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Analysis of Herbert of Bosham’s Life of Thomas Becket

Introduction
Thomas Becket led a controversial life. His martyrdom and subsequent canonisation were not prefigured by a wholly saintly life, but one of contradiction and contrast. Once he was firmly established as a performer of miracles and on the path to sainthood, which happened quickly during the years following his death, it became necessary to explain his life in that context. A number of his contemporaries, who were with him at various points in his life, or who wrote having consulted those eye-witnesses, wrote accounts of Becket’s life demonstrating his, sometimes hidden, lifetime of saintlihood. Herbert of Bosham was perhaps Becket’s closest confidant over the years. His purpose in writing his Life, as discussed below, was to tell the tale of Becket’s life and explain his actions so that all could understand and follow his example. As we will see, his account has its strengths and its weaknesses in his efforts to achieve his goal.
Herbert
Herbert first knew Becket as his clerk when Becket was Chancellor. He remained in his service after Becket was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury. He was a learned man, a great theologian, and on Becket’s appointment to the Archbishopric it was Herbert who gave him the crash course in Scripture and Church teachings. He was well versed in particular in the Old Testament, Pauline theology and the patristic authors such as Augustine and Gregory the Great. Herbert had studied in Paris under eminent teachers such as Peter Lombard. He was a reformer, believing that the Church should have greater separation from the State under the authority of the Pope. His Life is full of theological references and he went on to write some well respected works of theology after Becket’s death. 
He was not, however, a monk or a priest but a worldly scholar, who was able to operate in the secular, political climate and who seems to have had strong views and a personality to match. He was not a ‘Canterbury man’ either – he was very much Becket’s man alone. He accompanied Becket during his exile, and may have struggled with the austere regime – we are told that whilst ‘banished’ to live in solitude at Pontigny ‘among the stones and the monks’ he went out one day to Auxerre to cheer himself up by buying a new green tunic and matching cloak, worn in German style from shoulder to ankle[footnoteRef:1]. William FitzHerbert, another of Becket’s biographers, tells us of a meeting that Herbert and some other clerks of Becket had with Henry II in March 1166, during the exile, where Henry is said to have commented ‘see, here comes a proud one’, as Herbert approached, sporting his new outfit. Herbert began to criticize Henry regarding his ‘evil customs’ and the two traded insults with Herbert giving as good as he got[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Guy, J. Thomas Becket, (London, Penguin, 2013) p223]  [2:  Staunton, M. Thomas Becket and his Biographers (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2006) p65] 

When Becket was appointed Archbishop he asked Herbert, when on their way to Becket’s consecration, to steer him along the right path, recognising that he had a steep career learning curve ahead of him. Herbert seems to have thrown himself wholeheartedly into the role, guiding Becket and of course greatly influencing him. It could be said that Becket was virtually a blank canvas onto which Herbert could paint his own hardline views, backed up by Scripture, the Church Fathers and canon law, all of which he knew how to manipulate in order to support his reform agenda. For example, at Montmirail it was Herbert who whispered at the final moment into Becket’s ear, which led to Becket re-asserting his caveat ‘saving my order’ and scuppering the peace deal. Throughout the peace process, Herbert was there with Becket, reminding him to stick to his guns and why it mattered. His Life of Becket was a continuation of this process.
Timing
In order to understand Herbert’s aims in writing it is helpful to appreciate his timing. He was the last of the eye-witnesses to write a Life – all of the others were written within 7 years of his death but Herbert’s was not finished until 1184-6. At 80,000 words it is by far the longest, and at times is so densely packed with theology as to be almost impenetrable. 
He would have had access, writing at this late stage, to the other principal works that were written earlier, although his work does not borrow heavily from anywhere (other than Scripture!) and is seen as an original work.
Herbert saw himself as the equivalent of John the Evangelist. John wrote his Gospel later than the other three, which were all much more similar and factual in style. John’s is theological as well as historical, in the same way as Herbert attempts to be. He borrows the third person ‘disciple’ technique from John – for example at the Council of Westminster, after reporting a speech that he puts into the mouth of Becket, he says ‘this is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things and heard and wrote these things’. This compares directly with John 21v24 - ‘this is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things, and who has written these things, and we know that his testimony is true’. John described himself as ‘the disciple that Jesus loved’. Maybe Herbert saw himself with that same special status. 
Purpose
Herbert explains in detail in his Life of Becket the reason he has for writing. He wanted to tell the story of Becket’s life, and also to explain his actions in the light of his theology. Herbert is especially detailed regarding the early years of Becket’s Archbishopric, including an account of Becket’s daily life as Archbishop. He describes the Councils at Westminster, Clarendon and Northhampton, having been present at all of them. He is the only biographer who can give first hand information on the time of the exile. He draws parallels between Becket’s return from exile and the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem - both events being precursors to their sacrificial deaths. He ends with the murder – the one time when, to his eternal regret, he was not there for him.

