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Clive Paul Davies 2005775
Thomas Becket (HPMS7006)
Assignment 2 ‘Lives of Becket’
An Analysis of William fitz Stephen’s Vita Sancti Thomae
The aftermath of the murder of Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral on 29 December 1170, and his subsequent canonisation on 21 February 1173 by Pope Alexander III, led to a plethora of hagiographical accounts of the life of the martyr from those within his inner circle. Each had their own personal account to record which sought to convey the sanctity of their leader and emphasise the great injustice that had been meted out to the prelate. Indeed, Patrick Murray has highlighted the need to proceed with caution when analysing the various Lives in order to separate the facts from the panegyric in order to fully understand the nature of this enigmatic figure.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will endeavour to analyse the value and limitations of William fitz Stephen’s Vita Sancti Thomae, one of the eight Latin Lives, lauded by George Greenaway as ‘the best and most satisfying of all the biographers’, as a historical source.[footnoteRef:2] In order to do so, it will examine his relationship to Becket, the detail that he provides to the historian and his motivations for writing. The fact that none of these authors were professional hagiographers or historians requires one to be able to filter the facts from the hyperbole.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Patrick Murray, ‘Thomas Becket of Canterbury: Eight Hundred Years On’, Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review, 59(233) (1970) 68-80 (p. 70).]  [2:  William fitz Stephen, The Life and Death of Thomas Becket 2nd edition, trans. and ed. George Greenaway (London: The Folio Society, 1962) p. 28.]  [3:  Michael Staunton, Thomas Becket and his Biographers (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001) p. 13.] 

William fitz Stephen worked as a clerk in the chancery from at least 1158 where he worked with Thomas between 1162 and 1164 as a drafter, a legal expert who sat on the bench as a reader of letters and documents and an advocate in court when required, as well as acting as subdeacon when in chapel.[footnoteRef:4] He was a fellow citizen of London although he did not join Becket in exile, but made his peace with King Henry II and as such was privy to many of the key events in the dispute between monarch and archbishop.[footnoteRef:5] Moreover, fitz Stephen is unique in the fact that he is able to provide valuable insight from both sides of the debate, providing a more nuanced account of the events and offering a first-hand insight into the unfolding developments, albeit with a tendency of reflecting Becket as the aggrieved party who can do no wrong. As an outsider of the Canterbury set, Frank Barlow asserts that William provides the ‘best account of the externals of Thomas’ career’.[footnoteRef:6] Although he re-joined Thomas towards the end of 1170 and was present at his martyrdom, the fact that he went on to become Sheriff of Gloucester and an itinerant justice between 1171 and 1189, which some regarded as a second ‘apostacy’, meant he was ostracised by the other authors.[footnoteRef:7] Overall, fitz Stephen is best placed of all Becket’s biographers to give an insight into the his life as chancellor prior to his consecration. It can be argued that despite his absence from Becket during his exile, William gives a unique perspective of the events from within Henry’s camp. [4:  Anne Duggan, William fitz Stephen , 2004 < https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/9643> [Accessed: 27/10/21], Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket (London: The Folio Society, 2002), p. 7.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Barlow, Becket, p. 4.]  [7:  Staunton, Biographers, p. 57.] 

