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Thomas Becket (HPMS7006)
Assignment 2 A Commentary on one of the ‘Lives’ of Thomas Becket
Vita Sancti Thomae (Life of St. Thomas), William Fitzstephen
William Fitzstephen completed the writing of Thomas Becket’s ‘Life’ between 1173 and 1174.  He mentions only one book of miracles being composed following the martyrdom, which would be that of Benedict. A second book was started by William of Canterbury in 1172 and published in 1177. This second work is not mentioned which indicates that Fitzstephen’s ‘Life’ was finished before that time. It was among the several Lives of Becket written within the first years after the archbishop's death. 
In the Prologue to the ‘Life,’ William Fitzstephen  explains that he has written the account of Thomas Becket’s life and passion,
[bookmark: _Int_oX0BPtpQ]“for the profit and edification of all who read or hear me” [footnoteRef:32533] [32533:   Leo T. Gourde, "An Annotated Translation of the Life of St. Thomas Becket by William Fitzstephen" (1943). Master's Theses. 622. https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/622 page 1 {accessed 04/04/2023]
] 

The work t is to uplift all those who read it in a spiritual sense. William Fitzstephen also refers to those who hear him. This is an acknowledgment that not everyone was literate and that his writing would be communicated orally to a wider audience. This ‘Life’ of Thomas Becket was not the first to be written and appears when the archbishop had already been canonized and King Henry had performed his penance in public at Thomas’ tomb. The saint’s cult was therefore well underway and King Henry’s public penance and reconciliation with his former Chancellor and Archbishop has removed any 
censure that a staunch defence of Thomas Becket in a ‘Life’ might provoke.
[bookmark: _Int_q9tmrLlb][bookmark: _Int_gubn0EDx] William Fitzstephen inserts a lengthy description of London between the Prologue and the start of the ‘Life’ itself. It is detailed and includes a portrayal of the physical city, its inhabitants, and their activities. This preface to the ‘Life’ is justified by apocryphally referring to Plato and Sallust’s similar writing. 
[bookmark: _Int_vhjXzhO2]The author shows a detailed knowledge of scripture. William Fitzstephen makes frequent quotes from and allusions to Biblical texts from both the New as well as the Old Testament throughout his writing. He also demonstrates a background in Classical literature as his many references to Greek and Roman authors attest. These together show him to have been quite erudite.
[bookmark: _Int_5myGrwuw]Fitzstephen writes more than   other contemporary chroniclers of Becket’s time as Chancellor. He has an eye for detail and a penchant for interesting anecdotes. He presents Thomas as a close friend of the King and exalts his exploits in peace and war. As with his portrayal of London William Fitzstephen shows his love of description and also his interest in pomp and wealth in the description of Thomas’ mission to the King of France to seek the hand in marriage of the French King’s daughter for Henry II’s son. 
William Fitzstephen is not mentioned by any other writer and there is little information about him other than that which he offers himself, notably in the Prologue to ‘Life.’ There, he sets out his credentials describing his close association with Thomas Becket and the witnessing of key events. He is a fellow Londoner, Thomas Becket’s clerk and a member of Thomas’ household. It is a succinct introduction whereby he expostulates his closeness to the Saint; geographically by birth, through his work and by his being within the household. He continues by detailing some of his responsibilities over time. William Fitzstephen places himself very much as a protagonist and not a simple clerk. He was with him when Thomas was chancellor, acting as his ‘draughtsman,’ appointed by the archbishop to be subdeacon at Canterbury, active in court in working on cases and as an advocate when required. He also describes the close relationship he had with Thomas Becket,
[bookmark: _Int_iJGOeoip]“By his own lips I was called to partake in his anxieties”  [footnoteRef:26780] [26780:  Ibid
] 

which implies that Thomas had sufficient confidence in William Fitzstephen on a personal level to be able to share his concerns and worries.
[bookmark: _Int_D3cznBtw]William Fitzstephen explains that he was present at the Council of Northampton and in the ‘Life’ gives a lengthy account of that time. He also states that he was present at the martyrdom. He concludes his presentation in the Prologue by saying that much of what he sets down in the ‘Life’ he has, 
[bookmark: _Int_RAOwt67c]“Seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears”  [footnoteRef:26572] [26572:  Ibid ] 

