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On Thursday 17 May 1257, Sanchia of Provence was crowned as Regina Romanorum 

(Queen of the Romans) by Konrad von Hochstaden, the Archbishop of Köln, in a 

glittering coronation ceremony performed in the cathedral of Aachen in Germany.1 

Seated on Charlemagne’s throne alongside her was Richard of Cornwall, her English 

husband, the newly anointed Rex Romanorum,2 whose contested election to the German 

kingship had been conducted at Frankfurt am Main the previous January.3 For more 

than four years Sanchia reigned over her kingdom before her death, aged no more than 

thirty-three years, at her dower castle of Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire on Wednesday 9 

November 1261.4 Countess of Cornwall too for almost eighteen years, her wedding at 

Westminster Abbey on 23 November 1243 had been a sumptuous affair that excited 

widespread comment in the works of contemporary chroniclers.5 Through Richard’s 

royal birth, enormous wealth, and preeminent position at the English court, she was 

immediately positioned at the very centre of contemporary society.6 Sanchia herself 

though was no mere arriviste and through her own excellent family ties she drew her 

new English husband into a trans-European kinship network whose extensive 

diplomatic connections were in time fully mobilised by her in support of her spouse’s 

regal ambitions.7 Raymond-Bérengar V, her father, was Count of Provence and a 

grandson of King Alfonso II of Aragon. Catalan by birth, he was likewise descended 

from the Counts of Barcelona.8 Just as illustrious was the lineage of her mother Béatrix 

of Savoy. The only daughter of Count Thomas of Savoy, her maternal ancestry included 
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the Counts of Geneva.9 Through Sanchia’s two elder sisters, Marguerite and Eleanor, 

she was also respectively the sister-in-law of King Louis IX of France and King Henry 

III of England.10 

 Yet very little is known of her life as either Countess of Cornwall or Regina 

Romanorum. Sanchia’s appearances in the historical record are rare and fleeting: in the 

patent and close rolls of the chancery, for example, she occurs just ten and four times 

respectively.11 There is no extant copy of her will, although it is known that she had 

bequeathed £100 to Cirencester Abbey.12 Even Sanchia’s marriage in 1243, which was 

probably the most widely recorded event of her life, has only been considered both by 

contemporary commentators and modern scholars in terms of how it affected the lives 

of others, especially her husband and her sister, rather than focusing on its significance 

for Sanchia herself.13 But there is still enough fragmentary evidence surviving which, if 

treated carefully, can help draw the veil from this queen in the shadows, enabling at the 

very least a partial scholarly assessment of how she interpreted the formal role expected 

of her and personally performed it in practice. This article, which constitutes the first 

academic examination of her life, will therefore reconstruct Sanchia’s experiences and 

actions as both countess and queen through an analysis of the structures that shaped her 

life and her role therein. Adopting such an approach for a biographical study, as 

advocated most notably by Pauline Stafford, amplifies the ways in which the ‘limited 

sources available’ to a historian of the Middle Ages can be read and interpreted.14 Only 

through a detailed consideration of the biblically inspired imagery associated with 

medieval queens and noblewomen, such as Mary Queen of Heaven, together with the 

models of behaviour with which these high status women were expected to conform, 

like the mistress of the household and as agents of diplomacy, can Sanchia’s life and the 

choices that she made be understood in their entirety.15  
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The sources upon which this study is based encompass an assortment of 

surviving administrative, chronicle, and epistolary material. Governmental records, 

most notably the patent and close rolls, contain occasional enrolments either addressed 

to Sanchia directly or make passing reference to her within their overall content. She 

also features in the formal proceedings of the royal law courts, as both a litigant and 

incidentally as a third party.16 Contemporary chronicles similarly contain numerous 

direct references to Sanchia herself or to specific events in which she was personally 

involved. Several English annals, such as those compiled at Dunstable and Waverley, 

offer brief descriptions of her marriage, coronation, death, and/or burial.17 Others 

composed on the Continent, most especially in Germany, also contain minimalist 

accounts of the coronation ceremony.18 But the most detailed narratives are those found 

in the famous St Alban’s chronicler Matthew Paris’s Chronica Majora and in the 

history written by Thomas Wykes at Osney Abbey in Oxfordshire.19 Paris sourced his 

information directly from Richard of Cornwall and perhaps Sanchia herself, both of 

whom he knew personally, while Wykes’s informants probably included Richard’s 

long-serving treasurer Philip of Eye.20 Sanchia’s own correspondence also offers 

scholars a tantalising insight into both her public life and her own personal networks. 

Just one personal letter addressed to her, namely that composed by the Franciscan 

theologian Adam Marsh, is known to have survived.21 Similarly, only one of her 

epistles, that written from Germany following her coronation in 1257 to the Prior of 

Wallingford, has currently been identified.22 

 

Wife and Mother 

In thirteenth-century England, the higher nobility largely derived its power, influence, 

and wealth from its landed estates. Male members of this elite group were thus accorded 
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a prominent position in the king’s council and governance of his realm, leadership in his 

military campaigns and representing the monarch on diplomatic missions. For their 

womenfolk, however, alongside the primary role to provide the proverbial heir and a 

spare to ensure the continuity of the husband’s bloodline was also an obligation to 

promote the ‘well-being and prestige’ of the marital family.23 Active participation in 

rituals, ceremonies, gift-giving, and conspicuous consumption was expected of royal 

and noble wives, whose knowledge of courtly manners and household management had 

been instilled in them from an early age.24 High status women, empowered by the cult 

of the Virgin Mary and its attendant symbolism, embraced the role of female 

intercessor, softening the hearts of their husbands, fathers, and brothers through a 

ritualistic display of humility and appeals for mercy.25 Noblewomen often mediated in 

family feuds and legal disputes, another form of female intercession that utilised 

informal diplomacy to resolve conflict and promote reconciliation.26 Offering 

patronage, whether ecclesiastical or cultural in nature, was also viewed as an important 

facet of a lady’s prestige that would in turn help enhance her family’s overall 

reputation.27 A noblewoman’s duties would even extend in the husband’s absence to 

running the family’s estates and the exercising of seignorial power over its tenants.28 

