

Christine Shields History and Historians 210921 Assessment Two. The Chronicle of "Benedict of Peterborough": The Death of King Henry II, 1189
However, Henry, king of England, in the year of the Incarnation of Our Lord Jesus Christ 1189, died in the month of July, the day before the nones [July 6], in the octave of the apostles Peter and Paul, in the 19th lunation, on the fifth day of the week, at Chinon. And he was buried at Fontevrault, in the abbey of the nuns who serving God there.
[bookmark: _Hlk118887438]On the day following his death, when he was being carried to burial, clothed in royal robes, wearing a crown of gold upon his head and wearing gloves on his hands and a gold ring on his finger, a scepter in his hand and gold shoes and spurs on his feet, girded with sword, face uncovered. When this was announced to his son Count Richard, he came quickly to meet him. And that one having arrived, at once blood began to flow from the nostrils of the dead king, as if his spirit was indignant at Richard’s arrival. Then the aforementioned count, mourning and wailing, proceeded with the body of his father all the way to Fontevrault, and there it was buried. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  (‘Medieval Sourcebook: The Chronicle of “Benedict of Peterborough”: The Death of King Henry II, 1189’ [n.d.])] 

This passage is from the Chronicle of Benedict of Peterborough. Benedict was a 12th century abbot of the monastery of Peterborough and his name was long associated with this chronicle, yet modern scholarship has determined that the Chronicle was actually written by Roger of Howden whose Chronica was the rewriting and extention of the Chronicle of Benedict of Peterborough. There was a heading written into the Chronicle of Benedict with his name that led to the assumption that he had penned it. [footnoteRef:2] [2:       Staunton, Michael, Roger of Howden: A Historian in Government' The Historians of Angevin England (Oxford, 2017; online edn, Oxford Academic, 20 July 2017), https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198769965.003.0003, accessed 4 Nov. 2022.: STENTON, DORIS M. 1953. ‘Roger of Howden and Benedict’, The English Historical Review, LXVIII.CCLXIX: 574–82 https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/LXVIII.CCLXIX.574p pp. 574-576] 

Roger of Hoveden, or Howden (1174 – 1201), a 12th-century English chronicler was the author of Chronica magistri Rogeri de Hoveden (Chronicles of Master Roger of Howden). “William Stubbs, the great editor of his works, wrote: ‘Of the life of the compiler, editor or author of this work, Roger of Hoveden, but few facts are known, and to these I am sorry to confess that I cannot add a single one. What Stubbs knew was that the author of the Chronica was the parson of Howden and a royal clerk win the service of Henry II in 1174 and 1175 and again in the late 1180s. He also believed that after Henry’s death in 1189 Roger retired from public life, and that it was in retirement that he wrote his chronicle” [footnoteRef:3] Questions exist as to his identity as there were more than one Roger of Howden; parson, a clerk, and a writer.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Gillingham, J. Writing the Biography of Roger of Howden, King's Clerk and Chronicler. In D. Bates, J. Crick, & S. Hamilton (Eds.), Writing Medieval Biography, 750–1250: Essays in Honour of Frank Barlow (pp. 207-220). Boydell & Brewer. 2006)]  [4:  Frank Barlow, Roger of Howden, The English Historical Review, Volume LXV, Issue CCLVI, July 1950, Pages 352–360.] 

Roger knew Henry because of his place in the royal court and Richard I as he was on crusade with him.[footnoteRef:5] Roger was writing in the later part of the 12th century, not the reign of an aggressive Henry II, but rather, “a peace-loving king who devoted himself to hunting and government”. [footnoteRef:6]  This more peaceful persona may have influenced his treatment of Henry. There was more historical writing during the second half of Henry’s reign than in previous years perhaps encouraging Roger to write.[footnoteRef:7] It is useful to examine what Roger includes in this brief text and what he does not and why.  [5:  John Gillingham, "Roger of Howden on Crusade", in Richard Cœur de Lion: Kingship, Chivalry and War in the Twelfth Century (London: The Hambledon Press, 1994).]  [6:  John Gillingham, The Angevin Empire, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) p. 35]  [7:  Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England c 550 to c1307 (London: Publishing, 1974) p. 219] 

In the first paragraph we hear of Henry’s death. His illness is not described but elsewhere we hear he has been worn out by his lifetime endeavors despite only being fifty-six.[footnoteRef:8] The date is given with great specificity as the passing of a great man, and in particular the King of England, requires that level of exactitude. It also places Henry’s demise in the context of the Church calendar as is appropriate for a Christian king. The time is related to the “octave of the apostles St. Peter and Paul”.  Not provided are cause of death, description of suffering, death bed vows, confessions, bequests, or instructions.   [8:  WL Warren Henry II, (Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1973) p. 626] 

