Thomas Becket began his life in London circa 1119. The family itself was of Norman descent, where his father Gilbert made a living as a merchant. Gilbert also held some office positions such as sheriff of the city which gained the family powerful and wealthy acquaintances.[1] Becket received the best education of the time, studying in the University of Paris.[2] Later, Becket became a Clerk and eventually found himself in the employment of Theobald of Bec, the Archbishop of Canterbury.
 
Theobald entrusted Becket with prestigious roles which gained him attention from his peers. He was sent to Bologna & Auxerre to study canon law [3] which helped him to secure the position of Archdeacon of Canterbury from Theobald and additional roles within Lincoln and St Paul’s. [4] Through his charisma & work ethic, Becket gained King Henry II’s favour and was appointed as Chancellor of England in 1155. Becket wasted no time in gaining influence through his work in the Angevin court, diligently managing the King’s administration and governance. [3]
 
Henry II, who had become close with Becket since his ascension in 1154, took advantage of the opportunity to bring the Latin Church in England into his authority when, in 1161, Archbishop Theobald passed away. King Henry II sought a way of controlling the church by appointing Becket as Archbishop of Canterbury. The King’s authority outweighed Becket’s initial refusal, and Becket was anointed in 1162. Upon assuming the seat of Archbishop, Becket resigned from the position of Chancellor, which marked a pivotal shift in his life, changing his politically powerful career into one of spiritual leadership and, consequently, directly opposing Henry and his future intentions. [3]
 
[image: Image of Henry II and Becket facing each other both with hands raised, in garments reflecting their standing]By 1163, Becket and Henry’s relationship had declined into a bitter rivalry, which came to head over Henry’s proposal of legislation known as the Constitutions of Clarendon, which was designed to gain authority over clerical appointment and lessen the power of the Archbishop and ecclesiastical class. [5] Becket contested this proposal, refused to attend royal councils, and eventually decided to escape from Henry’s wrath by fleeing to France and seeking refuge in the court of Louis VII. [3] During this time, Becket gathered support from European leaders to bolster his popularity and further justification for defending England’s ecclesiastical rights. This impacted the King Henry II’s ability to solidify his dynasty through anointing his heir, the Young King Henry. [6] Henry bypassed this by holding the coronation in York. Becket in retaliation, excommunicated the Archbishop of York, Bishop of London, and the Bishop of Salisbury and others affiliated in the coronation. After 6 years of exile, a peace was brokered between Henry II and Thomas Becket, who returned to England. Becket refused to revoke his excommunications which enraged Henry II. [7]Figure 1: Saint Thomas Becket in Conversation with King Henry II, 1307 [11]


[image: A painting of a person attacking a person

Description automatically generated]The king was prone to “fits of anger” and allegedly shouted “Who will rid me of this troublesome priest?” Four of Henry’s knights considered this exclamation to be taken literally [8] and, on December 29, 1170, they arrived at Canterbury Cathedral and shouted, “Where is Thomas Becket, a traitor to the King and Kingdom?” They found Becket at the alter during Vespers, where they attempted to drag Becket out of the cathedral. Becket struggled with them and clung to a pillar though was eventually overpowered. One of the knights drew his sword and delivered the first blow which cut off the flesh from the crown of his scalp. [9] Though this did not kill Becket, it acted as a catalyst for two of the other knights to attack the archbishop in which Edward Grim, an eyewitness, remarked ‘they separated from the head so that the blood [turned] white from the brain, and the brain equally red from the blood.’ [10]Figure 2: The Murder of Thomas Becket, Contemporary [12]

Becket  became a martyr and was canonised by the pope on 21 February 1173 and his shrine became a site of pilgrimage, renowned for causing miracles. As for the King, his punishment was light. Two years after Becket's death, he performed a public penance in the Norman towns of Avranches and Caen. Afterwards, the Pope absolved Henry of any wrongdoing. But the King's public demonstrations did not end there. In 1174, during a civil war led by his wife Eleanor of Aquitaine and their sons, Henry walked barefoot through Canterbury and to the shrine of Thomas Becket in the Cathedral crypt, where the monks flagellated him. [8]
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