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The Life of Saint Thomas Becket as Told by Ed Grim: Different Than the Other Lives and Adding Value in Important Ways


Ed Grim was an unlikely candidate to be one of the most important writers of the Life of Saint Thomas Becket. It was chance that found him there on the night of 29 December 1170 at the Cathedral when four knights burst into the Cathedral demanding that Thomas lift the sanctions placed on the bishops.[footnoteRef:1] But it was not chance that made him stay valiantly at the Archbishop Becket’s side while all others ran from the room. Eyewitness testimony is the gold standard of storytelling and judicial proceedings alike and here we have a hagiographer who not only witnessed the martyrdom but he himself tried to prevent it and in doing so suffered at the hands of the conspirators a serious wound with his arm being nearly severed.[footnoteRef:2] It is this that made his version different from the others, he was a participant and was with Becket throughout his last moments making Grim a cause celebre for years to come with images of Grim ubiquitous in historical imagery of the martyr.[footnoteRef:3]  This paper will examine the strengths and limitations of Grim as author based on who he was, his role at the time of the murder and when he wrote. [1:  Michael Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001). P. 196]  [2:  Anne Duggan, Thomas Becket, (London: Hodder Education, Hachette Livre UK 2004) p. 212]  [3:     . Luel, Nathalie Le. 2022. ‘Embroidering the Life of Thomas Becket during the Middle Ages: Cult and Devotion in Liturgical Vestments’, Arts, 11.4: 73 <https://www.academia.edu/88400633/Embroidering_the_Life_of_Thomas_Becket_during_the_Middle_Ages_Cult_and_Devotion_in_Liturgical_Vestments> [accessed 23 March 2023]] 


Ed Grim was a visiting clerk who was usually at Cambridge, possibly a student at a religious house that developed after his time to become one of the colleges of Cambridge University. On the day of the murder, he happened to be visiting Canterbury and was in the Cathedral.  Called “Master Edward Grim’ he seems to be a graduate of one of the nascent universities and a native of Cambridge.[footnoteRef:4]  Grim, once rector of the parish of Saltwood in Kent[footnoteRef:5] lost his position when Henry of Essex lost an ordeal by battle and his lands went to Henry II through confiscation.[footnoteRef:6] At the time of the murder Saltwood had not been restored.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  William Urry, Thomas Becket, His Last Days. (Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing Limited 1999). p 87-88. Two others named Grim, brothers John and Geoffrey were teachers at Cambridge at some point after the Becket affair, they may have been kin leading to the speculation that perhaps he knew more of Becket than it was thought as there was a wider presence of his family in the scholastic community.]  [5:  John Guy. Thomas Becket, Warrior, Priest, Rebel, A Nine-Hundred-Year-Old- Story, Retold, (New York: Random House, 2012). P. 6]  [6:  Michael Staunton. Telling the Story: Edward Grim, Guernes and Anonymous, Thomas Becket and His Biographers, (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2006) p. 29]  [7:  Anne Duggan, Thomas Becket p. 204.] 


Unsurprisingly after what had transpired in Canterbury Cathedral Grim was not a fan of Henry II or his retinue, rather he saw the administration of the throne as evil, stating of the king “Finally, he infected the bishops and princes of the kingdom and the king's ministers and domestics with poisonous breaths, so as to make the part of the holy archbishop inferior and more easily oppress him, these are sly Satans, these circling slippery serpents, who do not rest except when they have done evil, and obstructed the way by which he goes to the Lord.” [footnoteRef:8] So Grim casts this as a spiritual battle with Satan, “the accuser of the brethren, the instigator of hatred, the hearty persecutor, not ignorant of the king's agitation, since he traverses the earth and goes about seeking whom he may devour and reduce to his own possession. Therefore, he increases hatred, sows the seeds of discord, he serves the fodder of quarrels, and the holy archbishop is attacked with his forces”.[footnoteRef:9] The very gates of hell rise up against Thomas.  [8:  Robertson, James Craigie, "Materials for the history of Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, Ed Grim (canonized by Pope Alexander III., A.D. 1173): 1813-1882: Free “Materials for the Study of Thomas Becket, Download, Borrow, and Streaming: Internet Archive.". (hereinafter “MTB”) sec. 373. Translated via Microsoft Translator.]  [9:  MTB 372 Translated via Microsoft Translator.] 