Sanchia herself would have understood what was expected of her as Richard’s 

wife. From her very earliest years she had been prepared for just such a role, her 

upbringing and education endowing her with the requisite social and practical skills that 

would later serve her well in married life.29 Successfully providing her husband with a 

living male heir was viewed as the new wife’s first and most important marital 

obligation, a task that Sanchia accomplished within a few years of her marriage.30 In 

1246, she had given birth to her first child. This son, who was named Richard after his 

father, tragically died just a short time later.31 Edmund of Cornwall, who would 
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eventually succeed his father to the earldom, was delivered immediately after Christmas 

in 1249.32 Other children may also have been born to their union but unfortunately no 

confirmatory evidence has survived. That there were triennial intervals between each 

pregnancy may corroborate such an assumption, but Earl Richard himself already had a 

healthy legitimate male heir, Henry of Almain, by his previous marriage to Isabella 

Marshal,33 so perhaps the pressure on his teenage bride to conceive quickly may have 

been less intense than otherwise might have been the case. If this latter interpretation is  

indeed correct, then it constitutes the only evidence that Sanchia’s status as Richard’s 

second wife did impact upon her own position as countess. 

 

The Great Lady 

Ceremony was an integral component of thirteenth-century courtly life, the centre 

around which its celebratory feasts, religious rituals, and even normal daily routines 

were constructed. Annual events such as Christmas and Edward the Confessor’s feast 

day, for instance, were celebrated at Henry III’s court with elaborate ceremonies, 

ritualistic processions, and spectacular entertainments. At Christmas 1238, for instance, 

Henry III ‘held his court, abounding with all proper honour and sumptuousness, at 

Winchester. For the church of that place still procured and supplied the king with a 

sufficiency, nay, even with abundance of necessaries for all these convivial expenses’.34 

Similarly, in 1255, the king again spent Christmas at Winchester where his uterine 

brother, Aymer de Valence, ‘supplied him with all necessaries, besides making him rich 

presents, and entertained him at his table’.35 Other extravagant occasions occurred 

regularly in the courtly calendar, but even more mundane days usually witnessed some 

degree of ceremony. In all these proceedings, royal and noblewomen were accorded 

specific roles, the nature of which depended in part on the lady’s own status but also on 
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the actual event that was being marked. Court life likewise afforded these women ample 

opportunity to flaunt publicly their wealth and position, thereby enhancing their own 

prestige along with that of their husbands.36 

 Sanchia’s own experience of life at the English court began immediately upon 

her arrival in England. On landing at Dover in ‘great state, and with very pompous 

pageantry’, she was welcomed alongside her mother Béatrix by a ‘great number of 

English nobles’ who escorted them both to London, where elaborate decorations 

including ‘hangings, curtains and divers other ornaments’ had been hung in their 

honour.37 Sanchia’s wedding to Richard at Westminster was itself a courtly spectacle, a 

public event that encompassed elaborate ceremonial and ritualistic elements alongside 

the ‘nuptial conviviality’ and splendid entertainments described by the chroniclers.38 

Through her own bridal trousseau she probably emphasised her own wealth, status, and 

prestige to the attendant nobility, while the symbolism exhibited in the marriage 

decorations similarly highlighted the international nature of the union and lauded the 

strengthening of the existing Anglo-Savoyard alliance.39 

The newly married countess soon became a regular attendee at Henry III’s court, 

participating fully in all its myriad ceremonies and entertainments. Often these visits 

occurred at Christmas; in 1245, for example, when ‘the festivities’ were celebrated in 

London ‘with much rejoicing’, her presence at court was noted by the chronicler 

Matthew Paris.40 Other annual celebrations that she would have often attended included 

Easter and the feast of St. Edward the Confessor. Sanchia fully participated in the 

ritualised gift-giving associated with many of these events, receiving from her sister 

Eleanor an expensive belt at New Year 1253 and on another occasion a cloak with a 

silver chain.41 Two years earlier she had likewise received a belt from her brother-in-

law Henry.42 Sanchia too would have performed a diplomatic role as a representative of 
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her Savoyard relatives; in quietly reinforcing Eleanor’s queenship and advancing the 

interests of their natal family and compatriots, she exploited her own prominent position 

at the English court to act as an intermediary and utilised her personal connections to 

influence the views of both her husband and the king himself.43 Sanchia moreover 

probably played a prominent role in Eleanor’s three churching ceremonies and their 

attendant celebrations following her arrival in England in 1243.44 Though the countess’s 

own presence at such occasions usually went unrecorded in the chronicles, her husband 

Richard is known to have spent considerable time at court in most years and she would 

frequently have been in attendance alongside him.45 Every time that Sanchia attended 

court, she was an advertisement for the wealth, power, and prestige of her marital 

family. Through the expensive attire that she wore, the sparkling jewels with which she 

arrayed herself, and the social graces that she exhibited, all helped construct a public 

image for her that embodied idealised concepts of virtuous noble womanhood.46 

Away from the English royal court Sanchia can also be seen promoting this 

same carefully constructed public persona. Great magnates like Richard presided over 

their own model courts, the life of which were governed by their own set of ceremonies 

and rituals.47 Noble wives were consequently accorded a prominent role in their 

proceedings, whether these happened to be a spectacular banquet to celebrate a favoured 

saint’s feast day, for example, or were merely part and parcel of the household’s 

ordinary daily routine.48 This active female participation could of course take many 

different forms: acting as hostess, for instance; presiding at the banquet table in the 

great hall; participating in courtly or chivalric entertainments; conspicuous displays of 

wealth and the adoption of the latest fashions (both sartorial and cultural) were all 

widely recognised as wifely responsibilities that would positively emphasise a family’s 

collective good taste, prestige, and power.49  



8 

 

