	
	
	



Analysis of one of the ‘Lives of Becket’
John of Salisbury
HPMS7006 Assignment 2
Matthew W. McGinn (2209671)

John’s Life began as a letter he wrote in 1171 shortly after the murder of Thomas, describing that event. He later expanded this letter into his somewhat longer Life at a later, unknown date[footnoteRef:2]. I suspect this Life was specifically intended to support the cause of Thomas’s canonization. As such, John has no use for material extraneous to this effort and events that might reflect poorly on Thomas; John’s Life is consequently filled with effusive praise for Thomas and emphasis on the righteousness of his struggle with King Henry II. John also engages in extremely severe attacks on the king and the rest of Becket’s opponents.  [2:  NNDB.com, John of Salisbury, https://www.nndb.com/people/869/000101566/ [Accessed 14 April 2023]] 


Scholars of the dispute consider John’s short Life to be an enormous opportunity lost,[footnoteRef:3] given John’s outstanding literary skill and his vast theological and ecclesiastical expertise, his understanding of canon law, his close relationship with Thomas, and his thorough knowledge of the most critical aspects of the controversy. However, John appears to have been uninterested in writing an in-depth historical narrative of the Henry-Becket controversy, even after Becket’s canonization. This was surely a task John could have easily accomplished, but John was content to leave his Life to extolls Thomas’s virtues and reinforce the necessity of Thomas’s canonization. [3:  “The shortness of John's contribution to our knowledge of the subject was lamented by some of his contemporaries, and modern readers may well share their regret ; for among all the biographers there was no one who either in ability or in knowledge of his hero can at all be compared with John.” James Cragie Robertson (ed.), Materials for the History of Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, Canonized by Pope Alexander III, A.D. 1173, Vol. II (Benedict of Peterborough, John of Salisbury, Alan of Tewkesbury, Edward Grim) (London: Longman, 1876), p. xliii
] 


Perhaps John, although aware of the profound historical events he had witnessed, did not feel the need to retell every detail of Thomas’s career. John was clearly aware of the other Lives written by his colleagues, and perhaps John considered their accounts to be sufficient. John may have correctly anticipated that future scholars might use a detailed narrative told by John, even one that portrayed Thomas sympathetically, as reasons to deconstruct Thomas’s historical reputation. 

Fully two thirds of John’s Life concern the Becket controversy and the events before, during, and after the murder. John devotes very little time to Becket’s childhood and education, and early career. He provides only a few short paragraphs about Thomas’s tenure as Chancellor, though he devotes a little more space Thomas’s life as archbishop and to Thomas’s time in exile.

Historical Value of the Life.

While I believe John was honest in his recollection of the events he describes, even with all the heavy hagiographical elements, his Life does not compare favourably to the others as a historical source, especially to those of Herbert of Bosham and William of Canterbury. John’s Life is certainly a good representation of the sorrow and outrage among the clergy that were most supportive of Thomas. However, considering the years John spent working together with, advising, and serving Thomas, he leaves much out.

John does, however, include some specifics that are of value to further understanding aspects of Thomas’s life.

John explains Thomas’s difficulties with court life and the subsequent effect on Thomas’s emotional state. Here John seems to presage Thomas’s martyrdom by revealing Thomas “would despair of living” and was already looking forward to his life in the next world.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  M. Staunton, ed. The Lives of Thomas Becket, selected sources translated and annotated, p.53 
(Manchester Medieval Sources: Manchester University Press, 2001)] 

He names Cardinal Henry of Pisa[footnoteRef:5] as a critical influence on Thomas’s decision to accept the office of archbishop. [5:  “Therefore, for a while he resisted the king and others who wanted him to be promoted: but the divine choice prevailed so much, that by the persuasion, inducement, and insistence of the venerable man Heinrico Pisano, cardinal priest and legate of the apostolic see, he acceded to the king's desire and to the counsels of his friends.”] 


