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    At the heart of Life of Thomas à Becket by Henry Hart Milman lies a charged struggle between conscience and power, in which personal conviction, ecclesiastical authority, and royal ambition collide to test the boundaries of law, loyalty, and the making of public virtue in a world where sacred and secular claims press urgently upon the same human life.

This book is a nineteenth-century historical biography that returns readers to the twelfth-century realms of England and broader Christendom, where court, cloister, and council chamber shape the course of events. Written by Henry Hart Milman, an English historian and churchman, it participates in the Victorian reappraisal of medieval institutions and their moral consequences. Without romanticizing the past, Milman frames the period’s conflicts through careful historical inquiry, situating Thomas Becket within the legal, political, and ecclesiastical structures that defined his era. The result is a study that uses the vantage of later scholarship to illuminate a formative moment in English and European history.

Milman’s narrative follows Becket’s emergence onto the public stage, his rise in royal service, and his subsequent elevation to the highest ecclesiastical office in England, tracing how a statesman’s duties and a prelate’s obligations can converge and clash. The book offers a balanced, documentary-minded account, attentive to context and wary of easy judgments. Readers encounter a portrait shaped by correspondence, chronicles, and legal debates, rather than by legend alone. The tone is measured and reflective, the pacing deliberate, and the mood one of critical sympathy, offering an experience that is both intellectually exacting and narratively engaging without resorting to sensationalism.

Stylistically, Milman brings the discipline of a historian to the materials of a biographer, presenting the record with clarity while testing it against broader patterns of medieval governance and church life. He scrutinizes institutional pressures and the logic of competing jurisdictions, showing how ideas become actions when filtered through character and office. The argumentation is steady and cumulative, drawing connections among policy, personality, and principle. The prose is lucid and controlled, aiming for comprehensiveness without sacrificing focus, and it consistently seeks to distinguish what is well attested from what is merely plausible, keeping the reader close to the verifiable contours of the past.

Among the book’s central themes are the limits of obedience, the reach of royal prerogative, and the claims of ecclesiastical independence in a society that is at once legalistic and sacramental. Milman explores how customs become laws, how offices shape consciences, and how moral authority competes with political necessity. He examines the delicate interplay between public duty and private conviction, and how reputations are forged at the intersection of policy and piety. There is sustained attention to the formation of memory—how communities remember and interpret a statesman-prelate—and to the ways narrative itself becomes part of history’s enduring argument.

For contemporary readers, this study speaks directly to perennial questions about the relationship between institutions and ideals: the ethics of office, the resilience of legal order under stress, and the cost of principled resistance. It invites reflection on religious liberty, civil authority, and the responsibilities of leadership when competing loyalties cannot be harmonized. Milman’s careful analysis offers a framework for thinking about modern debates over conscience and governance without flattening medieval complexity into present-day categories, encouraging a historically informed conversation about power, integrity, and the rule of law.

Approached on its own terms, Life of Thomas à Becket rewards patient reading with a clear, judicious account that balances narrative momentum and critical distance. It will appeal to those interested in medieval history, political thought, and the history of the church, as well as to readers drawn to biographies that probe the moral stakes of public life. Without presuming familiarity, Milman equips the reader to follow intricate controversies while preserving the drama that gives them human meaning. The introduction of issues is careful, the progression orderly, and the questions it raises continue to resonate well beyond the period it evokes.
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    Henry Hart Milman’s Life of Thomas à Becket presents a chronological biography of the Archbishop of Canterbury against the broad canvas of twelfth-century Christendom. Drawing on contemporary chronicles and letters, Milman situates Becket within the competing authorities of crown and papacy, Norman legal reforms, and the evolving culture of sanctity. The work traces Becket’s trajectory from his obscure origins to martyrdom, aiming to clarify events and motives through careful comparison of sources. Without polemic, Milman foregrounds constitutional questions, personal transformations, and diplomatic maneuvering, showing how a single ecclesiastical career became a focal point for debates about law, jurisdiction, and the limits of royal power.

Milman begins with Becket’s London birth to a merchant family and his formation through schooling in England and, likely, studies in Paris. Early clerical service brings him to the attention of Archbishop Theobald of Canterbury, under whom Becket gains experience in canonical procedure and royal administration. Advancing to archdeacon, he becomes a key intermediary between church and court. Milman outlines how skill, loyalty, and adaptability position Becket for higher office, while the author introduces the sources—such as Fitzstephen and Herbert of Bosham—that will frame differing perspectives on Becket’s character, emphasizing how each chronicler’s vantage shapes the narrative that follows.