In addition to his information regarding the early career of Thomas, fitz Stephen is also able to provide detailed insight into the ‘criminous clerks’ dispute and according to Greenaway provides the ‘most detailed account’ of the debates surrounding the Council of Northampton.[footnoteRef:8] The fact that he did not accompany Becket into exile provides a rare glimpse of the realities of the machinations within the Henrician court. For example, fitz Stephen is able to provide give inside information into Henry’s motivation for the crowning of the prince by the Archbishop of York and acts as a counter to the version of events proffered by Herbert of Bosham on the conference at Freteval.[footnoteRef:9] As an aside, William also provides details of Becket’s military exploits in Wales and France, although he tends to use these as a contrast to his transformation upon his consecration as archbishop.[footnoteRef:10] Fitz Stephen’s description of twelfth-century London has often been considered as a separate entity to the Life and features little mention of Becket, merely serving to bathe the city of London in the shadow of Becket’s glory.[footnoteRef:11] Due to his absence from Becket in exile, fitz Stephen is unable to offer any details of this period, but as a witness to his martyrdom he adds an additional perspective to the events on that fateful afternoon and suggests that Becket could have avoided his untimely demise had he wished to do so.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  fitz Stephen, Life and Death, p. 29.]  [9:  Barlow, Becket, p. 261.]  [10:  John Hosler, ‘The Brief Military Career of Thomas Becket’, Haskins Society Journal,
15 (2004) 88-100 (p. 89).]  [11:  John Jenkins, ‘St Thomas Becket and Medieval London’, 105(367), History, 105(367) 652-672, (p. 655).]  [12:  Barlow, Becket, p.38.] 

William fitz Stephen wrote his Life sometime between 1173 and 1174 probably shortly after the canonisation of Saint Thomas.[footnoteRef:13] For all of the authors this was the most significant moment in their lives and they sought to put down into words their version of the events in order to perpetuate their memory and as an inspiration and example to others.[footnoteRef:14] Others, such as John Jenkins have suggested that fitz Stephen used the life in an attempt to reflect some of the glory of Becket’s martyrdom onto the city of his birth, London.[footnoteRef:15] In order to emphasise the dramatic transformation that Becket underwent upon his consecration, fitz Stephen uses classical references for Thomas’ early career before reverting to biblical literary references when speaking of his archbishopric.[footnoteRef:16] Despite this tendency to over emphasise Becket’s piety upon becoming archbishop Staunton believes that fitz Stephen is ‘less a hagiographer, than a biographer or a historian. This is something that began to be recognised from as early as 1855  when he started to become acknowledged as a ‘fully-fledged historian’.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, p.7.]  [14:  J.A. López Sabatel (2021). ‘The Analysis of the Work of William fitz Stephen as a Historical Source in
Relation to the Life of Thomas Becket’, Academia Letters, Article 736, 1-6 (p. 2)< https://doi.org/10.20935/AL736> [Accessed: 04/12/21]]  [15:  Jenkins, ‘Medieval London’, p. 655.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Staunton, Biographers, p. 13 and  Sabatel, ‘The Analysis’. p. 3.] 

Fitz Stephen’s account lacks detail when it comes to the history of Becket’s election and his time in exile as well as providing little information on the Council of Clarendon. He does not hold back from acknowledging Becket’s limitations when talking about the fact that Becket was not as ‘well learned’ as his peers in the chancery, although he was ‘superior in character’ and later became an accomplished scholar.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  fitz Stephen, The Life, p. 37] 

Anne Duggan claims that William fitz Stephen’s Vita Sancti Thomae is ‘the only reliable source’ for the life of Becket and he is the only one to try to seriously describe the first forty-two years of his life.[footnoteRef:19] As such, none of the other Latin Lives come close to giving such a balanced account of Thomas of London and despite the panegyric nature of his recollections, he is by far the most balanced of the writers. Fitz Stephen’s account is a factual primary source from someone who witnessed events first-hand and was able to give an insight into both secular and religious perspectives. He is also able to provide anecdotal details such as his account of the flight from Northampton castle when Herbert of Bosham was unable to get on his horse and Becket had to carry him away on his own horse.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Duggan, ‘William fitz Stephen’ and  Barlow, Becket, p. ??]  [20:  Barlow, Thomas Becket, p. 142.] 

In conclusion, fitz Stephen’s more worldly experience placed him in an ideal position to provide the most objective account of Becket’s tragic demise and whilst one must tread carefully when analysing the rose-tinted memories of an ‘admiring friend’, fitz Stephen provides a reliable historical source for the events surrounding the rise and demise of Saint Thomas.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  fitz Stephen, The Life, p. 58.] 
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