In what is perhaps a reference to another despot vs. servant of God, Pharaoh vs. Moses,[footnoteRef:10] Grim tells us, “the king's heart both by his own hidden inward inspiration, and then externally by the wickedness of his ministers, he kindled anger in his soul against his spiritual father and shepherd, armed himself with malice, and at last hardened with deadly hatred.”[footnoteRef:11] In the book of Exodus Pharoah, the great ruler and oppressor of the people of God has his heart hardened. Once that happened there was no turning back for Moses or the Israelites, and as Henry’s heart was hardened there was no turning back for Thomas. Scriptural comparisons are commonplace in hagiography. [footnoteRef:12] [10:  Exodus 9:12, “But the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he would not listen to them, just as the Lord had spoken to Moses.” NRSV Bible, Anglicized version. ]  [11:  MTB 372 Translated via Microsoft Translator]  [12:  Bronwen Neil, 'Hagiography', Paul M. Blowers, and Peter W. Martens (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Biblical Interpretation, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2019) p. 303. ] 


Grim’s version and unique perspective is of course most quoted for the depiction of the murder. We are told Vespers were just beginning so we know it is evening[footnoteRef:13] next we can hear the clanging of the shields and the raucous and brutish voices of the four knights as they arrive to do the unthinkable in God’s house. We sense the alignment of good versus evil as “Edward Grim says that Becket’s attitude facing death was impeccable. He faced the assassins with no resistance; he showed “constantia and dignitas, like the martyrs of old who refused to worship pagan gods”[footnoteRef:14] perhaps reminiscent of the three martyrs Shadrach, Meshach and Abendego who would not worship idols although commanded to do so by the great King Nebuchadnezzar who had them bound and thrown into a blazing furnace as, like Becket, they would rather die than renounce their God.[footnoteRef:15] Unlike Becket they miraculously survived their ordeal, but the similarity is in the willing sacrifice, in the deep abiding faith and the fearlessness in the face of martyrdom and adherence to God despite tyranny Christians are told “when troubles of any kind come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Alan Butler, Lives of the Saints, (Charolette, North Carolina: Tan Books, 2013) p. 397]  [14:      Stephen Jaeger, The Death of Thomas Becket’, Sense of the Sublime, 2022 <https://www.academia.edu/73130520/Ch_14_The_Death_of_Thomas_Becket> [accessed 22 March 2023]]  [15:  Daniel 3:18-30]  [16:  James 1:2] 

Grim hears the demands of the knights, he hears Thomas’s Godly answers and then finally the attack.  Thomas makes an argument to the knights that although they demand that Thomas lift anathema placed upon the bishops he himself is powerless to do anything saying, “it was by no means by me, but my lord pope, that the bishops were suspended from office.”[footnoteRef:17]  Becket says "The righteous will be like a bold lion and free from fear,"  "Here I am, not a traitor of the king but a priest; why do you seek me?" "Here I am ready to suffer in the name of He who redeemed me with His blood; God forbid that I should flee on account of your swords or that I should depart from righteousness." [footnoteRef:18]  This echoes the martyrs of the Old and the New Testament and of Christ himself.  Similar to Christ he could have escaped his fate, Becket could have bolted the doors or fled  but he embraced his martyrdom, Grim “left no doubts on this score”.[footnoteRef:19] Grim’s depiction of Becket’s demeanor, his stated acquiescence to the wishes and power of the Papacy even to the point of death would all have contributed to the quick canonization of Becket.  This is important to note as Grim wrote so early on (1171-1172)[footnoteRef:20] and his perspective would have been influential and compelling. [17:  Michael Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001). P. 197]  [18:       ‘Internet History Sourcebooks Project’. [n.d.]. <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/cclarendon.asp> [accessed 22 February 2023]]  [19:  W.L. Warren, Henry II, (Berkley: University of California Press, 1973) p 511 and p 511 n. 2.]  [20:  Staunton, The Lives Of Thomas Becket, p.7] 

Grim tells that all the other monks flee the swords of the knights save him.  How like Christ to be betrayed by those nearest to you, even as Jesus was betrayed by Peter three times, and was left to stand alone before his persecutors.[footnoteRef:21] Becket stood firm despite being nearly alone to face his persecution.  Grim’s presence made Becket’s sacrifice less than that of Christ who stood entirely alone before his persecutors. But it is the ultimate humility to bow before God and not liken yourself to Him, no matter what your sacrifice.  Stories tell that Saint Peter had himself crucified upside down because he did not deserve the Savior’s death.[footnoteRef:22] Grim also serves God’s important purpose of being a witness and being able to detail the momentous event to the glory of God. [21:  Matthew 26:69-75.]  [22:  The early church fathers are unanimous in claiming that Peter died in Rome, by crucifixion, during the persecution of Nero in AD 64.  The apocryphal Acts of Peter is the earliest reference to crucifixion of Peter upside down. 
see Eusebius of Caesaria, The Persecution under Nero in which Paul and Peter were honored at Rome with Martyrdom on Behalf of Religion. ‘The Acts of Peter’. [n.d.]. <http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/actspeter.html> [accessed 22 March 2023]. ‘Philip Schaff: NPNF2-01. Eusebius Pamphilius: Church History, Life of Constantine, Oration in Praise of Constantine - Christian Classics Ethereal Library’. Chapter XXV. —The Persecution under Nero in which Paul and Peter were honored at Rome with Martyrdom in Behalf of Religion. <https://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf201.iii.vii.xxvi.html> [accessed 22 March 2023].