Becket’s appointment as royal chancellor under Henry II marks a decisive phase. Milman depicts a close partnership: Becket enforces the king’s policies, oversees revenues, and participates in campaigns, including the expedition toward Toulouse. The chancellorship exemplifies administrative vigor and courtly splendor, with Becket embodying the grandeur of Angevin rule. Milman underscores the mutual confidence between king and servant and how their complementary temperaments—Henry’s restlessness and Becket’s organizing force—advance centralization. This section clarifies the legal and fiscal reforms underway and the chancellor’s role in them, setting the stage for the profound shift that follows upon Becket’s elevation to the primacy.

Upon Theobald’s death, Henry advances Becket to the archbishopric of Canterbury. Milman narrates the transformation that ensues: Becket resigns the chancellorship, adopts personal austerity, and asserts ecclesiastical prerogatives. Initial tensions surface at Woodstock over financial exactions and at Westminster concerning clerical jurisdiction. The core issue emerges around the treatment of clerics accused of secular crimes and the boundary between ecclesiastical courts and royal justice. Milman presents these disputes as both legal and symbolic, reflecting deeper questions about appeals to Rome and ancient customs. The new archbishop’s changed stance alters the royal-ecclesiastical balance, bringing former allies into an increasingly adversarial posture.

The confrontation culminates at Clarendon, where the king seeks acknowledgment of customary practices later framed as the Constitutions of Clarendon. Milman carefully recounts Becket’s initial, contested assent under pressure, followed by his repudiation. Legal charges at Northampton and a climate of royal hostility prompt Becket’s flight to France. The author delineates the charges, the procedural maneuvering, and the political calculations of the bishops and nobles. By emphasizing the constitutional stakes, Milman shows how personal conflict widened into a general test of jurisdictional boundaries, with both sides invoking precedent, canon law, and national custom to justify their positions.

Exiled at Pontigny and then Sens, Becket appeals to Pope Alexander III while Henry exerts pressure on ecclesiastical allies at home and abroad. Milman surveys the extensive correspondence and negotiations, including meetings intended to restore concord. The French crown’s interest, papal diplomacy, and monastic networks frame the prolonged stalemate. The biography highlights shifting terms of compromise, Becket’s pastoral responsibilities in exile, and the leverage created by excommunications and threatened interdicts. Throughout, Milman traces how broader European conflicts—papal struggles with imperial partisans and rivalries among monarchs—shape the options available to both Henry and the archbishop.

A tentative reconciliation allows Becket’s return to England. Meanwhile, the coronation of the young king by the archbishop of York challenges Canterbury’s traditional privilege. Milman recounts Becket’s disciplinary measures against involved prelates and the ensuing escalation. Royal anger and the resolve of Becket’s opponents converge as a group of knights travels to Canterbury. The narrative details Becket’s refusal to retreat from his claims and his insistence on ecclesiastical order, set against the urgency of the political moment. Milman presents the gathering forces with restraint, emphasizing the procedural and symbolic steps that lead from negotiation back to confrontation.

Becket’s killing in Canterbury Cathedral shocks Christendom. Milman follows the immediate aftermath: public indignation, reports of miracles at the tomb, and rapid canonization by Alexander III. The cult of Becket spreads through pilgrimage and hagiography, while Henry II undertakes acts of penance and adjusts policies to ease the crisis. The biography connects these events to wider political developments, including pressures on the Angevin realm. Milman outlines the practical settlements that follow, noting concessions and ambiguities left unresolved. The martyr’s memory becomes a powerful social and religious force, influencing devotion, ecclesiastical identity, and the language of resistance to secular encroachment.