For Herbert, God had let him outlive all of Becket’s other contemporaries for a reason – which, as he states in his Preface, was to write a comprehensive Life aiming to provide a model of a saintly life for all to follow. He is disillusioned that life in many ways had continued much as it had before and felt that impact of Becket was in danger of slipping away. Even after Becket’s death there had been criticism of his life. Herbert wanted to make it clear that Becket’s life, not just his posthumous miracles, was worthy of sainthood. 
Particularly given his stated purpose, his reformist agenda and his known active influence over Becket, Herbert is nonetheless ‘commendably honest’[footnoteRef:3]. He presents Becket’s weaknesses, depicting Becket as foolish and vain when studying in Paris, as suffering with colitis, and as depriving himself too much in exile so as to make himself ill. He reports a conversation in November 1164, at the Papal court in Sens, where the church cardinals criticised Thomas for rising up against the king in a time of schism, and that Pope Alexander III had warned Becket of the ‘evil times’ and the need for caution[footnoteRef:4]. He does try, therefore, not to paint only a glowing picture.  [3:  Guy, J. Thomas Becket, p xvi]  [4:  Staunton, M. Thomas Becket and his Biographers p68] 

However, such passages are used by Herbert to present his theological argument and to add, of course, to Becket’s ultimate triumph, providing evidence of his ability to stand firm and overcome weakness and criticism. In relation to the conversation with the cardinals, Herbert writes a 3000 word ‘reply’ from Becket which is an opportunity for Herbert to instruct the readers on his own view (being that the Church should stand strong even in schism and that it was wrong to criticise Becket). 
Herbert uses this method throughout the lengthy Life, using his characters as mouthpieces for his own point of view, and acknowledging that he is not intending to report what was actually said, but what was meant. This makes the Life difficult to read. Again giving him full marks for honesty, he acknowledges that readers are likely to complain at the extent of his theologising. He asks his readers to please bear with him and says that his theology is necessary in order to explain Becket’s actions and be able to understand what happened. At the end of the book he specifically requests that it not be abridged. Herbert’s worst fears were realised – his original work was quickly abridged and incorporated into a composite work, Quadrilogus[footnoteRef:5], which was very popular and continued to be annotated contrary to Herbert’s intention! Subsequent historians have described Herbert’s work as tedious, long, self-indulgent and impenetrable[footnoteRef:6]. Only recently have historians refocussed on the integral role of his theology. [5:  This was a compilation of passages taken from the Lives written by Herbert of Bosham, John of Salisbury, Alan of Tewkesbury and Benedict of Peterborough.]  [6:  For example in the 19th Century J.C. Robertson described it as ‘most provoking’ (Knowles, D Thomas Becket (London, A&C Black, 1970) p56)] 




Conclusion
Herbert was ‘something of a zealot who allowed his pen and his tongue to run away with him’[footnoteRef:7]. In wanting to explain Becket’s life, he was essentially, with good intentions, explaining his own point of view, and highlighting his own influence in Becket’s career. [7:  Guy, J. Thomas Becket, p170] 

Herbert thought he had written a great work. This is characteristic of his life as a whole. He masterminded the education and (to an extent) radicalisation of Becket in order to try to bring about the ideological church reform that he so strongly believed in. He seems always to have believed that he knew best – as Becket’s adviser during his life, and as his biographer after his death.
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