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Clive Paul Davies 2005775
Thomas Becket (HPMS7006)
Assignment 3 – Essay
Why throughout Thomas’s exile did Thomas and Henry fail to reconcile their 
differences? Why did they do so at Frétéval?

An archbishop going into exile was not a unique occurrence in medieval England, Anselm and Thurstin had fled from William Rufus and Henry I respectively and Theobald experienced two periods in exile during Stephen’s reign.[footnoteRef:1] What made the exile of Thomas Becket exceptional was the longevity of his absence from his see of Canterbury, the result of a six year stalemate between the archbishop and his king, Henry II. This essay will examine the reasons why Thomas and Henry failed to reconcile their differences during this period and why they were eventually able to do so at Freteval. In order to do this it will discuss the events that led to Thomas’ secretive flight to France in October of 1164 and the machinations that ensued, leading up to his fateful return in the December of 1170,  which climaxed with Becket’s murder in his own cathedral at Canterbury, at the hands of four of Henry’s knights.[footnoteRef:2] Hugh Thomas has suggested that the ‘strong personalities and personal mistakes’ of the two protagonists had an impact on the eventual outcome and that they were shaped by ‘concepts of honor, shame and masculinity’.[footnoteRef:3] Whilst the author agrees to a certain extent with this perspective, they will demonstrate that the actions of other powerful outside agents such as King Louis VII, Frederick Barabarossa and Pope Alexander III, provided a tangled web of political and dynastic intrigue and their conflicting agendas were conducive in prolonging any successful resolution. However, before entering into any narrative of the events of the exile, it is first necessary to elucidate the dynamics of the relationship between king and archbishop in twelfth-century Western Christendom. [1:  Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket (London: The Folio Society, 2002) p. 146 and Francis Foster Barham, An Ecclesiastical History of Great Britain (London: W. Straker, 1840-41) 
< https://archive.org/details/ecclesiasticalhi09coll> [Accessed: 2 January 2022] pp. 227 and 232.]  [2:  Richard Huscroft, Ruling England, 1042 to 1217  (Harlow: Pearson Education Limited, 2005), p. 194.]  [3:  Hugh M. Thomas, ‘Shame, Masculinity, and the Death of Thomas Becket’,  Speculum 87(4) (2012) pp. 1 and 38.] 

In the second half of the eleventh-century Pope Gregory VII set in motion a papal revolution when the pontiff declared ‘papal supremacy and independence from secular power’ in 1075.[footnoteRef:4] This led to a twelfth-century reformation which saw the rise of canon law as a result of Gratian’s writing of the Decretum at Bologna in 1140.[footnoteRef:5] Emerging from these canonical reforms was the model of the two-swords theory of the Roman Catholic Church based on the teachings of the Bible, which taught that the pope was the vicar of Christ and, as ‘the highest being in the human world’, he was given the both the spiritual and the temporal swords.[footnoteRef:6] The pope and the clergy wielded the spiritual sword but the temporal sword was delegated to kings, who ‘held their swords “of” and “for” the church’.[footnoteRef:7] Unsurprisingly, this led to conflict between the monarchy and the clergy, for as Frank Barlow explained, ‘unless he (the king) could rule his ecclesiastical as effectively as his lay subjects, his power would be much diminished’.[footnoteRef:8] During the ‘anarchy’ of King Stephen’s reign the Church had made further inroads into the domain of the monarchy through Stephen’s dependence upon the support of the clergy and, on gaining the throne, Henry II looked to regain what he called ‘the ancient customs of the realm’, that had existed during the reign of his father, Henry I.[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  L. Giurlato,  ‘Combining Autocracy and Majority Voting: The Canonical Succession Rules of the Latin Church’ in M. Ferrero, R. Wintrobe (eds) The Political Economy of Theocracy (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009) <https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230620063_7> [Accessed: 29 December 2021] 143-164, (p. 143)  and Giles Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth-Century (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002) p. 4.]  [5:  Huscroft, Ruling England, p. 189.]  [6:  John Witte, JR, ‘Facts and Fictions About the History of Separation of Church and State’,  Journal of Church and State 48(1) (2006) 15-45 
(pp. 19-20).]  [7:  Ibid.  ]  [8:  Frank Barlow, The English Church, 1066-1154 (London: Longman, 1979) < https://archive.org/details/englishchurch1060000barl> [Accessed: 31 December 2021] p. 110.]  [9:    Patrick Murray, ‘Thomas Becket of Canterbury: Eight Hundred Years On’, Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review, 59(233) (1970) 68-80 (p. 75).] 