Thus, after her marriage, Sanchia immersed herself fully in the idealised persona 

of a great lady as was expected of her, first as countess but later as queen. In December 

1244, for instance, she acted as hostess when the royal court decamped from 

Westminster to Wallingford for Christmas, welcoming Henry and Eleanor alongside her 

husband to their eponymous Thames-side castle.50 Four years later, Sanchia once again 

entertained as hostess ‘a great number of nobles’, celebrating together at Wallingford 

the Nativity of the Lord in a great display of worldly magnificence.51 Churching 

ceremonies, the ritualised purification and blessing of a mother following childbirth, 

were grand events where royal and noblewomen celebrated their role as mothers and 

formally marked their return to public life.52 The new mother, finely attired in new 

luxurious gowns, was at the heart of the occasion, presiding over the lavish celebratory 

feast and often distributing presents to her guests.53 Sanchia was no exception. When 

celebrating her purification following the birth of her first son in 1246, the ‘solemn 

festival’ at Wallingford was attended by Henry and Eleanor together with ‘many nobles 

of England’.54 

On family or neighbourly visits too, Sanchia consciously fostered her persona as 

a great lady through a mixture of sartorial splendour and courtly manners. Style and 

presentation mattered, so fine clothes, expensive jewels, and a sizeable entourage all 

helped to leave a highly favourable impression on both her hosts and fellow guests.55 

Even while travelling Sanchia continued nurturing her public image and consciously 

created a sense of spectacle as her party passed slowly through the countryside. In 1250, 

for instance, Richard and Sanchia journeyed to France for meetings with Blanche of 

Castile, the Regent of France, and Pope Innocent IV. Escorting them was an impressive 

retinue consisting of: 
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Forty knights, equipped in new accoutrements, all alike, and mounted on 

beautiful horses, bearing new harnesses, glittering with gold, and with five 

wagons and fifty sumpter-horses in magnificent robes and many of his 

household; so that he presented a wonderful and honourable show to the 

sight of the astonished French beholders.56 

 

Similarly, in 1254, when Sanchia travelled without her husband to Paris for a family 

reunion, accompanying her was ‘a numerous and illustrious retinue’.57 Since the 

intention was that ‘they might appear worthy of admiration in sight of the French’, as 

Matthew Paris noted approvingly, the ‘illustrious knights’ who escorted her were 

‘mounted on the best horses, with handsome trappings, clad in rich clothes, and 

numerously attended’.58 Such magnificent displays enhanced considerably both the 

image and reputation of Sanchia in the eyes of her contemporaries.  

Once Richard of Cornwall had been elected as Rex Romanorum in 1257, 

Sanchia quickly eased herself into her new expanded role as a model queen. Stepping 

ashore at Dordrecht, her courtliness and sartorial elegance were at the fore during the 

royal couple’s first meeting with their new subjects.59 Sanchia went on to co-host 

several extravagant feasts in Germany that were intended to bolster her husband’s 

nascent kingship. Of these, the most notable were the two celebrating the coronation 

ceremony itself at Aachen and Richard’s knighting of his eldest son, Henry of Almain, 

the following day.60 The attendant guests, it was reported, included some twelve 

prelates, thirty dukes and counts, as well as more than three thousand knights.61 Such 

indeed was the scale of the feasting, with its extensive menu and impressively attired 

royal entourage, that its magnificence ‘excited the amazement of the Germans’.62 

Sanchia of course performed a leading role throughout these proceedings, skillfully 

projecting with aplomb an image of secular queenship to her new subjects that was 

greeted with widespread approval. Richard soon embarked upon a campaign in the 
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Rhineland aimed at reducing the remaining centres of opposition to his rule, although 

Sanchia herself seems to have stayed behind at Köln presiding over the newly 

established royal court as its queen. For the next fifteen months, ceremonial displays 

were central to her husband’s strategy for consolidating his contested kingship and she 

successfully continued to play her part in these ritualistic spectacles.63 But perhaps her 

most effective public performance as queen was during the coronation itself, when her 

conduct and demeanour as Richard’s ‘most dear consort’ impressed observers and her 

‘inestimable beauty’, according to the chronicler Thomas Wykes, ‘illuminated in no 

small way the solemnity of the occasion’.64 

 

The Queen of Heaven 

Secular queenship in the Middle Ages also embraced Marian concepts like the image of 

the Virgin Mary as intercessor.65 As the supreme mediator, the Queen of Heaven’s role 

was to intercede with her divine son as the ‘Mother of Mercy’, unlocking Christ’s pre-

existing ‘springs of mercy’ on behalf of all Christians.66 Earthly queens were similarly 

expected to intercede with their husbands for all their subjects, softening a king’s 

severity so that he may be forbearing to his people and encourage him to compassion 

through ‘merciful love’.67 Sanchia’s regal contemporaries, such as her own sisters 