John takes great care to describe Thomas’s immediate change of lifestyle after his consecration as archbishop.[footnoteRef:6] Although John uses the Pauline metaphor of “putting on the new man,” it should be noted that John had previously described Thomas’s hidden piety as Chancellor, so that in John’s Life, this change is not quite so dramatic as it is sometimes portrayed. John then goes on to exhaustively detail the extent of Thomas’s charity, as Thomas feeds the poor and washes their feet, and the many aspects of Thomas’s zeal for an abstemious, chaste, and devout life.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, pp. 66-67]  [7:  ibid., p. 68-69] 


During Thomas’s exile, John briefly describes his meeting with Pope Alexander at Sens, followed by a long description of Henry’s exile of Thomas’s colleagues and family.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast to John’s repeated barrages against the deeds of Henry, John is pleased to describe King Louis of France as a loyal Christian monarch who offers Thomas aid in his time of need after being forced out of the monastery of Potigny.[footnoteRef:9] John, always well-connected with the papal curia, identifies Bishop Guillaume aux Blanches-Mains as the papal envoy who obtained the Pope’s secret approval to excommunicate Henry should the king prove to be obstinate in the negotiations with Becket and the Holy See.[footnoteRef:10] Although John was not present with Thomas in exile, he is silent on the crucial councils of Gisors, Montmirail, Montmartre, and Frétéval. This omission is the most significant shortcoming in John’s Life, as it does away with the majority of the negotiations between Henry, Louis, and Thomas, which John would have been apprised of. As John’s Life maintains its focus on the goal of glorifying Thomas, the minutiae of these conferences would not serve that purpose. [8:  John of Canterbury, J. Robertson (ed.) Vita Sancti Thomae Cantuariensis Archiepiscopi Et Martyris, published 
in Latin by Robertson (London: Longman, 1876), machine-translated to English (Google Translate) and edited by Matthew McGinn, chapter 19.]  [9:  John of Canterbury, Robertson, Vita Sancti Thomae, chapter 19.]  [10:  ibid., chapter 19.] 


John places great emphasis on the fact that Thomas’s last excommunications, of Roger of York, Gilbert Foliot, and Jocelin of Salisbury, were Papal excommunications that were simply enforced by Thomas.[footnoteRef:11] In so doing, John desires to reinforce Thomas’s loyalty to the Pope, while also disassociating Thomas from these highly controversial excommunications. [11:  ibid., chapter 21.] 


Where John’s Life does not fall short is John’s ability to use vibrantly evocative language to proclaim Thomas’s acts, expressed in his preamble to the Life.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  “For just as star differs from star in brightness, so in the resurrection of the saints each one in his order of the just will shine like the stars; and those who train many for life will be like the brightness of the firmament for ever and ever.” ibid., prologue] 


John melodramatically develops the Becket controversy as no mere political disagreement, but an epic battle against good and evil that John enthusiastically ties to Scripture, including many references to the trials and Passion of Jesus in the Gospels. The king, his court, and the bishops who side with him are portrayed as either pawns or agents of the devil, while Thomas is likened to the Suffering Servant of prophet Isiah.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Isaiah 53, specifically: 4 “Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. 5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.” Holy Bible, New International Version, www.biblegateway.com. [Accessed 14 April 2023]] 


In the many comparisons between the life of Jesus and the life of Becket by John and all of Thomas’s biographers, no line of Scripture captures the Christological sentiment applied to Becket better than by his wounds we are healed, Isaiah’s prophecy, a verse held by all major Christian churches to augur Jesus’s Crucifixion and the resulting Atonement. Surely John had this verse in mind when Becket’s murder brought the exhausting controversy with the king to an end, swiftly resulted in a settlement between Henry and the Pope, and brought the king to his knees in penance at Becket’s tomb. 

John and the Fear of God.

John is himself fearful of controversy, as evidenced by his stark terror at being the subject of Henry’s wrath,[footnoteRef:14] but John is obligated also to balance his fear of temporal danger with his fear of God.[footnoteRef:15] So, John is very careful in his Life to avoid any hints of controversy about Thomas, which, in any case, would have been near-unthinkable to include after Thomas’s murder and canonization. John, however, would have also intended to be as truthful as possible about the contents of his Life, for he would also have been careful not to knowingly testify to anything untrue, lest it imperil his immortal soul. While John certainly paints a glowing picture of Thomas’s career, the dispute, and the martyrdom, it is difficult to believe that John was being anything other than honest as he could be regarding the events he chose to include his Life. [14:  John writes to the Abbot of Celle, “The indignation of our most serene lord, our all-powerful kind, our most unconquerable prince, has grown hot against me in full force.” W.J. Millor and H.E. Butler (eds.), The Letters of John of Salisbury, Vol. 1 (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1955), p. 31]  [15:  John writes to Pope Adrian IV: “Moreover the troubles of my mind are calmed by the testimony of an innocent conscience, which fears no judgement save that of Him before whose judgement-seal rich and poor alike shall soon assemble, and all the sons of men shall be compelled to render their account.” Millor and Butler, The Letters of John of Salisbury, Vol. 1, p. 34] 