By the time of Henry II’s rule, as many as one in five men in England were a member of the clergy and could only been tried for their crimes by the Church, even though many of them ‘lived lives like ordinary men.[footnoteRef:10] The Church often dealt leniently when punishing their own and this infuriated the king and undermined his efforts to enforce law and order.[footnoteRef:11] Following his consecration as Archbishop of Canterbury, Becket clashed with the king over the issue of ‘criminous clerks’.[footnoteRef:12] Thomas had opposed Henry in the case of a clerk accused of seducing the daughter of a local ‘worthy’ in the diocese of Worcester and murdering him and the king wanted him to face a lay court.[footnoteRef:13] The archbishop also protected a clerk arrested for the theft of a silver chalice, stripping him of his benefices.[footnoteRef:14] These, as well as other similar cases, led to a confrontation between the two at the council of Westminster in October, 1163 and from thereon in their relationship rapidly deteriorated.[footnoteRef:15] Matters reached a head at the Council of Clarendon in January of 1164 where Becket vacillated under pressure when presented him with  the Constitutions, a statement of sixteen statutes favouring civil power over that of the Church.[footnoteRef:16] Following Henry’s attempt to convict Thomas of a number of trumped up charges at Northampton in October that year, Becket fled to France and would spend the next six years trying to overturn the Constitutions.[footnoteRef:17] Whilst it was this was the catalyst for the archbishop’s estrangement from his duties to his flock, the stubbornness and pride of both parties served only to pour oil onto the flames. During the next eighteen months Thomas was very much on the defensive as Henry sought revenge against the prelate. [10:  Huscroft, Ruling England, p. 192.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 193.]  [12:  William fitz Stephen, The Life and Death of Thomas Becket 2nd edition, trans. and ed. George Greenaway (London: The Folio Society, 1962) p. 61.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket, p. 115.]  [15:  Fitzstephen, The Life, pp. 62-64.]  [16:  Murray, ‘Eight Hundred Years On’, p. 75.]  [17:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, pp. 140-145.] 

Both sides appealed to the papal curia and Becket offered his resignation to Pope Alexander III but the pope refused to accept it, contrary to the advice of his counsellors.[footnoteRef:18] Henry declared that he had not sent the archbishop into exile and Becket was holding out for exoneration from all of the accusations.[footnoteRef:19] At Christmas in 1164, Henry seized all of the churches and revenues of Thomas’ clerks and on Boxing Day deported and exiled his relatives, servants and their families.[footnoteRef:20] Meanwhile, Becket spent his time at the abbey of Pontigny collecting books and deepening his understanding of canon law in order to defend his position.[footnoteRef:21] However, whilst Alexander was very much in support of Becket’s defence of the Catholic Church’s ancient customs, he was forced to follow a via media due to his precarious position at this time.[footnoteRef:22] Alexander had also gone into exile in France in 1162 following the papal schism in which Frederick I supported the anti-pope, Victor IV, in an attempt to challenge his papal supremacy.[footnoteRef:23] As a result, he was reluctant to put his full support behind Becket through fear of jeopardising his role.[footnoteRef:24] Henry used this to his advantage, applying pressure on the pope when it suited his purpose by threatening to support Frederick.[footnoteRef:25] The king could afford to bide his time in the early years of the dispute and was prepared to sit it out and this was a major factor in the lack of a resolution during this period.[footnoteRef:26] Furthermore, Gilbert Foliot had effectively filled Becket’s role in all but name as head of the English Church and shared many of Henry’s views.[footnoteRef:27] Whilst the pope and archbishop were important players in Western Christendom, they had to play second fiddle when it came to the whims of emperors and kings. Cleverly, Henry merged his disagreement with Becket into the wider argument of the papal schism by threatening to switch his allegiance.[footnoteRef:28] It became a game of ‘cat and mouse’, each time Alexander felt emboldened to throw his weight behind Becket he found himself shut down again by fresh threats from the King.  [18:   W.L. Warren, Henry II (California: University of California Press. 1992) pp. 489-490.]  [19:  Ibid. ]  [20:   John Guy, Thomas Becket (London: Penguin, 2013) p. 227.]  [21:  Ibid. p. 226.]  [22:  Warren, Henry II , pp. 492-493.]  [23:  James M. Powell, Alexander III Encyclopedia Britannica (2021) <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alexander-III-pope> [Accessed 9 January 2022]]  [24:  Fitzstephen, The Life, p. 104-105.]  [25:  Warren, Henry II, pp. 492-493.]  [26:  Ibid. p. 496.]  [27:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, p. 175.]  [28:  Guy, Thomas Becket, pp. 240-241.] 