Eleanor and Marguerite, are known to have frequently interceded with their husbands at 

the request of a petitioner.68 Usually these were public acts, the queen deploying 

ritualistic submissiveness, entreaty rather than demand, and tears while making her 

appeal to the king for mercy.69 

Yet Sanchia herself does not seem to have ever performed such an intercessory 

role on behalf of her German subjects. Of course, this absence could simply reflect the 

paucity of surviving evidence for her life in general and thus the details of any 
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intercessions that she may have made as queen are now lost. What is known, however, 

is that Sanchia did intercede with Henry III on the behalf of several individuals while 

still a countess in the years before her coronation. In January 1256, for instance, she 

secured a pardon for a Stephen son of Baldwin of Smithcot, who had been found guilty 

of receiving an outlaw who was subsequently murdered in Stephen’s own house.70 Eight 

months later she secured a respite of knighthood for Robert de Muscegros,71 while a 

Hugh of Boningale benefitted from generous new terms for repaying a debt that he 

owed at the exchequer.72 Sanchia had also interceded with the king on behalf of a 

hermit named John of Apulia, who through her efforts received a life grant of a 

hermitage adjacent to the church at the Tower of London.73 Apart from her testamentary 

bequest to Cirencester Abbey and a sale by her executors of the wardships of two 

manors for the benefit of her soul,74 this is the only other direct evidence of her 

providing any form of religious patronage, although her known connections with 

leading Franciscans and the monks at her husband’s foundation at Hailes may 

tentatively suggest that she patronised them as well.75 That Sanchia had regularly 

exercised her right of intercession even though she was only a countess at the time is 

not surprising; intercession was not exclusively a queenly prerogative and noblewomen 

like her who had extensive royal connections were able to use the privilege too.76 

For thirteenth-century queens, the physical symbols of their secular authority 

similarly exhibited Marian associations. In contemporary representations of the Virgin 

Mary, the attributes that were concomitant with authority were ‘borrowed straight from 

the regalia of secular queens’.77 Sculptures of the Triumph of the Virgin, for instance, 

frequently depicted the Queen of Heaven ‘crowned and enthroned’, wearing ‘elaborate 

royal draperies and jewels’, and bearing in her right hand a floriated sceptre.78 This 

portrayal of the floriated sceptre, usually in the form of a fleur-de-lys, was reminiscent 
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of the flowering rods of the Biblical figures Aaron and Jesse. Commonly associated 

with Marian imagery, the rod itself symbolises the Virgin Mary.79 Such associations 

with the Queen of Heaven consequently strengthened the regal imagery of secular 

queenly authority. On seals, for instance, medieval queens often portrayed themselves 

as full length figures in a standing pose, crowned, dressed in elaborate gowns, and 

holding a sceptre in the right hand and a virge (a staff symbolising authority) in their 

left.80 Others highlighted their lineage through the depiction of heraldic shields or listed 

their titles in the legends around the edge of the seals to emphasise their status and 

authority.81 Contemporary English examples include those of Eleanor of Provence and 

her daughter-in-law Eleanor of Castile.82 Sanchia must have had her own seal as Regina 

Romanorum, but unfortunately no copies are known to have survived. It is probable, 

however, that her royal seal mirrored those of her recent German predecessors: rounded 

in shape rather than vesical (oval) and depicting her seated on a throne.83 She too 

presumably had another earlier seal as Countess of Cornwall, although there are 

likewise no known surviving examples.84 

Marian imbued regal iconography can also be found on the tombs of several 

medieval queens, but whether Sanchia’s own tomb or her effigy at Hailes Abbey 

followed this practice cannot be confirmed since both were subsequently destroyed 

during the Dissolution of the Monasteries.85 If such Marian symbolism had indeed been 

depicted on her funerary monument, Sanchia herself may well have influenced its 

eventual design since the unidentified illness from which she suffered in the months 

preceding her death in November 1261 gave her plenty of time for careful 

deliberation.86 That Hailes was her chosen place of internment may have equally been 

Sanchia’s own decision, especially since the abbey itself had been the site of both the 

birth and subsequent burial of her first-born son Richard.87 Yet this cannot be certain 
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since Earl Richard is known to have disregarded the funerary wishes of his first wife 

Isabella, who had been interred in his father’s foundation at Beaulieu rather than 

alongside her former husband at Tewkesbury.88 

 

The Virago 

So far, this article has concentrated upon the ceremonial, ritualistic, and courtly 

elements that evoked the image of an idealised womanhood with Marian overtones 

which queens and noblewomen like Sanchia were expected to emulate publicly. But 

there were other influences that similarly shaped contemporary views on the role played 

by the wives of royal and noble men. Successful women of affairs, who competently 

managed their own households, engaged in political matters, and undertook day-to-day 

administration or the logistics of war, constituted a recurrent image that thirteenth-

century chroniclers long recognised.89 Often labelled a virago, contemporary examples 

included Eleanor of Provence and Eleanor de Montfort. Matthew Paris also famously 

described Blanche of Castile, the French queen mother, as ‘feminine in sex, but 

masculine in counsel’ (sexu femina, consilio mascula).90 Yet such epithets cannot easily 

be applied to Sanchia either as countess or as queen.  

At no time, for instance, was Sanchia ever called upon to support her husband in 

either a military or logistical capacity. In the years prior to Richard’s coronation 

England itself had remained peaceful despite rising tensions and latent discontent with 

his brother’s personal rule. Nor did Richard participate in the successful military 

expedition to Gascony in 1253-54,91 although he was appointed as chief counsellor to 

Eleanor of Provence, who had been appointed as regent of England in Henry’s absence. 

