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    At the heart of Henry Hart Milman’s Life of Thomas à Becket lies the drama of how spiritual authority confronts temporal power, a collision staged in councils and cathedrals, sharpened by law and ritual, and embodied in a single restless figure whose public office tests private conscience and whose charisma challenges the machinery of the state, across the twelfth-century landscape of Angevin England and beyond, where legitimacy is negotiated in texts, oaths, and gestures, where friendship with a king becomes a crucible for principle, and where the meanings of sanctity, justice, and sovereignty are debated not in abstractions but in the lived contingencies of rank, jurisdiction, and remembrance.

Milman’s work is a nineteenth-century historical biography rooted in ecclesiastical history, composed by an English churchman and historian who served as Dean of St Paul’s. Its stage is twelfth-century England under Henry II, with scenes that move between royal court and Canterbury, and with the wider Latin Christian world as its intellectual horizon. The book belongs to a Victorian moment of critical reassessment of medieval sources, and it bears the mark of that scholarship: attentive to chronicles, legal formulas, and institutional contexts. Readers enter a carefully framed portrait that treats politics, law, and devotion as intertwined strands of one historical fabric.

Without courting melodrama or hagiography, Milman traces Thomas’s ascent from accomplished royal servant to prelate, and then the widening rift between throne and altar as competing jurisdictions test loyalties, procedures, and personalities. The narrative voice is judicious, the prose lucid and classically balanced, moving from compact analyses of councils and charters to vivid but restrained scenes. The book favors explanation over ornament, yet it keeps human motives in view, inviting readers to inhabit arguments as much as episodes. The experience is that of a learned guide unfolding a dossier: precise, fair-minded, and steadily paced, with moral questions emerging from events.

Several themes recur with clarifying insistence. Milman explores the friction between personal sanctity and institutional role, asking how an office reshapes a character and how a character, in turn, stretches an office. He studies law as a language of power, tracing how oaths, privileges, and penalties become battlegrounds for legitimacy. He attends to ceremony and spectacle, showing that processions, vesture, and place are not ornament but argument. And he probes memory, discerning how narratives harden into identities. Each theme is developed through sources close to events, allowing readers to see the stakes of medieval politics without losing sight of conscience.

True to Victorian critical practice, Milman weights testimony, compares chronicles, and marks the interests of their compilers, making clear when the record is ample and when it is suspect. He places disputes within broader ecclesiastical currents, relating domestic controversies to canon law, papal policy, and the legacy of reform. He prefers argument to invective and regularly tests dramatic anecdotes against documentary evidence. The result is a biography that functions as legal and institutional history without surrendering psychological nuance, an approach that resists partisan simplifications and equips readers to assess claims about motive, culpability, and the shifting ground of authority.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions are immediate: What limits should the state acknowledge when citizens claim duties of conscience, and what responsibilities do religious leaders bear when their office collides with civil order? How do institutions prevent friendship and patronage from eroding justice? When legal systems overlap, which forum decides? Milman’s case study does not prescribe a program, yet it illuminates habits of thought—accountability, due process, and principled dissent—that remain vital in civic life. Its account of reputation and leadership also speaks to a culture saturated with public performance, reminding us that ethical substance can outlast political theater.

Approached on its own terms, Life of Thomas à Becket is best read as a conversation between narrative and inquiry, in which scenes open onto arguments and arguments return you to character. The pacing is deliberate, the structure cumulative, and the payoffs lie in patterns: the recurrence of certain legal phrases, the choreography of counsel and resistance, the steady calibration of means and ends. Attending to these textures yields a portrait both humane and exacting. Without foreclosing debate, Milman equips readers to think with the past, and to carry forward its questions about power, loyalty, and the reach of conscience.
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    Henry Hart Milman’s Life of Thomas à Becket presents a rigorously sourced biography of the twelfth‑century archbishop within the wider contest between royal power and ecclesiastical independence. Writing as a leading English church historian, Milman aims to separate legend from record, assembling testimonies from early biographers, letters, and chronicles. He introduces the political architecture of the Angevin monarchy and the international reach of the medieval papacy to frame Becket’s career. From the outset, the book signals questions of motive, law, and sanctity, inviting readers to consider how personal transformation and institutional conflict interact in shaping a public life.

Milman traces Becket’s early advancement from promising clerk to trusted agent of Archbishop Theobald and, eventually, chief minister to King Henry II. In court and council he appears as a consummate administrator and diplomat, embodying the vitality of a reforming monarchy. The narrative weighs reports of his worldly magnificence against accounts of conscientious labor, noting how contemporary writers molded his image to their purposes. By situating patronage, education, and service within the norms of twelfth‑century governance, Milman presents the chancellorship as the essential prelude to later rupture, the stage on which expectations hardened about loyalty, ambition, and the uses of power.

The turning point is Becket’s elevation to Canterbury, where Milman charts a striking change from courtly statesman to ascetic prelate. The book investigates whether this shift arose from principle, political necessity, or personal awakening, carefully sifting partisan narratives. Becket’s adoption of rigorous discipline and his insistence on clerical privilege are set against the crown’s drive for legal uniformity. Milman emphasizes the ambiguity of intention: reform and resistance appear inseparable, piety intertwined with policy. By foregrounding contested testimony rather than definitive answers, he develops a portrait of character under pressure, poised between spiritual vocation and the burdens of office.