Despite Henry’s dogged attempts to depose the archbishop, Thomas was no innocent bystander in the dispute and once Alexander had rejected his resignation Becket took full advantage by hitting back at the royal officials and English bishops he felt had wronged him.[footnoteRef:29] Much of the six years in exile was spent in communication by letter between England and France or through diplomatic envoys and papal legates which was time consuming with each party waiting for response before composing their own reply. In the author’s opinion, the lack of face to face meetings to discuss the issues prolonged the chances of a successful resolution although there was little desire to do so from either side in the early years. In addition to this, Alexander was forced to restrain Becket from doing anything that might provoke the king until Easter 1166, whilst the pope’s position was under serious threat.[footnoteRef:30] Once the restrictions on him were lifted Becket wasted no time in resuming where he had left off. At Vezelay, on 3 June, 1166, Thomas intended to place an anathema on the king and his supporters.[footnoteRef:31] However, on hearing that Henry was ill, he publicly excommunicated John of Oxford for his dealings with the anti-pope along with several others who had encroached on the goods and possessions of the church of Canterbury.[footnoteRef:32] It had taken eighteen months for Thomas to go on the offensive but rather than strengthening his position he had played into Henry’s hands by merging their personal dispute with the papal schism.[footnoteRef:33] The king responded by betrothing his daughter his daughter to Frederick’s son and applying pressure on the Cistercians, who were harbouring Becket at Pontigny, by threatening to expel the order from England and Thomas decided to move his party to Sens.[footnoteRef:34]  [29:  M.G. Spencer, ‘The ‘Transformation’ of Thomas Becket’, Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political Theory, 58 (1982) file:///C:/Users/clive/OneDrive/Documents/MA%20Medieval%20Studies/Thomas%20Becket/Essay%20Assignment/The%20Transformation.pdf [Accessed: 18 December 2021] 25-32 (p. 26).]  [30:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, p. 173.]  [31:  Fitzstephen, The Life, p. 112.]  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 241.]  [34:  Ibid. p. 240.] 

A major turning point in the dispute occurred in the March of 1168 when, having taken Rome the previous summer, Frederick’s forces were devastated by disease and the German forces were forced into a humiliating retreat from Italy.[footnoteRef:35] It would still be nearly three more years before Becket returned to his see but there can be no underestimating this dramatic turn of events. Since Thomas had fled to France in November 1164, Alexander had never been able to put the full weight of his support behind his embattled prelate. The pope had had to walk a tightrope of diplomacy in his dealings with the English king in order to maintain his control of the papacy. This temporary lull in the pressure from Frederick allowed Alexander to invest more effort into resolving the unsettled position of the church in England. Yet despite this encouraging breakthrough, the level of animosity that existed between both parties would not prove so easy to break down.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, p. 213.]  [36:  Ibid. p. 146. ] 

Alongside the events of the Becket dispute and papal schism, Henry was also preoccupied with affairs in Normandy and Anjou and in 1168 he was also distracted by revolts in Poitou.[footnoteRef:37] However, by the end of the year he was becoming tired of rebellions and he became anxious to settle matters regarding his succession by arranging the coronation of his son Henry the Young.[footnoteRef:38] In order to achieve his aims he began to realise that at some point in the near future he must orchestrate a settlement of his dispute with Becket.[footnoteRef:39] Alexander had acted with fairness and cautioned restraint to both sides involved in the quarrel and a legation was appointed to settle the dispute, resulting in a conference at Montmirail in January, 1169 including the kings of England and France, with Becket also present.[footnoteRef:40] Becket was advised by all those present to submit to the mercy of the king which accepted to do ‘saving God’s honour’.[footnoteRef:41] When those present felt he had been persuaded to omit the clause they presented Thomas to the two kings, but to their dismay once he had submitted to Henry’s ‘clemency and judgement’, he went on to include ‘saving the honour of God’. [footnoteRef:42] This enraged the king who proceeded to bring up the matter of the ancient customs of the realm and Becket’s stubbornness even lost him favour with Louis.[footnoteRef:43] There can be no question that the stubbornness and inflexibility of Becket was the reason for the breakdown in negotiations. As at Clarendon in 1164, Thomas refused to back down from his principles regardless of the overwhelming advice that he received to swallow his pride. On the Palm Sunday, 13 April, 1169, Thomas excommunicated Gilbert Foliot along with ten other ‘offenders’ in a repeat of his actions at Vezelay two years previously.[footnoteRef:44] Excommunication and interdict were powerful tools that the church could wield in times of strife but when they are used to the extent with which Becket used them throughout the dispute they lose the impact for which they were intended.  [37:  Warren, Henry II, p. 506 and Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 249.]  [38:  C. Harper-Bill and N. Vincent, Henry II New Interpretations (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), p. 59. ]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Fitzstephen, The Life, p. 123.]  [41:  Ibid.]  [42:  Barlow, Thomas Becket’, pp. 225-226.]  [43:  Ibid. pp. 226-227.]  [44:  Fitzstephen, The Life, pp. 127-128.] 

