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Assignment 2
COMMENTARY ON A 'LIFE' OF THOMAS'
Edward Grim
Following the murder of Thomas Becket, a collection of biographical ‘Lives’ began to be drafted, chronicling not only the details of the events and life (and occasionally pre-life) of Thomas, but also recording the drama of his violent death and its aftermath, including the widespread shock and revulsion, a portfolio of miracles and the theatrical portrayal of a contrite and barefoot king seeking penance. 

These ‘Lives’ are invaluable, in that they form a rich catalogue of contemporaneous source material from a range of authors, including those who were close to Thomas, either in personal terms, being friends and contemporaries, clerks in his service, or monks of Canterbury or Pontigny, or otherwise, literally close, in terms of being in the thick of the action and personally witness to one of the most shocking and brazen murders in history.

Biographers such as John of Salisbury, William Fitzstephen and Herbert of Bosham, all had the advantage of knowing Thomas well and perhaps (if anyone could) understood the motivation for his actions. Although Edward Grim was markedly not in this group, having only met Thomas in the days leading up to his death, he holds a unique position as not only a recorder of the story but as a player (and casualty) within its most brutal scene.   

There is little known of Edward Grim, a clerk, believed to have been a native of Cambridge and who, rather serendipitously (for the historian at least, if not for Edward himself) happened to be visiting Canterbury in December 1170 and who was at the cathedral during vespers on the evening on the 29th. Although Edward would only have known Thomas for several days at most, John Guy suggests that Edward was the displaced rector of Saltwood in Kent and as such he ‘would have seen the archbishop in action’
. Whether or not this is the case, this would not have provided much material to flesh out Edward’s Life of Thomas pre-murder, and so Edward would have been reliant on the testimony and accounts of others more familiar with his life.

Apart from his ringside seat to the murder, Edward’s Vita S. Thomae is notable as being one of the very first ‘Lives’ out of the blocks. Although Guy states that Edward completed his work around 1171-2
, Edward’s completed Life includes an account of Henry’s penance, which actually occurred on 12th July 1174
. Although it is thought to be uncertain on, or lacking in detail in areas (the martyrdom excepted), and contains anachronistic elements (for example, Thomas’ involvement in the sought coronation of young Henry
 or a premature description of Gilbert Foliot as bishop of London, when raising a sole critical voice at Thomas’ appointment as archbishop
), Edward’s Life also served as an early template and inspiration for later (and superior) accounts such as those by Guernes (Garnier) of Pont-Sainte-Maxence
 .

Like many of the Lives, Edward’s work is described as ‘unashamedly hagiographical’
. Perhaps this is not surprising as, in the absence of a first-hand record of the man, some of Edward’s accounts rely on the mystical, in the form of predictions, omens and visions, which point to the pre-ordained and immutable nature of what is to come, but by their very nature, require no verification or corroboration. An example of such an account in Edward’s Life concerns Thomas’ parents, Gilbert and Matilda, being compared to Zachariah and Elizabeth, the parents of John the Baptist and by extension, portraying Thomas as a ‘new John’, implying a status as second only to Christ. Edward is very explicit in his comparison of Thomas to John, in that neither flinched before the sword
.

Edward catalogues several visions experienced by Matilda, predicting the destined pathway of her unborn son. Matilda envisages the River Thames flowing within her, and her initial fears are eased by the words of a wise man who reassuringly interprets this as signifying that Thomas will rule ‘over many people’. In another vision, Matilda sees her infant son on top of a folded purple cloth in his cot and, in attempting to unfold this in order to cover him, found the blanket unfolding exponentially, requiring evermore space until a thunderous voice confirms the futility of the act and that ‘all England is smaller than this purple cloth and cannot contain it’. Edward clarifies that the purple cloth is a metaphor for the blood of Christ after the passion, that flowed to many kingdoms
. The vision also carries a more literal prediction – in the same way that England cannot contain the cloth, neither could it contain its own archbishop, who was exiled from its shores for six years.