After the queen’s departure for Bordeaux in May 1254, Richard became regent in her 

stead but Sanchia herself was never accorded any formal role alongside either her 
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husband or sister.92 Yet even after the royal couple had been crowned, Sanchia 

seemingly never personally contributed towards any of her husband’s military 

operations in Germany. In the summer of 1257, Richard led an army along the Rhine in 

a campaign intended to subdue the few remaining Rhenish towns that resisted his 

authority.93 Assembling and maintaining such a large armed force in the field involved 

considerable effort, but there is no evidence surviving that Sanchia herself either helped 

in its recruitment or purchased the necessary provisions for supplying such a sizeable 

host. Perhaps, if she had lived, Sanchia might have later played a proactive logistical, 

diplomatic, and strategic role like that her sister Eleanor performed for the royalist party 

during the Barons’ War of 1263-67,94 but of course this can never be anything more 

than mere speculation. 

There is no surviving evidence either that Sanchia herself participated in the 

day-to-day rule of her German kingdom in any administrative capacity. Richard instead 

solely relied upon a small coterie of native-born counsellors, men like Philipp I von 

Falkenstein and Werner IV von Bolanden, who assisted him in administering his newly 

acquired realm.95 Even when Sanchia’s husband was far away campaigning against 

Rhenish towns such as Boppard and Worms,96 he did not emulate his brother Henry’s 

example and appoint his wife as regent in his absence.97 Earlier German queens had 

been entrusted with specific responsibilities which allowed the king ‘to be freed of all 

concern for the household or palace’ so that he ‘could concentrate on the rulership and 

preservation of the entire state of the realm’.98 Amongst her allotted duties were the 

‘good management of the palace’ and de facto oversight of the treasury,99 but whether 

any of these duties were performed by Sanchia herself is unknown.  

Sanchia though fully assumed the diplomatic responsibilities associated with her 

royal position. Queen consorts were expected to engage in diplomacy to support the 
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interests of both their husbands and their own natal families. This could take several 

forms including matrimonial negotiation, resolving disputes, informal reconciliation, 

and the gathering of support for specific policies. Alliances were sustained through the 

maintenance of a queen’s existing personal and familial networks while newer 

relationships were also carefully cultivated.100 Thus when Sanchia presided over the 

court in Richard’s absence, messengers were frequently received from England and 

elsewhere as others bearing her own correspondence were dispatched from Köln to her 

trans-European contacts.101 

As Regina Romanorum Sanchia would have likewise engaged in the practice of 

diplomatic gift-giving. Articulating both ‘the relative status’ between the two principals 

and ‘their aspirations for the outcome of their negotiations’, the exchange of gifts 

constituted an important element in medieval diplomacy.102 The materials used to 

construct an object, its craftsmanship, and the cultural imagery it displayed all conveyed 

specific meanings that were well understood by both the benefactor and the recipient. 

Diplomatic gifts could be deployed to emphasise an individual’s power or authority, but 

equally these objects may have conveyed messages of common cause and shared 

beliefs.103 Sanchia would therefore have sent carefully selected gifts to fellow rulers and 

their relations, both as a powerful symbolic affirmation of her own newly acquired regal 

status and to win further recognition of her husband’s nascent kingship. Often the 

objects that she herself received in turn may have been subsequently redistributed 

within the royal court, the items now being used to forge new links with her German 

subjects and thus reinforce Richard’s rule.104 She also probably dispatched diplomatic 

gifts to woo those German princes and ecclesiastics who had disputed her husband’s 

election as Rex Romanorum.105 
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Before her coronation too Sanchia had shared fully in the diplomatic efforts that 

succeeded in securing the German throne for Richard. Through her extensive natal 

kinship network, she had rallied her influential Savoyard uncles to offer support for his 

candidature and to plead his case at the papal curia.106 Sanchia’s sisters were similarly 

mobilised, most notably Marguerite who was probably instrumental in persuading her 

husband Louis IX of France to abandon his earlier opposition to their brother-in-law’s 

plan.107 Some modern writers even credit Sanchia with being the real driving force 

behind Richard’s candidature, encouraging him in his plans so that her own ambition to 

wear a royal diadem herself would finally be satisfied.108  

 

The Patroness 

Less tangible though was the extent to which Sanchia acted as a channel for cultural 

transfer in her new kingdom. Through the promotion of the arts, the introduction of 

fashions in dress common in their homeland, and the dissemination of new ideas, 

foreign-born queens could exert a softer form of political power.109 Eleanor of 

Aquitaine, for instance, has been traditionally viewed as a conduit for the spread of 

chivalric ideals and courtly romance110, while Beatrice of Naples was ‘instrumental in 

introducing Italian renaissance ideas to the court of Hungary’.111 Although there is no 

surviving evidence that Sanchia herself commissioned specific artistic works during her 

time in Germany, nor did she seemingly follow her sister’s example and embark upon a 

major refurbishment programme at any of the royal palaces in the Rhineland, sartorially 

however she may have influenced the feminine attire worn at the German court. 

Sanchia’s lavish wardrobe, stocked with the latest fashions from England, would 

have been on display at her coronation and in the daily ceremonies of court life. Her 

household too, including the damsels who attended on her, were probably gifted new 
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robes, many of which she had brought with her. Some indication of her queenly attire 

may perhaps be gleaned from contemporary statuary. Situated in the north choir of 

Meissen Cathedral, for example, is a mid-thirteenth century statue of Empress Adelheid. 

She is depicted in resplendent apparel, wearing a ‘heavily bejewelled crown, a rich 

ermine cloak with gold clasps, and a gown adorned by an ornate, jewelled brooch’.112 

Louise Wilkinson has tentatively suggested that the artist’s inspiration may have been 

Isabella of England, but given the figure itself is dated between c.1255 and c.1260, a 

timeframe that encompassed her coronation, Sanchia may perhaps have been the more 

likely influence.113 Conversely, Sanchia’s tomb at Hailes may have incorporated 

German stylistic elements. In both sculptural and architectural terms, there was ‘an 

established cultural identity of great distinction’ in Germany and effigies of remarkable 

sensitivity and realism were being produced in the Lower Rhineland in particular.114 

Such was their contemporary reputation that an artist from Köln executed the effigy of 

her compatriot, Peter de Aigueblanche, at Aiguebelle in Savoy.115 Sanchia’s own effigy 

at Hailes may likewise have been commissioned from one of the many workshops 

active in the Rhenish heartland.  