] 


Many miracles are attributed to Thomas serving multiple purposes. They establish the legitimacy and the sanctity of Saint Thomas through demonstration of power and through the exemplification of scripture.[footnoteRef:23] As regards hagiography “the primary aim of the authors was not to compose a biographical record of the saint, but rather to portray the subject as an exemplar of Christian virtue.”[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Thomas Head Hagiography, (New York: Online Reference Book For Medieval Studies, 1999). Non-paginated.]  [24:  Thomas Head, Hagiography. ] 

To conclude, there are three strengths to Grim’s version, first that he was an eyewitness and participant in the event, secondly that he wrote very early after the event, both of these bolstered his credibility and therefore the credibility of his Life and quite possibly aided in the quick canonization by Pope Alexander III in February 1173 with the ecclesiastical world ready to embrace Thomas’s sainthood.[footnoteRef:25] The explosion of the cult of St. Thomas may have also been partially propelled by this early Life. “The cult grew and prospered: antiphons were composed…miracles…were attributed to him, churches were dedicated to him; and representations of him appear in every medium, in every European country, in every age until the reformation.”[footnoteRef:26]  Royal participation occurred in the literate twelfth century.[footnoteRef:27] The cult of Becket likewise spawned a significant new interest in local saints in England where “churchmen and laity moved from one splendid translation to another in a breathless whirl of hagiographical frenzy.”[footnoteRef:28] Grim’s narrative contributed to this shift as his narrative sparked an interest in saints in general. [25:  Anne Duggan, Thomas Becket p.225]  [26:   A.L. Poole, The Oxford History of England, Domesday Book to Magna Carta, 1087-1216, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, First Edition 1951). p. 215]  [27:  Anne Duggan, Becket Is Dead! Long Live St. Thomas, Ed. Paul Webster and Marie-Pierre Gelin, The Cult of St Thomas Becket in the Plantagenet World, c. 1170-c.1220, (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2016)  p.41-44]  [28:  John Crook, English Medieval Shrines, (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2016) p.170] 

The third strength is the passion with which Grim portrayed Becket’s martyrdom; not a dry recitation of the facts but an enlivened and dramatic recounting that provides a mental map of the site which no doubt contributed to the pilgrim’s desire to be in that space.  According to historian Sarah Foot, “consider the evidence for the idea of place provided by Lives of English saints.” [footnoteRef:29] Lives are stories often grounded in place and Grim’s story is in one of the grandest of all.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Foot, Sarah (2019). Mental Maps: Sense of Place in Medieval British Historical Writing. In J. Jahner, E. Steiner, & E. Tyler (Eds.), Medieval Historical Writing: Britain and Ireland, 500–1500 (pp. 139-156). (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019. pp. 139-140.]  [30:  For discussion of spatial settings in hagiography see Monika Otter, Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996) p. 2-4. 41-43] 

Grim’s limitation was that unlike Herbert of Bosham, a companion and friend and loyal servant of Becket having been his clerk when he was chancellor, remaining in his employ after he became archbishop and following him into exile and back,[footnoteRef:31] his actual firsthand knowledge was limited to the event of the murder. He had to draw upon the knowledge of others to construct Becket’s early life.  The later Lives show that Grim got it right. His version is credited with “providing the framework for those by Guernes of Pont-St-Maxence and Anonymous I”.[footnoteRef:32] Grim’s Life is a seminal work relied upon until the present time.[footnoteRef:33] It is likely that he had conversations with the other authors and a wider circle of those who knew Becket’s story well as the stories all comport with one another. Another limitation might be bias toward Henry II from loss of his position at Saltwood, but it is unknown how much of that he blamed on Henry and how much on the other participants in the controversy. All in all, Grim provided this story, the Life, as no other human being could. [31:  Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket, (Berkely: University of California Press, 1986).                                                            p 7-8   ]  [32:  Michael Staunton. Telling the Story: Edward Grim, Guernes and Anonymous I, Thomas Becket and His Biographers, (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2006). p.28]  [33:  Father John S. Hogan, Thomas Becket Defender of the Church, (Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor, 2020) p.381] 
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