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AHHI7016 – Assignment 3

Commentary on William’s charter

This piece refers primarily to the church at Deerhurst, Gloucester, and was issued on Monday, 13 April 1069, the day after Easter Sunday, while King William I (1066-87) and his court were at Winchester celebrating Easter. The document is an open declaration, a charter,
 ‘to all the faithful of Christ’, and begins with the name of the king followed by his titles, including a reference to William’s assumed hegemony over Maine, the southern neighbour of Normandy, an authority which was disputed, especially with the rulers of Anjou. As a part of his bid for the crown of England three years before, William had sought for, and obtained, the support of the pope, Alexander II (1061-73), and had embraced the enterprise for England, at least outwardly, in the spirit of religious piety to right the wrongs done to him, carrying the papal banner into the battle itself.
 This grant is one of many to the Church acknowledging his gratitude for papal support.

As mentioned in the charter itself, Deerhurst was given to the abbey of St Denis before, this time by King Edward, whom William describes as ‘our illustrious ancestor’. In fact, in the modern sense of the word, King Edward was not William’s direct ancestor at all but was the son of Emma, the sister of his grandfather, Richard II of Normandy (996-1026). She was married to King Æthelred II of England (978-1016),
 and their elder son King Edward, who assumed the English crown in 1042 upon the death of his half-brother Harthacnut (1040-42),
 was related only laterally to King William. In the context of the charter, however, William is ascribing more subtle connotations to the relationship with Edward. He had persisted in claiming that he was Edward’s heir and because of this should have succeeded immediately to the crown upon King Edward’s death on 4/5 January 1066. It is this important distinction that is highlighted by William’s use of the word ‘ancestor’.

The making of this charter occurred at a time when England was undergoing many changes, administrative as well as political and military. Before 1066, many documents issued were written in Old English, the language spoken by the Anglo-Saxon people and their leaders. Even after the conquest, English was still used in legal processes, sometimes in addition to Latin,
 but was eventually to be replaced by Latin.
 This particular charter is written in Latin and so has a position at the start of the long reign of Latin being the language of the law and of the judicial courts.

St Denis was already a significant saint in France, and King Edward’s own lengthy exile in Normandy would have brought him into close contact with the reverence paid to the saint.
 This king made many gifts of English churches and manors to foundations abroad, so Deerhurst was not exceptional. He had also granted Taynton to the abbey of St Denis, confirmation of which is also mentioned in this document. Baldwin is the named recipient, on behalf of St Denis, of the grants within the charter. Baldwin was born in France and served as a monk at St Denis, but later came to England and became one of King Edward’s physicians. Eventually appointed by Edward to be the abbot of Bury St Edmunds,
 Baldwin continued in his position for King William too. He is described in William’s charter as ‘our faithful Baldwin’, having committed himself to the new king.

In common with many charters of the era, this one has several witnesses. As it was Easter, there would have been a gathering of important clerics and magnates to celebrate the festival with the king and these people show their presence by the addition of their names. Part of the royal family itself is there, with the marks of the new queen, Matilda of Flanders, the only female attesting the charter, and that of her second son, Richard, heading the list behind that of the king. Then the ecclesiastical courtiers dominate the list before the witness names finish with some of the king’s strongest supporters and counsellors.

The two archbishops in England are first to confirm their agreement. Stigand, archbishop of Canterbury, leads the rest of Church representatives. His was an uncertain situation. His appointment to the see of Canterbury had been with the agreement of King Edward,
 but his promotion to Canterbury had been opposed by a succession of popes,
 and thus his title had not been ratified by Rome. So it was that he lacked papal recognition and his powers as archbishop were severely limited. Even in England, many new bishops eschewed being consecrated by Stigand, travelling abroad to seek their confirmation by others.
 Ultimately in the following year at Easter 1070, Stigand was deposed as archbishop and spent the rest of his life in confinement until his death in 1072. Aware of Stigand’s flawed authority, William had himself crowned on 25 December 1066 by Aldred, the archbishop of York and the second witness on the list. This archbishop proved a steadfast ally to the king, making his submission to the king after the battle at Hastings to be a full and uncompromising one up to the time of his death later in 1069.

William, the Norman-born bishop of London,
 had served King Edward and remained in his post throughout King Harold II’s short reign. As the third most senior cleric present he occupies the sixth place on the list. He is followed by Aielic, or Æthelric II, bishop of Selsey, and Herman, bishop of Sherborne. Bishop Giso of Wells and Leofric, the bishop of Exeter, affixed their confirmation next. Leofric was one of the few English bishops to survive the mass deposition of English bishops at Easter 1070, when Stigand was removed. This success was short-lived, however, as Leofric died in 1072 and his bishopric was taken by the Norman cleric Osbern fitzOsbern, the son of one of King William’s former guardians, Osbern de Crépon, who was killed in 1040 while trying to retain control of the young William. Osbern fitzOsbern had arrived in England some years previously and had served King Edward as a chaplain.

At this point the first holder of a non-English see appears, and it is Bishop Odo of Bayeux, the half-brother of the king. He was the son of William’s mother Herleva and Herluin de Conteville, the man to whom William’s father Robert II of Normandy (d.1035) caused her to be married. Odo may have been responsible for the production of the Bayeux Tapestry detailing the events before and during the battle of Hastings,
 although this is conjectural.
 He was one of the men into whose hands the governance of England passed during his half-brother’s frequent and sometimes lengthy absences from the country, noted adversely by the commentator Orderic Vitalis.
 The alliance between the brothers was not to last; Odo was stripped of his power thirteen years later. His name is followed by that of Geoffrey, bishop of Coutances, who was present at the battle of Hastings as well,
 Baldwin, bishop of Evreux and Ernald (or Arnaud), bishop of Le Mans in Maine. 

There are four more witnesses and some of these comprise part of the strong band of companions who had lent their support to the king during the conquest of the kingdom. The king’s second half-brother, Robert, Bishop Odo’s full brother, is there under his title of count,
 with William fitzOsbern, designated earl, immediately following. This William was given the earldom of Hereford after the conquest and was the founder of the castle at Chepstow, also called Striguil. He played a significant part in protecting King William’s kingdom from the incursions of the Welsh along the Marches in the west of the country. He was to die in the battle of Cassel in February 1071 in a conflict over the ruling of Flanders.
 Next is Robert, count of Eu, who was instrumental along with the Count Robert of Mortain in defending the environs of Lincolnshire during the invasion of the Danes in 1069-70,
 and the last name is that of Ralph, earl of the East Angles.

The purpose of this charter is not just to confirm the gift of Deerhurst and Taynton to the abbey of St Denis, but to underline the continuity of the English royal succession from King Edward to William. The interest of the document lies largely in its witness list, but the historian must be aware of the possibility of forgery which was widespread at the time.
 Occasionally such an action was not deliberately fraudulent; monastic houses which genuinely had been given property and rights may have lost or never received the requisite documentary grant and so manufactured their own to prove their case. As Clanchy points out, not only parchment was used to signify a grant; he recounts an occasion in the same year of 1069 when King William himself used a knife to symbolise a gift.
 Therefore caution must be exercised when considering any charter, especially one of this age. On the other hand, the wording, the witnesses, and the sentiments expressed within the document are themselves a composite and valuable view of the ruling society at the time.
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