 

The Woman of Affairs 

As countess too, Sanchia had been near the centre of Henrician politics for almost 

twenty years. Richard of Cornwall himself was recognised as the preeminent figure in 

the English political landscape, who ‘managed the king and the affairs of state, and on 

his nod hung all the business of the realm’.116 But through Sanchia’s own close personal 

relationship with her sister Eleanor and her maternal uncles, she was also a constituent 

member of the Savoyard faction at court.117 The Savoyards, for instance, had been 

instrumental in arranging her marriage, a circumstance that prompted Matthew Paris to 
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comment on public concerns shortly before the wedding that ‘the whole business of the 

kingdom would be disposed of at the will of the queen and her sister, the said Cinthia 

[Sanchia] … who would be, as it were, a second queen’.118  

For the Savoyards, the benefits of a union between Sanchia and Richard were 

threefold. Firstly, the marriage would eliminate a serious potential threat to their plans 

for the Lord Edward, Henry III’s eldest son, whose future territorial appanage, it was 

envisaged, would encompass Gascony despite Richard’s pre-existing claims to the 

duchy.119 Secondly, the Savoyards’ position at court would be strengthened 

significantly through an alliance with the earl of Cornwall.120 Lastly, for Eleanor 

herself, there was a personal benefit since it allowed her to ‘have the pleasure of having 

a sister in England’.121 Henry himself had been persuaded by his wife of the marriage’s 

potential advantages, most notably that the alliance would further advance his own 

continental ambitions while weakening the earl’s long-standing ties to the king’s 

political opponents at court.122 For Richard, the union also held several distinct benefits. 

In return for agreeing to the proposed match and surrendering his claims to Gascony, for 

instance, he was able to extract from Henry a very generous territorial and financial 

settlement.123 The marriage would also enhance the earl’s personal prestige as his two 

brothers-in-law were both anointed kings.124 Furthermore, in marrying Sanchia, Richard 

gained a beautiful young wife who would potentially provide him with further 

offspring.125 But what of Sanchia herself?. The union certainly offered her both social 

prestige and financial security, while the renown of her prospective husband as a 

crusader might have been more appealing than the heretical leanings of her previous 

suitor Count Raymond VII of Toulouse.126 But whether in actuality Sanchia, who may 

have met Richard in 1240 while he was en route to the Holy Land,127 had any real input 

into the choice of the earl as her husband is most unlikely.  
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The Savoyards were intimately involved throughout the marriage negotiations. It 

was Peter de Aigueblanche, Bishop of Hereford and a leading member of the Savoyard 

faction, who had first journeyed to Tarascon in Provence to determine whether a 

marriage was potentially feasible, while Sanchia’s uncle Peter of Savoy was later 

empowered to act on Richard’s behalf in the negotiations that eventually led to the 

actual marriage contract.128 Sanchia’s closeness to her uncle was reflected in the royal 

grant made to him by the king in August 1253. Should Peter die before any future male 

offspring of his had attained their majority, Henry had promised that the heir would not 

be married ‘to anyone’ without Sanchia’s personal consent.129 Richard also enjoyed 

good relations with Peter of Savoy, a long-lived and mutually beneficial connection that 

she herself may well have encouraged.130 Yet Sanchia never occupied a leading position 

within the Savoyard faction in the years before her coronation, preferring instead an 

association that was more discreet but still fully supportive of the persons and policies 

of Eleanor and their maternal relatives. 

Sanchia and her husband were thus successful in avoiding the enmity that 

developed at court between the Savoyards and the Lusignans,131 Henry and Richard’s 

uterine relatives from Poitou. Given that this bitter factional rivalry only climaxed in the 

months after the couple’s departure for Germany, it is possible that both Sanchia and 

Richard may have jointly adopted the role of intermediary within the royal family and 

thus played a part in easing the tensions between these two court factions.132 Sanchia 

herself may have also developed a good personal relationship with her brother-in-law, 

Henry III, who had made two separate grants for the salvation of her soul shortly after 

her death. Some five marks, payable at the royal exchequer, was to be rendered annually 

to Westminster Abbey, whose monks were tasked with celebrating the anniversary of 

Sanchia’s death.133 Likewise, the master and brethren of the hospital of St. Katherine’s 
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by the Tower were to receive 50s. annually, the money to be used ‘for the maintenance 

of a chaplain celebrating divine service daily in the chapel of St. John within the Tower 

for her soul’.134 But unlike the commemorations undertaken by Henry for his sisters 

Joan and Isabella, he seemingly made no provision for a mass pro anima feeding of the 

poor.135 

Sanchia had also developed personal relationships with other leading figures in 

English society. Amongst her known correspondents was the friar Adam Marsh, an 

influential Oxford Franciscan whose immediate circle included Simon de Montfort and 

his wife Eleanor.136 Thus, in an undated letter which indicates that they communicated 

regularly, Marsh thanked the Countess of Cornwall for her many kindnesses and 

generosity, before giving her news concerning a mutual acquaintance of theirs, William 

Batale.137 Sanchia was also an active member of an exclusive network of high-status 

women that included the countesses of Arundel and Winchester. This group, for 

instance, circulated amongst themselves religious works such as saints’ lives. Thus, 

Matthew Paris himself noted on a fly-leaf of the manuscript of his Life of St. Alban: 

 

(1) If you please, you can keep this book until Easter. 