In conclusion, Milman assesses Becket’s enduring significance for church-state relations and English constitutional development. He weighs the evidence of contemporary biographers against royal records, distinguishing event from legend while acknowledging the formation of a lasting cult. The study emphasizes how legal practice, moral conviction, and institutional rivalry intersected in a single life, producing consequences that extended far beyond one reign. Milman’s synthesis presents Becket as central to understanding the limits of royal authority, the autonomy of ecclesiastical courts, and the political potency of sanctity. The book’s overarching message is the persistent negotiation between spiritual claims and temporal power.
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    Set in the mid-12th century, Life of Thomas à Becket unfolds across England and the Angevin realms that stretched from the Scottish border to the Pyrenees. Its core locales are London and Canterbury, royal palaces such as Westminster, Clarendon, and Northampton, and continental refuges at Pontigny and Sens in Burgundy. The reign of Henry II (1154–1189) provides the political stage: a revived monarchy reasserting law and revenue after civil war, and a Church newly energized by papal reform. Europe was riven by a papal schism (1159–1178), while Norman and Plantagenet aristocracies dominated English governance. Milman’s narrative situates Becket amid these intersecting legal, ecclesiastical, and dynastic pressures.

Thomas Becket (c. 1120–1170) rose from a mercantile London family—his father, Gilbert Becket, was a prosperous Norman—to become the trusted agent of Archbishop Theobald of Bec. Trained in canon and civil law at Paris, he was appointed Archdeacon of Canterbury in 1154 and, at Henry II’s urging, royal chancellor in 1155. As chancellor he managed revenue, justice, and military levies, accompanying Henry on the Toulouse campaign of 1159. On 3 June 1162 he was elected and consecrated Archbishop of Canterbury, resigning the chancellorship and adopting a markedly ascetic life. Milman frames this transformation from courtier to hierarch as the fulcrum of the ensuing political and legal crisis.

The central conflict concerned jurisdiction over clerics and the limits of royal authority. At Westminster in 1163 Henry II demanded that criminous clerks—ordained men accused of felonies—be handed to lay courts after ecclesiastical trial. In January 1164 the king convened a great council at Clarendon, near Salisbury, which issued 16 articles later known as the Constitutions of Clarendon. These sought to codify customary restraints on appeals to Rome, regulate elections and benefices, and place clerics accused of serious crimes under royal justice. Becket initially assented verbally, with reservations, then repudiated the articles. Summoned to Northampton in October 1164 on charges ranging from contempt to misuse of funds, he fled by night and crossed to Flanders, taking refuge with the Cistercians at Pontigny and then at Sens under the protection of Pope Alexander III. From exile he issued excommunications—most dramatically at Vézelay on Whitsun 1166—against royal officials and later, in 1170, against bishops who had infringed Canterbury’s privileges. Diplomatic efforts mediated by Louis VII of France and papal legates produced temporary truces at Montmirail (January 1169) and Montmartre (November 1169), but no lasting settlement. Henry’s political maneuver to secure succession—the coronation of his heir, Henry the Young King, at Westminster on 14 June 1170—was performed by Roger of York and other bishops, violating Canterbury’s ancient right. After a meeting at Fréteval (July 1170) Becket returned to England in November and promptly suspended the coronating bishops. In late December, after Henry’s outburst in Normandy, four knights—Reginald FitzUrse, Hugh de Morville, William de Tracy, and Richard le Breton—rode to Canterbury. On 29 December 1170 they murdered Becket in the cathedral’s north transept. The shock reverberated across Christendom: Alexander III canonized Becket on 21 February 1173, and Henry II performed public penance at Canterbury on 12 July 1174. Milman places this chain of events at the heart of his biography, dissecting the legal claims on both sides and showing how personal enmity, institutional reform, and international politics intertwined.

The Becket controversy unfolded amid the papal schism of 1159–1178, when Alexander III contested with imperially backed antipopes—Victor IV (1159–1164), Paschal III (1164–1168), and Calixtus III (1168–1178). Frederick I Barbarossa’s councils at Pavia (1160) and elsewhere recognized the antipopes, while the Council of Tours (1163) and much of France and England supported Alexander. Alexander resided at Sens and later in Italy, carefully balancing support for Becket with the need to avoid driving Henry II into the imperial camp. Milman emphasizes how Becket’s appeals, papal legations, and carefully worded rescripts reflected a Church divided yet determined to defend canonical procedure.

