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In what ways did King Stephen’s reign provide a contrast to the reigns of his predecessor and successor?
King Stephen’s reign has been referred to by many historians as ‘the anarchy’. This is due to the succession to civil wars that took place in England and Normandy during this period. The conflict that ensued was over the succession rights to the throne between King Stephen and Henry I’s daughter, Empress Matilda. As a result of these conflicts, and Stephen’s lack of leadership skills, law and order collapsed. Henry, I had named Matilda as his successor before his death in December 1135. His only legitimate male heir, William Adelyn had died in the White Ship disaster fifteen years previous. However, Henry’s nephew, Stephen of Blois, claimed the throne before Matilda was able to travel to England from Anjou. Stephen was able to claim the throne because he was the grandson of William the Conqueror, had connections to the church through his brother who was Abbot of Glastonbury and Bishop of Winchester, and had a favourable relationship with the barons. Despite Stephen being accepted as King, Matilda revolted and eventually won the throne for her son. This essay contrasts the reign of King Stephen with the reigns of Henry the first and Henry II, paying particular attention to their attitudes on foreign policy, the Church, the barons and government.
King Stephen did not keep a presence in Normandy which was key to keeping England because it acted as a buffer zone between Mathilda’s husband and his advancing forces in Anjou and England. Instead, Stephen paid a mercenary army to protect the border between Normandy and Anjou which proved unsuccessful and ‘the count of Anjou overran Normandy with an army, and in a short space of time reduced it, in the name of his wife and son; no one opposing him who were competent to withstand his attacks.’[footnoteRef:1] Furthermore, Stephen, was not pragmatic when it came to paying homage to the King of France and sent his son to pay homage in his place. In contrast, Stephen’s successor, Henry II paid homage in person to the King of France for Normandy. King Stephen’s predecessor realised that control of Normandy was vital to peace. Although, initially, giving control of Normandy to Robert as a peaceful solution to Roberts plans to invade England, Henry I fought to retrieve Normandy when Robert,  [1:  The Church Historians of England, volume IV, part II; translated by Joseph Stephenson (London: Seeley’s, 1861).] 

acted unwisely towards the natives [of Normandy], and those subject to him;         upon which the King repaired to Normandy, and taking his brother prisoner in    pitched battle, kept him to the day of his death, and united the whole of        Normandy to his own kingdom.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Ingulf’s Chronicle of the Abbey of Croyland with the Continuation of Peter of Blois, trans Henry T. Riley (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1854), pp.229-37] 

As a result of conquering Normandy, Henry I ensured thirty-three years of peace. Henry spent half his time in Normandy prompting him to create the position of justiciar to rule in the king’s stead when absent.

Henry I’s attitude towards Wales and Scotland was that of a desire to control instead of conquering. In contrast, ‘fundamentally, Stephen had abandoned Wales and the north because of anxieties about his English heartland.’[footnoteRef:3] There was no royal response to the uprising of Gwynedd and Deheubarth which resulted in great losses of territory in Wales and were the most significant defeat for the Normans in Wales since the loss of Gwynedd in the 1090s.[footnoteRef:4] Stephen responded with more vigour when King David invaded the north of England and marched to Durham to agree terms in February 1136. However, David felt he could improve on the settlement and in 1138 professed his support for Empress Mathilda. In total, David launched three invasions into England. Stephen countered the first but ignored the second due to tensions elsewhere. During the third invasion, David progressed into Yorkshire. Archbishop Thurstan of York saw resistance as a holy cause and  [3:  D. Carpenter, The Struggle for Mastery: The Penguin History of Britain 1066-1284, (London: Penguin Books, 2004), p.167.]  [4:  Carpenter, Struggle for Mastery, p.165] 

came to Stephen’s aid during the Battle of the Standard. The victory of the battle saved Stephen’s throne but failed to drive David from the North. During Henry II’s reign he had,
Put back the clock in Scotland. He also aimed to do so in Wales, where the         native rulers in Stephen’s time had made substantial gains at the expense of           both the king and the marcher barons.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Carpenter, Struggle for Mastery, p.213.] 

Henry II mounted three campaigns into Wales between 1157 and 1163 which reasserted royal authority over the princes of Gwynedd and Deheubarth. However, after an unsuccessful campaign in 1165 after a Welsh rebellion, Wales were not a high priority for Henry. Henry II was able to force David’s successor, Malcolm into restoring the lands taken to the English king.