(2) G., send, please, to the lady Countess of Arundel, Isabel, that she is to 

send you the book about St. Thomas the Martyr and St. Edward which I 

translated and illustrated, and which the lady Countess of Cornwall may 

keep until Whitsuntide. 

(3) In the Countess of Winchester’s book let there be a pair of images on 

each page.138 

 

Though Countess Sanchia was certainly well-connected both politically and socially, 

there is no direct evidence that in the years before her husband’s bid for the German 

throne she exploited these contacts for either herself or her husband’s benefit. 
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The Mistress of the Household 

In thirteenth-century Europe, wealthy high-status wives would have had their own 

households which were separate from those of their husbands.139 As queen, Sanchia’s 

household was probably considerable. Though there are unfortunately no surviving 

records or indeed descriptions for this royal institution during the period of her 

queenship, it was likely to have been a ‘highly complex administrative unit’ that 

included a separate office of the wardrobe.140 Staffed with its own set of administrative 

clerks, her wardrobe probably compiled annual accounts and controlled her daily 

expenditure. Sanchia’s royal household too comprised many attendants performing 

various ceremonial and domestic functions, from ladies-in-waiting to chamberlains and 

from cooks to laundresses.141 The identities of her damsels at this time are unknown, but 

they would presumably have been drawn from the female kin of her husband’s leading 

German supporters. 

Nevertheless, her earlier household as Countess of Cornwall can be partially 

reconstructed from surviving fragmentary evidence. This institution itself was based at 

Berkhamsted, the castle having been settled upon Sanchia at the time of her marriage.142 

Considerable sums had recently been spent on the fortress’s refurbishment,143 while in 

1254 the Dunstable Annalist noted the construction of a three storey tower with timber 

taken from Sundon in Bedfordshire.144 New floors and roofs were also perhaps installed 

around this time.145 There are unfortunately no extant account rolls for her household as 

countess, although similar surviving records for those of both her sister Eleanor and 

sister-in-law Eleanor de Montfort can give some understanding of its likely daily 

routines and life-cycle.146 But occasional references can be found in the public records 

which do name individual members of her household. The King’s Remembrancer’s 
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memoranda roll for 55-56 Henry III (Michaelmas 1271-Trinity 1272), for instance, 

notes that Sanchia’s steward was a Walter of Cooksey, an official who interestingly had 

served her sister Eleanor simultaneously in the same capacity.147 More intriguing is a 

brief reference in a royal jewel account from 1253 to a Lucy who had been gifted a 

clasp by Queen Eleanor at the feast of the Circumcision (1 January). The entry noted 

that Lucy had ‘remained’ with the countess.148 This woman, described as a damsel 

(domicille), may have been a constituent member of Sanchia’s household but Lucy 

could equally have been one of Eleanor’s own attendants. Such transfers of officials and 

servants between the households of members of the royal family were not unknown: 

Margaret Biset, for instance, had acted as Isabella of England’s nurse and governess 

before later entering the service of Eleanor of Provence.149 Other known household 

members of Sanchia included both the Lady Denise, the nurse of her son Edmund of 

Cornwall,150 and a yeoman named Stephen de la Haye.151 

To sustain these two separate households Sanchia drew income from a mixture 

of resources. After the joint coronation at Aachen, Richard would likely have assigned 

his wife some estates from the Reichsgut or imperial demesne. These lands belonged to 

the kings of Germany solely through their royal office and were distinctly separate from 

each monarch’s own dynastic territory.152 Exactly where Sanchia’s German estates were 

situated is unknown. Matilda, the Anglo-Norman wife of Emperor Heinrich V, had, for 

instance, probably been given lands in the region of Utrecht.153 But since her husband’s 

royal authority was primarily concentrated in the Rhineland,154 Sanchia’s allocation 

from the Reichsgut probably consisted of lands either in the Middle Rhine or near the 

River Neckar.155 Richard may also have given her ad hoc monetary grants drawn from 

either the remaining Reichsgut under his control or from the money reserves that they 

had brought with them from England.156 Sanchia moreover drew upon other non-
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monetary resources both to maintain her royal household and to successfully perform 

her duties as queen. Accompanying her on the journey to Germany would have been a 

sizeable baggage train carrying an abundance of luxury goods: sumptuous clothing and 

wall hangings, valuable jewels, ornaments, rings and clasps, plate, and even perhaps 

pieces of furniture.157 All these items served different purposes: robes and cloaks, for 

instance, might have been distributed to her damsels and other attendants; girdles and 

jewellery were associated with ritualised gift-giving; furnishings may have decorated 

her private chambers; and furniture such as beds installed in the palace.158 Sanchia too 

presumably utilised the surviving material resources of previous queens that were 

housed either in the imperial treasury at Trifels or royal palaces such as 

Kaiserslautern.159 

Far more is known though about Sanchia’s landed resources in England. As the 

third daughter of Raymond Bérengar V, she brought to her marriage no territorial 

claims in Provence. There were hopes, however, that under the terms of her father’s 

will, drafted in 1238, she would receive 5,000 marks at his death.160 Henry III 

meanwhile agreed to provide Richard with £2,000 in cash and a thousand marks a year 

or the equivalent in lands as her dowry.161 At the wedding itself, Richard settled on her 

a third of his English estates including both the castle and manor of Berkhamsted.162 

Soon Henry granted his brother other manors in several different counties: Corsham 

(Wiltshire), Fordington (Dorset), Mere (Wiltshire), Newport (Essex), and Prince’s 