Franco-English rivalry shaped choices on both sides. Henry II’s dominions—England, Normandy, Anjou, Maine, and, through Eleanor of Aquitaine (married 1152), Aquitaine—encircled the French king, Louis VII. Diplomatic theatre accompanied the ecclesiastical quarrel: meetings at Montmirail (1169) and Montmartre (1169) sought to align Becket’s obedience to Alexander III with Henry’s need for continental stability. The premature coronation of Henry the Young King in June 1170 also affronted Louis, whose daughter Margaret—betrothed to the Young King—was excluded. Milman shows how the biography’s ecclesiastical drama cannot be detached from Angevin statecraft and Capetian counter-pressure in Normandy, Touraine, and the Vexin.

Henry II’s broader legal programme provides crucial context. The Assize of Clarendon (1166) instituted presentment juries and enhanced the reach of itinerant justices; the Inquest of Sheriffs (1170) disciplined local officials; later the Assize of Northampton (1176) reinforced royal criminal justice. A persistent grievance was clerical immunity: royal officers complained that dozens—perhaps hundreds—of clerks escaped adequate punishment in ecclesiastical courts. Canon law, crystallizing since Gratian’s Decretum (c. 1140), defended clerical privilege. Milman treats Becket’s resistance to the Constitutions of Clarendon as part of this collision between a centralizing monarchy and a transnational legal order headquartered at Rome.

Becket’s death generated one of medieval Europe’s most potent cults. Miracles recorded by Benedict of Peterborough and William of Canterbury drew multitudes; by 1171–1172 the shrine site was a major pilgrimage center. Louis VII visited in 1179; Henry II, submitting to public penance, came in July 1174. In 1220 Archbishop Stephen Langton translated Becket’s relics to a magnificent shrine in the new Gothic choir at Canterbury Cathedral, amplifying its economic and spiritual magnetism. The cult endured until Henry VIII ordered the shrine’s destruction and Becket’s proscription in 1538. Milman uses this afterlife to demonstrate how sanctity became a durable political language.

Milman’s narrative functions as a political and social critique of the 12th century’s contested sovereignties. By juxtaposing royal initiatives to standardize law and revenue with ecclesiastical claims of immunity and appeal, the book exposes the era’s structural injustices—arbitrary royal prosecution, but also clerical impunity; coercive taxation, but also the manipulation of sanctuary. It interrogates class and jurisdiction, showing how access to canon law advantaged ordained elites while lay victims sought the king’s justice. Written by a Victorian churchman, it also implicitly scrutinizes state control over the Church. The biography thus criticizes both royal overreach and theocratic absolutism within a culture of violence.
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Perhaps the chapter of English history fullest of romantic interest, is that containing the life of Thomas à Becket[1]. In fact, the great struggle between Becket and Henry II[2].,—between individual genius and sovereign power, between a subject and his king, between religion and the sword, between the Church and the State, is scarcely equaled in the annals of the world. And nowhere do we find a parallel to the strange story of Becket's life, beginning in Oriental legend, ending in heroic tragedy. By an accident of position, he questioned with the terrible power of genius the divine right of kings, and the grateful people of England, a hundred thousand at a time, flocked as pilgrims to his tomb.

 The biography here presented has been taken from Dean Milman's great history of Latin Christianity. The style is at once dignified, terse, and eloquent. The learning of Milman is abundant and accurate, his judgment singularly sound and free from prejudice. One of the gems of his history is this life of Becket. A biography of the biographer is part of our plan, and we gladly transfer to our pages, from the English Cyclopedia, a sketch of Milman's life.