The fear of God holds immense importance to John, and this is the initial source of John’s contempt for King Henry. Well before the depths of the Becket controversy and the murder, we can see the beginnings of John’s disdain for the king; John believes that Henry is an impious, and, by extension, an unjust ruler. In Policratus, completed not long after Henry exiled John from Canterbury, John designates fear of God as a trait essential to a just ruler.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  “The prince is, therefore, to fear the Lord and he is to profess his servility to Him by an evident humility of mind by the performance of pious works.” John of Salisbury and Cary Nederman (ed.) Policratus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 47.] 


John’s Grief and Anger over the Murder.

John remains overwhelmed by the emotions wrought by the murder, which he witnessed, and which was probably a source of trauma for the rest of his life.[footnoteRef:17] Beyond the unimaginable wound to his heart John suffered in seeing his lifelong friend brutally slain, John is barely able to contain his fury and contempt for the knights, the “cruel butchers, contemptuous of the fear of God” who had committed the act, accusing them of profaning the cathedral, striking at Thomas’s head precisely where he had been anointed, and, in perhaps the most extraordinary comparison to the Passion, condemns the scattering of Thomas’s brains as “more monstrous  than the Crucifixion.” John goes on to compare their plunder of the Archbishop’s Palace to the Roman soldiers casting lots for Jesus’s garments.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  After relating Thomas’s last words, and just before beginning his account of the murder itself, John writes “Who can relate the rest without sighs, grief, and tears?” and later, on the aftermath in the cathedral: “Who will be able to bear to hear what follows without weeping?” John of Canterbury, Robertson, Vita Sancti Thomae, chapters 26, 27.]  [18:  ibid., chapter 26.] 


John anathematizes Henry’s court, pronouncing the Becket controversy as the work of the devil,[footnoteRef:19] further convicting Becket’s foes as sons of perdition, the words used by Jesus to describe Judas Iscariot[footnoteRef:20] and by Paul to describe the antichrist.[footnoteRef:21] Despite this brutal condemnation, John does not specifically name Henry as an agent of the devil, although it is heavily implied; he may also be convicting Henry when he pronounces, “Nor was there a lack of just cause for fear, when, according to Solomon, ‘As the roaring of a lion, so is the wrath of a king.[footnoteRef:22]’” [19:  “But the ancient enemy, seeing that the man (Becket) would greatly profit the church of God, was jealous, and lest the land should enjoy the hoped-for peace any longer, he chose many and great instigators of discord, through whom he sowed a seed of hatred in the hearts of the king and courtiers. Indeed, arising from these managers a question about the customs of the kingdom and ecclesiastical law, he raised the sons of perdition to the destruction of the holy man, who were plotting to subvert the liberty of the church.” and, later, “…a conflict arose between the king and the church, which continued longer, instigated by the devil…” ibid., chapters 12, 14.]  [20:  NIV, www.biblegateway.com., John 17:12]  [21:  ibid., 2 Thessalonians 2:3-4]  [22:  ibid., 1 Peter 5:8, “Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”] 


John closes his Life with a brief description of the variety of miracles that have taken place at Becket’s shrine.[footnoteRef:23] While “hagiography in its purest form never suited John’s talents,”[footnoteRef:24] John of Salisbury’s Life is still overwhelmingly favourable to Thomas. This is not surprising, given John’s presence in the cathedral for the shocking murder, and the rapid growth of the Becket legend from there, but it does come at the expense of John’s doubtlessly comprehensive opinions on other aspects of Thomas’s story. [23:  John of Canterbury, Robertson, Vita Sancti Thomae, chapter 28.]  [24:  J. Guy, Thomas Becket: Warrior, Priest, Rebel, Victim: A 900-Year-Old Story Retold  (London: Viking, 2012), p. xvii] 
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