Risborough (Buckinghamshire) in 1243;163 Benson (Oxfordshire) and Bradninch 

(Devon) in 1244;164 Oakham (Rutland) and Lechlade (Gloucestershire) in 1252;165 

Barford St. Martin (Wiltshire) and Langborough (Gloucestershire) in 1254.166 All of 

these manors were given to Richard and Sanchia jointly, but with the condition that they 

would descend only to his surviving heirs ‘by Sanchia his wife’.167 This specific 
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provision might be evidence of her maternal desire to protect the interests of her 

children, acting as their natural guardian and securing their future. Sanchia seemingly 

did enjoy a close relationship with her son Edmund of Cornwall, to whom she made 

specific reference to in her letter to the Prior of Wallingford.168 After Sanchia’s death, 

Edmund likewise remembered her in the pro anima clauses of several of his charters 

and paid for a chaplain at Mere to say prayers for her soul.169 Her maternal concerns 

were also addressed in Henry’s promise that should Sanchia outlive her husband, the 

grieving widow would herself be given custody of her surviving children during their 

minority.170  

Sanchia too occasionally received wardships granted by the crown whose 

revenues were likely paid directly into her wardrobe. In July 1253, Henry made her a 

promise that ‘out of the king’s wards that first fall in, in one place or more, she shall 

have to the amount of £80 a year, to hold during the minority of the heirs of such 

wards’.171 Just over six months later, this undertaking was honoured when, in February 

1254, the king gave Sanchia all the lands and heirs of Ralph de Levinton.172 Shortly 

afterwards she surrendered this wardship to the Lord Edward, receiving in its place 

custody of the late Earl of Derby’s Berkshire manor of Stanford in the Vale. Sanchia’s 

keeping of the manor proved to be short-lived, however, as she soon surrendered it to 

the Lord Edward. But, on 29 October 1254, she was fully compensated by the king 

when he granted her custody of two manors formerly held by William de Cantilupe. 

Situated at Aston Cantlow in Warwickshire and Barby in Northamptonshire, Sanchia 

would hold these lands together with ‘all appurtenances and escheats which may fall’ 

until Cantilupe’s heirs had attained their majority. Should there be any annual surplus 

‘beyond £80’, however, this excess was to be rendered at the exchequer.173 
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That Sanchia seemed to have exerted some degree of personal control over these 

estates or even participated in the exploitation of the land market is hinted at in a few 

tantalising references in the records of the royal law courts.174 In the Coram Rege roll 

for Michaelmas 1259, for instance, a certain Wygan de Mara had alleged that a deed or 

bond issued by ‘his lady’ Queen Sanchia for ten marks had been taken from him.175 

Wygan was himself subsequently found guilty of seizing chattels from several 

individuals at Alcester and bringing them to her manor at Aston Cantlow.176 Wygan 

himself subsequently acted as an attorney for Sanchia’s steward, Walter of Cooksey, so 

it is conceivable that Wygan may also have been in her service at this time.177 Three 

years later, during the Warwickshire eyre of 1262, Ralph Basset of Drayton 

acknowledged that he owed Sanchia’s executors a total of £38 18s., although 

unfortunately the reason for this debt was not recorded.178 

Sanchia usually appeared as a co-plaintiff or co-defendant alongside her 

husband in legal proceedings.179 Occasionally, however, she be found acting as the sole 

plaintiff and defending her seignorial rights in the law courts. She herself would not 

have been personally present in court to witness any of these legal proceedings, but 

instead her interests were represented by a nominated attorney. Although the identities 

of these attorneys are now unknown, it is probable that they were either members of 

Sanchia’s own household or one of her husband’s senior clerks and officials.180 In 

Michaelmas 1260, she initiated a plea in the Common Bench against Robert of Stafford 

and nineteen other men for a sum of 120 marks that they owed her. Given that many of 

the defendants were either in her service, for example Walter of Cooksey, or came from 

Wootton Warwen, a Warwickshire manor just two and a half miles from Aston 

Cantlow, she was probably enforcing the rights conferred on her through her custody of 

William de Cantilupe’s manor.181 Sanchia similarly enforced her seignorial rights 
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against the king’s own officials, preventing the sheriff of Buckinghamshire and 

Bedfordshire from levying his customary dues in her estates at Hockliffe and 

Houghton.182  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout her eighteen years of married life Sanchia of Provence, first as countess and 

later as Regina Romanorum, had performed successfully in the role expected of her as 

the wife of Richard of Cornwall. Actively engaging in the ceremonies, rituals, 

entertainments, and diplomacy that constituted life at court and in the comital 

household, Sanchia carefully constructed a public image for herself that embodied many 

contemporary concepts of virtuous noble womanhood and quickly became a powerful 

advertisement for the wealth, power, and prestige of her marital family. In embracing 

Marian symbolism, she assumed the widely respected roles of both intercessor and 

loving mother. Sanchia though never seemingly invoked for herself the recurrent 

thirteenth-century image of the virago, the superbly competent woman of affairs. She 

instead preferred a more restrained and less political approach in the public sphere than 

some of her peers, eschewing factional politics at court but facilitating her husband’s 

regal ambitions in Germany through her trans-European familial network and careful 

personal diplomacy. Character too helped shape this model façade, Sanchia’s own 

personal qualities and achievements influencing how contemporaries measured her 

success when performing this most difficult of roles. For medieval queens and 

noblewomen, the boundary between the public and the private woman was often blurred 

as their behaviour in both spheres was constrained through commonly held expectations 

of idealised wifely conduct.183 Sanchia was no exception. So successful was her 

performance as a living exemplar that the real woman behind the mask can only ever be 
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glimpsed occasionally. A veil may still hang over much of her private life, but in the 

public sphere at least Sanchia of Provence can no longer be considered a queen in the 

shadows. 
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