*****

The Rev. Henry Hart Milman, D.D., Dean of St. Paul's Cathedral, was born February 10th, 1791, in London. He is the youngest son of Sir Francis Milman, first baronet, who was physician to George III., and is brother to Sir William George Milman. He was educated at Dr. Burney's academy at Greenwich, at Eton College, and at Brazenose College, Oxford, where he took his degrees of B. A. and M. A., and of which he was elected a Fellow. In 1812 he received the Newdegate prize for his English poem on the Apollo Belvidere. In 1815 he published "Fazio, a Tragedy," which was performed with success at Covent Garden Theatre, at a period when theatrical managers seized upon a published play, and produced it without an author's consent. Mr. Milman could not even enforce the proper pronunciation of the name of "Fazio." He took holy orders in 1817, and was appointed vicar of St. Mary's, Reading. In the early part of 1818 he published "Samor, Lord of the Bright City, an Heroic Poem," of which a second edition was called for in the course of the same year. The hero of this poem is a personage of the legendary history of Britain in the early part of the Saxon invasions of England. The fullest account of his exploits is given in Dugdale's "Baronage," under his title of Earl of Gloucester. Harrison, in the "Description of Britain," prefixed to Holinshed's "Chronicle," calls him Eldulph de Samor. The Bright City is Gloucester, (Caer Gloew in British.) In 1820 Mr Milman published "The Fall of Jerusalem," a dramatic poem founded on Josephus's narrative of the siege of the sacred city. This, in some respects his most beautiful poem, established his reputation. In 1821, he was elected Professor of Poetry in the University of Oxford, and published three other dramatic poems, "The Martyr of Antioch," "Balshazzar," and "Anne Boleyn." In 1827 he published sermons at the "Bampton Lecture," 8vo., and in 1829, without his name, "The History of the Jews," 3 vols. 18vo. A collected edition of his "Poetical Works," was published in 1840, which, besides the works above mentioned, and his smaller poems, contains the "Nala and Damayanti," translated from the Sanskrit. In the same year he published his "History of Christianity from the Birth of Christ, to the Abolition of Paganism in the Roman Empire," 3 vols. 8vo., in which he professes to view Christianity as a historian, in its moral, social, and political influences, referring to its doctrines no further than is necessary for explaining the general effect of the system. It is the work of an accomplished and liberal-minded scholar. At the commencement of 1849 appeared "The Works of Quintus Horatius Flaccus, illustrated chiefly from the Remains of Ancient Art, with a Life by the Rev. H. H. Milman," 8vo., a beautiful and luxurious edition. Mr. Milman's Life of Horace, and critical remarks on the merits of the Roman poet, are written with much elegance of style, and are very interesting.

In November 1849, Mr. Milman, who had for some years been Rector of St. Margaret's, Westminster, and a Canon of Westminster, was made Dean of St. Paul's. Dean Milman's latest publication is a "History of Latin Christianity, including that of the Popes to the Pontificate of Nicholas V.," 3 vols. 8vo. 1854. This work is a continuation of the author's "History of Christianity," and yet is in itself a complete work. To give it that completeness he has gone over the history of Christianity in Rome during the first four centuries. The author states that he is occupied with the continuation of the history down to the close of the pontificate of Nicholas V., that is, to 1455.1 Besides the works before mentioned, Dean Milman is understood to have contributed numerous articles to the "Quarterly Review;" and his edition of Gibbon's "Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire," presented the great historian with more ample illustrations than he had before received. This edition has been republished, with additional notes and verifications, by Dr. W. Smith.

Dean Milman is destined to become a household word in historical literature, and we are glad to present the many with this favorable specimen of his work.

May, 1859.

O. W. Wight.
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Legend.

Popular poetry, after the sanctification of Becket, delighted in throwing the rich colors of marvel over his birth and parentage. It invented, or rather interwove with the pedigree of the martyr, one of those romantic traditions which grew out of the wild adventures of the crusades, and which occur in various forms in the ballads of all nations. That so great a saint should be the son of a gallant champion of the cross, and of a Saracen princess, was a fiction too attractive not to win general acceptance. The father of Becket, so runs the legend, a gallant soldier, was a captive in the Holy Land, and inspired the daughter of his master with an ardent attachment. Through her means he made his escape; but the enamored princess could not endure life without him. She too fled and made her way to Europe. She had learned but two words of the Christian language, London and Gilbert. With these two magic sounds upon her lips she reached London; and as she wandered through the streets, constantly repeating the name of Gilbert, she was met by Becket's faithful servant. Becket, as a good Christian, seems to have entertained religious scruples as to the propriety of wedding the faithful, but misbelieving, or, it might be, not sincerely believing maiden. The case was submitted to the highest authority, and argued before the Bishop of London. The issue was the baptism of the princess, by the name of Matilda (that of the empress queen,) and their marriage in St. Paul's, with the utmost publicity and splendor.

But of this wondrous tale, not one word had reached the ears of any of the seven or eight contemporary biographers of Becket, most of them his most intimate friends or his most faithful attendants.2 It was neither known to John of Salisbury, his confidential adviser and correspondent, nor to Fitz-Stephen, an officer of his court in chancery, and dean of his chapel when archbishop, who was with him at Northampton, and at his death; nor to Herbert de Bosham, likewise one of his officers when chancellor, and his faithful attendant throughout his exile; nor to the monk of Pontigny, who waited upon him and
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