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John Ashdown—Hill has given us a  most  useful  account  of the evidence concerning

Lady Eleanor  Butler,‘ but there are still points  that  éan be made  about
interpretation. It is worth emphasising that  she and her  first  cousins, Isabel and
Anne Neville, shared the Beauchamp blood: it evidently entailed a physical
weakness, for they all died in their twenties or early thirties and were not
satisfactory for breeding from. Eleanor  died  childless, as did two of her three
brothers; her sister  Elizabeth  had one daughter only, who died at seven years  old;
Anne lost her one known son in childhood, and any other  children  that  may

possibly have  been born to her.‘ But what  I  particularly question is  that  John
Ashdown—Hill says of Eleanor:

Perhaps at first she  hoped that  Edward IV would honour the pre-contract
of marriage he had made  with her,  but all  hope  of  that  must  have

vanished in  autumn 1464  at the  latest, when  Edward  announced  his

marriage to Elizabeth Woodville.a

It makes no sense to portray Eleanor as  a  tragic  deserted wife as he does, and as
Caroline  Halsted  did when she quoted Buck as saying that  the announcement of the
king’s  second maniage ‘

cast  the  Lady Elianora Butler  into  so  perplexed  a  melancholy that  she

spent herself in a solitary life ever after:1

At the time when Edward married Elizabeth Woodville, Warwick was conducting

negotiations with Henry IV of Castille, primarily for a u'eaty to regulate Anglo-
Castillian commerce, but also, tentatively, for  a  match between Edward and

Henry’s half-sister, Isabel. Had the matrimonial scheme simply come to nothing,
nobody would have cared, but Edward had concealed his marriage from May 1464
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until September in the interests of commerce.  Isabel  had still not forgiven the insult
in  1483, or so she professed when she  began  negotiations with Richard for renewal

of the treaty.5 Warwick can hardly be  supposed  anything but furious  about  the
maxriage to Elizabeth  but, though  he really wanted a  proper royal alliance for
Edward, Eleanor  was,  after all, his own niece by marriage, and surely she would

have had his backing had she sought it. She was  a  reasonable second-best to Isabel
of  Castille:  of no  value  in foreign politics, but of  value  at  home  in strengthening the
Neville family machine. The prime  duty of a queen of England, however, is to bear
a  healthy prince of Wales. From  that  point of  View,  Elizabeth, one of  a  large family
by the  same  mother, and herself the mother of two  sons,  was  a  good choice, and

Eleanor, a  childless widow from a genetically suspect bloodline, was not.  Medieval
men, in general, knew  enough  about practical genetics to understand  these  matters,
though they did not necessan'ly act accordingly.

We can understand that Edward wanted to marry Lady Eleanor. She was

accounted  beautiful with, one may imagine, the delicate  beauty of the not very
robust. She was  also  virtuous  and, besides,  very well born, so  that  he could not
offer anything but marriage. But the indications are  that  besides having no
ambition to be queen she had no wish to be Edward’s wife. She made no attempt to

claim her rights. It is possible  that  she had  taken  a  vow of chastity, as was not
particularly uncommon for  a  widow: John Ashdown-Hill points out  that  she was
attracted to Carmelite  spirituality and may have become  a  conversa  of the Friary in
Norwich.6 If  this  was so, a possible reason why she did, nevertheless, consent to
the pre-contract, is  that  Edward would not  accept  her repeated refusals, which

might indeed have been a stimulus, and in the end she yielded to the threat of
actual force.

There is here a point of  canon  law. The decretal of Alexander III  (1180)
provides  that  a bride may enter religion within the two months following the
marriage if it has not been consummated, and once she has  taken  the habit the
bridegroom is automatically free  to marry again. The question then afises whether
a marriage is, technically speaking, consummated by a  forced act of intercourse. It
has been held  that a  marriage can be consummated only by an  actus humanus,  that
is, with  free  consent on  both  sides, but the common docuine, ancient and modem,
is  that  the juridical  effect  of consummation is produced substantially though  not
necessarily in lawful manner by the mere physical performance of the  conjugal act.
Most authorities, however, concede  that  the bride is not deprived, by forced

intercourse, of her canonical right to use her option during the first two months]
This, then, might lead to a situation in which Eleanor regarded  herself  as not

married, and Edward was in honest doubt whether he was mam'ed or not, and
dared not ask in  case  he was.

Eleanor  died on 30 June  1468.  The question arises why, if he had any doubt  at
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all  about  his maniage to  Elizabeth  Woodville, he did not marry her  again  publicly,
in  facie ecclesiae.  There are two points involved about  a  sacrament: if valid it
cannot actually be  repeated; in  case  of doubt, the safer course must be  taken  and
the baptism or marriage be repeated sub  conditione,  conditionally. Edward would
not wish to be seen as  acting of his own accord, which might  suggest  a real  doubt,
but he could arrange to be publicly rebuked for the clandestinity of his marriage to
Elizabeth, and he could  afford  to submit to a theoretical doubt of its validity since

she had not yet given him  a  son, only two daughters. It is possible, though,  that  he
would be unwilling to be  rebuked  buy one of his own subjects. No ordinary bishop
would do, only the Bishop of Rome  —  Pietro  Barbo,  born in  Venice  in  1417,  who
reigned as  Pope  Paul III from  1464  to 1471, However, if Edward had any such plan
in mind it went disastrously wrong, for obvious reasons. There was very little  time
and, apart from the slowness of ordinary communications, there is the notorious
fact that Rome  never hurries.

Edward had irritated Warwick  past  bearing by surrounding himself with
Woodvilles, instead of with Neyilles, as was his duty. At the time of Lady
Eleanor’s death, Warwick was  engaged  in marrying his daughter  Isabel  to

Clarence, at Calais, on 12 July 1468, in defiance of  Edward’s  orders. Since they
were closely related, a dispensation was required, which Paul III had granted in
1468. Warwick  must  have applied for it considerably earlier, and certainly before
the actual marriage of Edward’s sister Margaret to  Charles, Duke of Burgundy: she
left London in June  1468  and was married at Sluys on  9  July. Warwick, who now

favoured a French alliance was against the Burgundian marriage, which was
arranged with Duke Philip the Good in  1467, though it had to be  postponed
because of Philip’s death  that  year. Clarence returned to England with Warwick a
few days after his own marriage. There followed the troubles with Robin of
Redesdale, whose Lancastrians  beat  the Yorkists at Edgecote and, having taken the
Woodvilles, Lord Rivers and his heir, Sir John, beheaded them at Northampton on
12  August 1469.  Edward was  briefly imprisoned by Warwick and Clarence:
Cecily, his mother, patched up the family quarrel for the  moment.  But on 26 March
1470, Edward appointed Richard, not yet  eighteen, ‘commissioner of array in the
county of Gloucester’ in consequence of the rebellion of ‘George Duke of Clarence
and Richard Earl of Warwick’ .' First, Clarence and Warwick had to flee to France
and then Edward and Richard had to flee to Flanders, sailing from  Lynn  in

September 1470.  Elizabeth  Woodville  took  refuge in sanctuary at Westminster, and
there her son Edward was born, on  4  November 1470. After  that, of course, no
possible  doubt  must be  cast  on his parents’ marriage. Edward IV returned and
regained his crown by force of arms, and kept as quiet as possible ever after  about
Lady Eleanor Butler.
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