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[bookmark: _Hlk118036228]Robert B. Patterson, The Earl The Kings and The Chronicler. Robert Earl of Gloucester and the Reigns of Henry I and Stephen, (Oxford University Press New York 2019).
This volume is the first modern comprehensive biography of Earl Robert of Gloucester (hereinafter “Robert”).  It describes his position as the illegitimate heir of England’s King Henry I, his role in the Anarchy, his many family relations, and his relationship with William of Malmesbury who writes the Robert’s history.  It sheds light on the reigns of Henry I and Stephen. Robert dies in 1147 and despite having played a large part in Henry II’s ascension does not see Henry II crowned which occurred in 1154[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  W.L. Warren, Henry II, (Los Angeles University of California Press Berkley, 1973) p. 53] 

In six chapters and 206 pages we see Robert though his early years, his time at court, his development into a magnate and a feudal baron, his championing of Matilda and his commissioning of Historia Novella, William, of Malmesbury last work. “The Historia Novella was William of Malmesbury last work, written between 1140 and 1143. It was commissioned by Robert, earl of Gloucester (c. 1090-1147) and relates the dramatic contemporary events of the succession dispute between King Stephen and Empress Matilda which descended into civil war. It is one of the most important sources for the history of the conflict. William was well-connected and well-informed, even, on occasion, an eyewitness to the events he describes.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Suzanne Paul, William of Malmesbury, Historia Novella, (‘Christian Works, Historia Novella’ [n.d.]) University of Cambridge Digital Library accessed 15 October 2022.] 

Also examined is the role of William of Malmesbury and his Historia Novella (“The History of Recent Events”) in the molding of Robert’s public and historical image begun in 1140.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Robert B. Patterson The Earl, The Kings and the Chronicler Robert Earl of Gloucester and the Reigns of Henry I and Stephen, (Oxford University Press New York 2019) p. 183] 

As Henry I’s illegitimate son, he was the half-brother of Henry’s legitimate daughter Matilda, Empress of Germany, Countess of Anjou mother of the future Henry II. This relationship becomes of vital importance during the Anarchy. This volume details the life, upbringing, political milieu, and military involvements of the man that allows the reader to experience the time and not just the man,
Patterson uses historians and primary sources to place Robert in time and space.  The movements and entanglements of his father show possibilities for the identity of his mother.  Charters that were signed by Robert as a witness are referenced to show Henry I’s efforts to elevate Robert [footnoteRef:4]  Henry also arranges a desirable marriage to Mabel FitzHamon after her father was deceased having left no sons.  Robert’s power and wealth is thereby expanded. [footnoteRef:5] [4:  Patterson, pp. 10,11]  [5:  Patterson, p. 16] 

Patterson relies on poet Serlo of Wilton, historians William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis for details of Robert’s knighthood and the knighthood ceremonies of the day.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Patterson, pp. 13,14] 

As to the relationship between Robert and William of Malmesbury Patterson states, “Soon after bringing Matilda’s war of succession to England in 1139, Robert earl of Gloucester took a step to justify the cause for which he was fighting and more than likely to enhance his future reputation.” [footnoteRef:7]  That justification would be in the hands of William of Malmesbury, an extraordinary and well-respected historian despite recent criticism that he adulated Robert. [footnoteRef:8]  Robert, after all, was a bastard and in the eyes of King Stephen, a rebel and needed good public relations. Both of these vulnerabilities would be addressed by William as well as providing an apologia for Empress Matilda’s right to the throne and Robert’s support. William early on in the Historia Novella takes on the issue of Robert’s illegitimate birth. It goes on to show his steadfastness toward his half-sister even when faced within imprisonment at Winchester and indeed his great worth to Mathilda’s cause was highlighted by his value in a trade for a king.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Patterson, p. 178]  [8:  Ernest Breisach, Historiography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007) pp 114, 115]  [9:  Patterson, p. 162] 

After a detailed, lively description of the life and times in which Robert dwelt, we come to the last chapter of the book entitled “The Earl and the Chronicler.”  Here we learn that Robert and William of Malmesbury traveled in the same circles in a literary sense. There was a robust sense of learning among the elites and books often went back and forth.  William dedicated Gesta Regum Anglorum, and Historia Novella to Robert. William is not an insular figure without self-promotion, not a monk secreted away in a dimly lit monastery writing a history on his own just to memorialize current events for posterity but a vibrant part of a literate 12th century community and a practical man who knew Malmesbury abbey was in dire need of Robert’s patronage due to the economic and civil chaos caused by the Anarchy. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Patterson, p. 182; Antonia Grandsen, Legends, Traditions and History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon Press, 1992) p. 132. ] 

There is an error on page 5 where the author has King Henry I leaving the duchy of Normandy in 1191.  Henry died in 1135 [footnoteRef:11]  Examining the chronology of events it would more likely be 1091.  This is an easy enough error to spot but might be confusing to the reader.   [11: ] 

[bookmark: DLPS228]A more in-depth discussion of the reasons behind Robert’s seeming affinity for the Welsh would have been interesting.  Robert held the honor of Glamorgan, and he commissioned a volume of a history of Britain’s ancient kings adapted from Welsh. He later had Welsh troops on his side during the anarchy.[footnoteRef:12]  Patterson examines arguments for Robert’s mother being English or even Norman per Orderic Vitalis.[footnoteRef:13] There were however historians including Henry of Huntington who wrote that Robert’s mother may have been a Welsh princess named Nesta [footnoteRef:14] which would interestingly bring the Welsh connection into sharper focus. [12:  Patterson p. 154, A.L. Poole The Oxford History of England, Domesday Book to Magna Carta 1087-1216 (New York Oxford University Press, 1954) p. 291]  [13:  Patterson, p. 4]  [14:       Sandford, Francis. 2011. A Genealogical History of the Kings of England, and Monarchs of Great Britain, &c. from the Conquest, Anno 1066 to the Year, 1677 in Seven Parts or Books, Containing a Discourse of Their Several Lives, Marriages, and Issues, Times of Birth, Death, Places of Burial, and Monumental Inscriptions : With Their Effigies, Seals, Tombs, Cenotaphs, Devises, Arms, Quarterings, Crests, and Supporters : All Engraven in Copper Plates / Furnished with Several Remarques and Annotations by Francis Sanford, Esq. 2011. http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A62149.0001.001 p. 7 accessed 17 October 31, 2022; Henry of Huntingdon, 1084?-1155, and Thomas ed and tr Forester. The Chronicle of Henry of Huntingdon. Comprising the History of England, from the Invasion of Julius Cæsar to the Accession of Henry II. Also, The Acts of Stephen, King of England and Duke of Normandy. London, H. G. Bohn, 1853, http://archive.org/details/chroniclehenryh00foregoog.] 

Finally, perhaps Patterson is, himself, a fan of Robert; painting him in the light of an intellectual, a cross cultural advocate, a peacemaker and had he only lived to see Henry II take the throne, a kingmaker. Patterson might be correct in those assessments but there is a sense that wrapped in a book about a man who hired a public relations expert there is indeed public relations material.  Perhaps it is impossible to have a biography wholly without bias as exact “truth” is always elusive. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Monika Otter, Inventiones, Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth Century English Historical Writing (USA:  University of North Carolina Press, 1996) p.11] 

In conclusion this book is very useful for the study of Earl Robert, Welsh relations, Henry I, Matilda, and Henry II.  It helps to shed light on the chaotic times of the Anarchy in general as well as the literary world of the 12th century.  For students of history and historiography it provides a look into the nuances of patronage, fact, and propaganda in medieval historical writing.
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