During Henry I reign there was controversy over his rapid expansion of the Church and lay investiture was opposed by Gregorian reformers. To gain baronial support, Henry recalled Anselm of Bec to the Archbishopric of Canterbury. However, Anselm refused to pay homage to the king for his lands. In addition, Anselm hosted a reforming council which passed legislation regarding the governing of the lives of monks and the clergy, but the impasse over homage and investiture remained. Henry reached a compromise with the papacy after Pope Paschal II threatened him with excommunication in 1105 and in August 1107 the settlement of the investiture dispute was announced. Henry,
remitted for ever his right of investiture of churches by ring and pastoral staff,            a question which had for a long time harassed the Holy Church; while he                 retained in his own hand and excepted solely his royal privileges.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ingulf’s Chronicle with Continuation of Peter of Blois.] 

This resulted in closer ties with the papacy. Furthermore, during Henry’s reign, 137 monasteries were established including Cluniac abbey at Reading. 
At the beginning of his reign, Stephen’s relationship with the Church was strong because of his family ties to the church. His brother, Henry of Blois was an influential figure, in the role of Abbot of Glastonbury and Bishop of Winchester and played a pivotal role in securing Stephens claim to the throne. Furthermore, Stephen was popular with the Church because of the charter he created at the beginning of his reign, promising to restore certain powers and rights to the church which Henry I had neglected. [footnoteRef:7] However, as Stephen’s authority weakened during his reign, it became increasingly difficult for him to control ecclesiastical affairs and he failed to keep the promises laid out in his charter. Furthermore, Stephen became increasingly unpopular with the church and his citizens as a result of taking lands and money from Bishops which was deemed wrong by society as they were men of God. King Stephen’s attempt to restrict the power of the Church was not affective with the Cistercians promoting increased power and influence for the church. [7:  Stephens, The English Church, (London: Macmillan and Co, 1909), p.145
] 

Henry II also had a problematic relationship with the church, particularly with Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury. Once Henry’s friend, Beckets attitude towards Henry changed once he appointed him to the role of Archbishop and he became intent on protecting the rights of the Church. Tension and conflict grew between Henry and Becket. The most notable incident that occurred between the two was at the council of Woodstock where Becket refused for the money raised by sheriffs from the Church to be transferred to the treasury.[footnoteRef:8] To combat the power that the Church had to excommunicate citizens without the King’s permission and the power the pope had to send clergy on papal missions, Henry introduced the Constitutions of Clarendon, giving him authority over the papacy and placing restrictions on them.[footnoteRef:9] However, Becket refused to follow this legislation and went into exile to France after refusing to resign as Archbishop. Becket was taken in by the court of King Louis which angered Henry. In retaliation, Henry had his son, Henry the Younger crowned early. However, Becket excommunicated all the Bishops involved on his return to England, resulting in his death. All three Kings tried to control the Church, however, King Stephen was the least successful which can be seen by the increase in papal power due to the Cistercian and Augustinian orders. [8:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, (London: Phoenix Press, 2000), p.88-89 ]  [9:  Fordham University, ‘Constitutions of Clarendon, 1164’ Medieval Sourcebook (1996) [online]] 


In regard to the three Kings attitudes to baronial support, they all shared the desire to maintain their support. King Stephen gave land and positions within the government to barons in order to gain their support and loyalty. However, he sacked the majority of barons that Henry I had appointed to government, leaving him in a vulnerable position. Not only did this cause tension, it also meant that the government now lacked the experience that these barons had in running the country. Although Henry I had appointed novices to government, they were not all from an aristocratic background and therefore, were more concerned with maintaining a strong government than with the power that some members of King Stephens aristocratic government sought.[footnoteRef:10] Further problems ensued during Stephens reign over land distribution. Much of the land that Stephen gave to barons in return for their support was already owned by other party’s which resulted in squabbling amongst the nobles. [10:  E.J Kealey, ‘King Stephen: Government and Anarchy’ Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 6,3, (1974) 201-217 p.203-204.] 

In contrast, Henry II used the government model put in place by Henry I. This was a continuation of the Anglo- Saxon system of Edward the Confessor of which henry I had adapted and expanded in order to create a peaceful and stable reign.  

King Stephen shared similar ideas to his successor and predecessor in regards to his desire to gain more power over the church and maintain political support. However, he did not have the same degree of success. This could be due to his weak leadership and his need for papal and baronial support because of the persistent threat of Matilda for the throne. Furthermore, Stephen’s concerns laid in England so he did not have the same level of interest towards foreign policy as Henry I and II. His attitude towards Normandy could be deemed as a factor to his downfall because keeping a presence there would have offered him support from invasion from Matilda’s husband.
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