In addition to his mother’s mystical experiences, Edward describes Thomas himself experiencing a vision in his sleep, whilst in exile in the Cistercian house of Pontigny – a violent and terrifying dream, culminating in the premonition of the top of his head being lopped off, with Thomas seemingly using this as the spur to ‘steel’ himself against suffering all forthcoming injuries
.      

The most compelling element of Edward’s account is Thomas’ murder and the pre-amble to it, which, of all the accounts, Edward Staunton claims has ‘pride of place because of its influence on other writers and Edward’s own supporting role on the episode’.      

The account is rich in detail and dialogue, and serves in providing a background to aspects the dispute, such as the crowning of young Henry and the related excommunications, through the verbal jousting between Thomas and the four knights during the knights’ reconnoitre earlier in the afternoon of 29th December. Edward describes Thomas as the ‘athlete of Christ’
 in standing firm against his accusers, and attributes to him phrases and actions that show he, like Christ, is aware of the pre-ordination of his own death and will not leave his church, when he states, ‘from this day forth no one will see the see between me and my church’
.   

The phrase is in direct response to the knights’ command that Thomas leaves the kingdom, however, there is a prophetic tone that suggests a last-stand. Elsewhere in this section, however, Edward is less coy about the inevitability of events, referring to the knights as ‘executioners’ ‘thirsting for blood’
.

The return of the knights (accompanied by the ‘evil’ subdeacon Mauclerk) ignites a much more dramatic account from Edward, fizzing with descriptions of noise and movement, violence and horror. In a passage that is crammed with biblical imagery and references, concerning the shepherd, sheep and wolves, Thomas, like Christ emerging from the Garden of Gethsemane, reveals himself from the shadows of the cathedral and anchors himself to a pillar, forcing the knights to perpetrate their bloody deed within the sanctified confines of the church – in the full sight of God and in the presence of the full community (albeit with many secreted in hiding places), including Edward who describes himself as ‘this witness’
 , clinging on to Thomas until his own arm is almost severed.

Edward, rather selflessly, glosses over his own terrible injury and instead vividly captures the last defiant utterances of Thomas as the five sword blows (mirroring the five wounds of Christ) reign down onto him, detaching his cranium and spilling the rose-red blood and lily-white brain onto the floor, with the last horrific humiliating act saved for Mauclerk, who places his foot on the neck of the prostrate priest, empties the archbishop’s skull of the last of his brains and scatters them with the spilled blood, before concluding, somewhat needlessly, ‘this fellow will not get up again’
 .

Considering Thomas’ murder was only three days away from New Year’s Day 1171, and based on all accounts (not least his own) of the severity of the injury he sustained, it is tempting to form the supposition that Edward must have remained at Canterbury for at least the early part of 1171 in order to recuperate in the care of the cathedral community, which, one must assume, would feel a considerable degree of obligation to the outsider who ‘steadfastly’ remained with Thomas, while his own brethren (not unreasonably) either cowered under drapes of the alter
or spectated from a safer distance. Again, it is a reasonable assumption, that in the course of this recuperation period, during which the immediate clamour for canonisation commenced, Edward formulated the plan at least, if not the physical composition, to research and record the life of the man with whom he would be forever after inextricably linked, and we can surmise, that at least some of this background was derived from conversations with the monks and clerks whilst he was being nursed back to health. 

In the case of the authors who had a personal relationship with Thomas, it is perhaps easier to understand the motivations for the composition of their ‘Lives’, that is, to extol the memory of their friend and to add fuel to the propaganda campaign for his canonisation. Although Edward was a man who never witnessed either the skills or flaws of Thomas’ administration and statecraft, he was uniquely placed to catch not only the last words of Thomas, but probably the actual breath that carried them; he shared a blow from the same sword that lopped off Thomas’ ‘crown’, and his blood pooled with that of Thomas on the same floor.

Edward must have been greatly affected by his experience, and the scars, emotional and physical, must have remained with him for a long period, if not until his own death. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that as well as wanting to record Thomas’ heroism in his last moments Edward’s quest and the resultant published ‘Life’ may have been born from a desire to try to understand better, Thomas the man, his causes, his intentions and the full context and aftermath of the horrific events in which Edward accidentally found himself and in which he himself would be preserved, in literature and art, for posterity.     
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