isolated. To take but two further examples, the
largest number of authentic Anglo-Saxon charters does not come
from the reign of Edward the Confessor (p. 25), while Swein Fork -
beard certainly did not invade England with his son Cnut in 1016,
two years after his own death (p. 149).

In the end, this book makes a Janus-like impression. It demon-
strates the potential for sustained comparison between English and
German queens and widows of the high Middle Ages, but also points
to the pitfalls that await scholars who attempt this superficially. This
is a start, but we will have to wait for more grounded and systemat-
ic work before we can make meaningful assertions about the relative
position of royal widows in the two realms.
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7–10; Björn Weiler, ‘The King as Judge: Henry II and Frederick Barbarossa as
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115–40.



LEVI ROACH is Associate Professor of Medieval History at the Uni -
versity of Exeter. He is the author of Kingship and Consent in Later
Anglo-Saxon England, 871–978 (2013) and Æthelred the Unready (2016).
His next book, Forging Memory in an Age of Iron: False Records and
Historical Consciousness around the Year 1000 is forthcoming with
Princeton University Press.

51

ROYAL WIDOWS