For contrast consider the death of William Marshal where he gives instructions concerning his burial silks, on taking on the role of a Knight Templar, and a generous bequest to Notley Abbey. He is granted absolution of his sins and dies worshiping a crucifix. His offspring and widow mourn greatly.[footnoteRef:9]  William was not a king but just shy of being one, dubbed the “Greatest Knight” serving five kings from Stephen to Henry III where he functioned as regent, arguably saved the life of Eleanor of Aquitaine and was the right-hand man of Henry the Young King.[footnoteRef:10] But this was all written in The “Life” of William Marshal.  The “lives of” and the “deeds of” consist of much greater detail. But our text here is a chronicle. The intention of the chronicler is not to provide every detail but to properly place events within a greater context, within the flow of years, highlighting when it happened and creating the space in which it occurred. A chronicle typically is used “to structure the narrative continued throughout the middle ages”. [footnoteRef:11] [9:   Nigel Bryant translator The History of William Marshal, The True Story of England’s Greatest Knight, (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell and Brewer, 2016) pp. 218-224]  [10:  Thomas Asbridge, The Greatest Knight, (New York, Ecco Publishing, 2014) p. 18, 82]  [11:  Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles, The Writing of History in Medieval England, (Lancaster PA: Carnegie Publishing, 2004) p. xix] 

The first paragraph also has his place of burial at Fontevraud the abbey connected to the family.[footnoteRef:12] Again, Henry is bound to the Church and piety as he embarks on this new life in heaven most appropriately. [12:  Strickland p 316-317, John Gillingham The Angevin Empire, p. 75] 

In the second paragraph Henry is attired royally, befitting a king. Yet other accounts reveal his being robbed and left naked.[footnoteRef:13]  Perhaps Roger felt loyalty to Henry and left these details out or thought it too demeaning to a king to record it. Then the corpse speaks or “accuses.” His nose runs with blood at the approach of his son Richard.[footnoteRef:14]  Henry had been plagued throughout his reign with revolts from his sons [footnoteRef:15] and wife.[footnoteRef:16] When and if the nose bled is still unknown but the family problems were well known. Henry’s sons and wife colluded with the kings of France in a tangled family tale. But this chronicle in its brevity only discusses Richard, either because he was the only one in attendance upon the body or because his betrayal came at the end. Omitting Henry’s kind death bed words to his illegitimate son Geoffrey and William Marshal being bedside was perhaps out of deference to Richard’s feelings. [footnoteRef:17]   [13:  Nigel Bryant, pp 122-123                                                                                            ]  [14:   Jeffrey Anderson, The Angevin Dynasties of Europe 900-1500, Lords of the Greatest Part of the World, Ramsebury: Robert Hale, The Crowood Press Ltd., 2019) P. 121]  [15:  Matthew Strickland, Henry the Young King 1155-1183, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016) p. 19-20,134-138, 122--131]  [16:  WL Warren, p. 118-119]  [17:  Richard Barber, Henry Plantagenet 1133-1189, (USA: Barnes and Noble Books,1964) P. 231-232] 

Henry was told of his son John’s defection to Richard as he lay dying sending him into a “delirium.” [footnoteRef:18] In 1189 just before his death his son Richard and King Philip of France invaded Maine and Touraine conquering Henry’s birthplace Le Mans. He succumbed to his illness and died even as his sons betrayed him. [footnoteRef:19] Henry was known for his anger [footnoteRef:20] and perhaps postmortem his blood boiled at the approach of Richard.  [18:  WL Warren, p.626 ]  [19:  John Gillingham The Angevin Empire, p. 40]  [20:  WL Warren, p-207-208] 

Did Henry bleed and when and why? There is a longer account with more blood with Henry’s bleeding as an accusation of murder which a shocked Richard admits.[footnoteRef:21] Sources in footnote thirteen above had the bleeding at time of death not upon Richard’s arrival. By the 12th century medical knowledge was gaining ground against superstition and perhaps Roger himself did not believe it was anything other than a natural phenomenon.[footnoteRef:22]  So to what degree does the exact truth matter: “History is not reality, not a sequence of events, but a means of “recognizing” past facts.[footnoteRef:23] Either way the point was well made that Henry suffered because of betrayal.  [21:  David Hume The History of England Volume 1, (London: T. Cadell Publisher, 1778) p.370 citing Matthew Paris and Gerald of Wales.]  [22:        Black, Winston E., Animated Corpses and Bodies with Power in the Scholastic Age, Death in Medieval Europe: Death Scripted and Death Choreographed, ed. Joëlle Rollo Koster (Routledge, 2016), p. 74]  [23:  Monika Otter Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing, (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press 1996) p. 98] 

Poignantly the memorial at Fontevrault reads:
Eight feet of ground is now enough for me
Whom many kingdoms failed to satisfy
This scanty tomb doth now suffice
For whom the earth was not enough [footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ruth Kennedy and Simon Meecham-Jones, Writers of the Reign of Henry II: Twelve Essays (The New Middle Ages), (New York: Palgrave Mcmillan, 2016) p.1
] 


In conclusion this text depicts the death of a great king complete with gold and God, a bleeding nose, and the half mourning son. The chronicler gives us an accurate and spiritually appropriate concise timeline leaving to other writers more intricate details.
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