[bookmark: _Int_MvmeuWy1]It is interesting that the author refers to himself as a witness to events only twice. His presentation in the Prologue makes it abundantly clear that he considered himself close to Thomas Becket and was present with him at momentous events. However, William Fitzstephen like Julius Cesar in his Bellum Gallicum avoids the use of the first person in his narrative. He does insert himself into the ‘Life’ on two occasions; at the Council of Northampton and at the martyrdom. In each he uses the pronoun we to indicate his presence, 
“On that very day we came to Northampton” [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Leo T. Gourde, "An Annotated Translation of the Life of St. Thomas Becket by William Fitzstephen" (1943). Master's Theses. 622. https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/622 page 64 {accessed 04/04/2023]] 

William Fitzstephen in both cases then continues to refer to himself in the third person as if he were any other person named in the narrative,
“As he was going down the steps toward the door to prevent its being closed, John of Salisbury and all the other clerics except the Canon Robert, William Fitzstephen, and Edward Grim, who had recently Joined him. anxiously looked about tor protection and endeavored to place themselves in safety.” [footnoteRef:9108] [9108:   Mary Aelred Sinclair, "An Annotated Translation of the Life of St. Thomas Becket By William Fitzstephen: (Part Two)" (1944). Master's Theses. 369. https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/369 pages 87 -88 {accessed 04/04/2023}
] 

The first occasion is that of the Council of Northampton to which William Fitzstephen accompanied Thomas Becket and where in his own words was instrumental in persuading the archbishop against the advice of Herbert of Bosham who recommended that Thomas be prepared to excommunicate those might lay hands on him. Here William presents himself as a voice of wisdom referring to bible passages and to church history. 
The second occasion is when the four knights arrive at Canterbury to kill the archbishop. The author indicates he was present during the whole event using the pronoun we. When the knights entered the chapel, he then specifically names himself as one of three named clerics who remained with Thomas Becket until the end. This contrasts with the others who fled or hid; among them only one is named, John of Salisbury. 
In the events referred to above William Fitzstephen clearly disparages two of Thomas Becket’s closest collaborators. Herbert of Bosham is rash, antagonistic and shown as not behaving in the most Christian way. John of Salisbury when it came down to it failed to stand at the end with his bishop and chose prudence as the better part of valor. The author shows himself not only to be a steadfast friend and associate but also wise and most Christian.
[bookmark: _Int_w7hg8v08]The above may go some way to explain why Fitzstephen is not mentioned by any of the other writers of the ‘Lives.’ He did not appear to be part of the Canterbury group of writers, and there is another factor that might explain why he is ignored. Among all the close associates of Thomas Becket present in England at the time of the Council of Northampton and Thomas’ subsequent escape into exile, William Fitzstephen is the only person not to have been exiled by Henry II. 
[bookmark: _Int_Xuvk1Til]The author explains that some people associated with Becket went into hiding to escape exile, others faced imprisonment and wealthier ones purchased their redemption. William Fitzstephen composed a prayer in the name of the King and presented it to Henry. Perhaps the king was sufficiently impressed by this to remit the sentence of exile, or he saw William as useful to himself as  Fitzstephen was intimately familiar with the archbishopric. 
William’s act of redemption in which he made his peace with the king could have been seen in a poor light by the other writers who simply opted to exclude him from any mention. He had avoided the uncomfortable exile for himself and family and did not suffer the loss of income or property as many of the others did. This act does suggest that William was not as ardent a supporter of Becket and the Church as he might like us to suppose and was regarded in the same way by other writers.
Although William rejoined Becket on his return from exile and was with him at the end there is some evidence that he had sufficient favour with the king.  A William Fitzstephen was appointed Sheriff of Gloucestershire in 1171 and was a royal justice from 1176 – 1180 and again in 1189 – 1190 when it is suggested he died. [footnoteRef:6789]There is no certainty that he was the same person, but this reconciliation and confidence on the part of the king would help to explain his exclusion from any mention by other biographers. [6789:  Cousin, John William (1910), "Fitzstephen, William", A Short Biographical Dictionary of English Literature, London: J. M. Dent & Sons – via Wikisource [accessed 05/04/2023]
] 

The Vita Sancti Thomae is a broad account of the life of Thomas Becket. It relates Thomas’ life from birth to death and provides detail from the period of Thomas’ time in Archbishop Theobold’s household through his chancellorship as well as his troubled period as Archbishop of Canterbury. The author knew and worked alongside Thomas though much of this time and provides a wealth of detail as demonstrated in his anecdotes and descriptions. Although William Fitzstephen provides a very partisan account of Thomas Becket and shows himself in a positive light at Northampton and at the death as a close supporter of Becket he was also sufficiently well regarded by the king. He made his peace with Henry through the prayer he wrote and appears to have received royal appointments after Becket’s death. He wrote not only as a supporter of Becket but also as a man who had been able to negotiate his path through the years without apparent detriment to himself. 
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