Despite these setbacks, Henry was still determined to settle and concerned that Becket was about to impose an interdict on England, a conference took place at Montmartre on 18 November, 1169, once again attended by the two kings and Becket.[footnoteRef:45] The king had agreed to withdraw the disagreeable customs and in return Thomas had conceded on the saving clause and would go straight back to England.[footnoteRef:46] Unbelievably, despite the concessions made on both sides, the negotiations broke down when Thomas demanded the kiss of peace from Henry.[footnoteRef:47] Becket’s advisors were distraught and pointed out to their leader that the kiss did not constitute a reason to prevent their return and pointed out to him that it was longer the archbishop who was in danger, but the English Church that would be under threat without him to guide his flock.[footnoteRef:48] Once again we can see another opportunity for resolution suppressed by the fastidious attention to the minutiae which Becket insisted upon. It could be argued that Henry was as much to blame by his refusal to give the kiss or to accept the saving clause but that would be splitting hairs and the king had already made sweeping concessions to his original demands. To his followers, although they had supported him in his flight from England when it had appeared that his life was in danger, they were unable to understand his reluctance to concede to the king on such minor details when the very church that he had sought to defend was becoming endangered through his absence. It is very difficult to empathise with Becket at this juncture when all parties were advising him to show humility and his enemies were going to such lengths to accommodate his demands. At this point it can only be Becket who is guilty of stalling the negotiations. [45:  Ibid. p. 128.]  [46:  Ibid.]  [47:  Michael Staunton, Thomas Becket and his Biographers  (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001) p. 178.]  [48:  Ibid. pp. 178-179.] 

 But Henry was determined to go ahead with the coronation of Henry the Young, with or without Becket, despite the tradition that coronations were only carried out by the Archbishop of Canterbury. Shunning tradition, the young Henry was crowned by the Archbishop of York and once it had taken place Henry announced that he was willing to make peace with Becket under similar terms to those at Montmartre.[footnoteRef:49] Thomas was outraged at this violation of Canterbury’s privileges and threatened the imposition of an interdict on England before Thomas surprised everyone by making peace with Henry at Freteval on 22 July, 1170.[footnoteRef:50] William Fitzstephen wrote that Henry had alienated himself from the pope and his legates by going through with the coronation and he was fearful of Alexander following through with the threat of interdict if he did not give in to the archbishop.[footnoteRef:51] [49:  Warren, Henry II, pp. 505-506.]  [50:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, pp. 259-260.]  [51:  Fitxstephen, The Life, pp. 135-136.] 

The question of why Thomas and Henry failed to reconcile their differences during Thomas’ exile is a complex one to which there is no straightforward answer although the question of why they were able to do so at Freteval is a little more straightforward. There can be no doubt that the strong personalities of both men played a major role in the dispute, with neither side wanting to lose face. Between November 1164 and Easter of 1166 neither party showed any inclination to back down from their positions. During this period, Henry has the upper hand and he is on the attack to destroy Becket by any means possible. The fragile position that pope Alexander III found himself in at this time was a major reason why Thomas was unable to fight his corner as strongly as he would have liked due to the restraints put on him by the pope. Henry was able to bide his time, Gilbert Foliot was de facto head of the English church and enjoyed amicable relations with the king. It was not until the pope was free from the threat to his position posed by Frederick I was alleviated that he was able to throw the full weight of his support behind his prelate. Henry was also distracted by issues with his dominions in France and it was not until he began to focus on settling his succession issues by crowning Henry the Young that he began to consider any form of settlement. From this point on the blame can only lay with Thomas and his insistence on adhering to the formalities of his saving clause and the kiss of peace. Once Henry had succeeded on crowning his son as his heir he was favourably displaced to make up his differences with his old friend. The threat of interdict undoubtedly swayed his decision and Becket was under pressure from his supporters to resolve matters in order to return to England and put right the problems that had befallen the church.
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