Conflict intensifies around jurisdiction over clergy and the scope of royal customs, culminating in a formal program of articles and public confrontations. Milman reconstructs the legal arguments and the theatrics of council and courtroom, where pressure, rhetoric, and precedent collide. He follows Becket’s resistance, the king’s resolve, and the widening circle of advisors, critics, and allies. Facing mounting peril, Becket departs England, and the narrative pivots to diplomacy conducted through letters, embassies, and negotiated sanctions. Throughout, Milman highlights how institutional logic and personal honor continually reinforce each other, making compromise fragile even when necessity presses both sides toward accommodation.

Exile places Becket within a continental nexus of papal policy, monastic hospitality, and capricious royal favor. Milman mines contemporary correspondence to show alternating phases of stern denunciation and cautious reconciliation, as censures and appeals are weighed against the risks of a broader ecclesiastical schism. The biography attends to Becket’s self-fashioning as pastor and sufferer, and to his critics’ charge of intransigence, without adopting either pole. Provisional settlements arise, then falter, as unresolved principles resurface in new disputes. By keeping close to documentary voices, Milman portrays a stalemate governed as much by reputation and symbolism as by law.

The return to England brings old antagonisms to a sharper edge. Milman narrates the volatile interplay of royal anger, episcopal division, and popular fervor as the dispute narrows to specific acts and words with outsized consequence. He parses responsibility with care, setting impulsive utterance against calculated démarche, and registers how rumor and message accelerate events beyond control. The story approaches its fatal climax within the cathedral, presented with restraint and attention to source divergence. Rather than dwell on sensation, Milman keeps focus on causation, conscience, and office, allowing the catastrophe to emerge as the logic of positions carried to extremity.

The closing chapters consider the speed and scale of Becket’s posthumous renown, assessing reports of miracles, the politics of canonization, and the transformation of Canterbury into a center of pilgrimage. Milman’s final appraisal balances the gains and losses of the conflict for crown and church, and the ambiguities it left in English law and memory. He refrains from simplifying judgments, insisting on the interplay of sanctity, policy, and narrative. The biography endures as a model of critical engagement with medieval sources and as a study of how principle and personality shape institutions, inviting reflection well beyond its immediate historical moment.
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    In the twelfth century, England formed the core of the Angevin realms, ruled by Henry II from 1154. The monarchy consolidated power after civil strife under Stephen, extending royal justice through itinerant judges and innovations that would shape the common law. The English Church, led by Canterbury and York, was powerful, wealthy, and closely connected to Rome. Monastic orders, notably the Benedictines and Cistercians, flourished, while cathedral chapters and ecclesiastical courts exercised significant jurisdiction. Continental politics, especially the rivalry between Capetian France and the Angevins, framed diplomacy and exile. These institutions and rivalries provide the immediate stage for Thomas Becket’s career and conflicts.

Thomas Becket, born in London c.1120–1121 to a prosperous merchant family, rose under Archbishop Theobald of Bec, studying briefly in Paris and serving as archdeacon. In 1155 Henry II appointed him chancellor, entrusting revenue and military duties that drew him into royal service and favor. When Theobald died in 1161, Henry advanced Becket to the archbishopric of Canterbury in 1162, expecting cooperation with his legal and administrative reforms. Becket’s transition from courtier to prelate altered their relationship. He adopted austere clerical priorities, defended ecclesiastical immunity, and asserted Canterbury’s traditional prerogatives, setting the course for a high-stakes contest over jurisdiction and allegiance.

Becket’s stance unfolded within the long arc of the Gregorian Reform, which sought to free the Church from lay control and secure clerical discipline. Pope Alexander III, embattled by an imperial schism, relied on support from kings yet guarded papal prerogatives. In England, disputes centered on criminous clerks, appeals to Rome, and control of episcopal vacancies. Henry II’s Constitutions of Clarendon (1164) attempted to codify customs limiting clerical privilege and royalizing legal process. Becket resisted key articles, leading to proceedings at Westminster (1163) and Northampton (1164) and ultimately to his exile in France. Louis VII’s hospitality and papal protection sustained his cause.

Years of negotiation involved papal legates, French mediation, and shifting formulas of submission. A tentative reconciliation at Fréteval in 1170 allowed Becket’s return. Tensions reignited when the archbishop of York and others crowned Henry’s heir, infringing Canterbury’s ancient privilege to perform royal coronations. Becket’s disciplinary measures deepened the rift. In December 1170, four knights, interpreting the king’s outburst as license, rode to Canterbury and killed Becket in the cathedral on 29 December. The shock reverberated across Christendom, transforming a political dispute into a religious crisis and making Becket a potent symbol of the claims of ecclesiastical authority.

Consequences followed swiftly. Reports of miracles circulated at Canterbury, and Pope Alexander III canonized Thomas in 1173. Henry II sought absolution and performed a public penance at the martyr’s tomb in 1174. Canterbury grew into one of Europe’s principal pilgrimage centers, its shrine attracting kings and commoners and shaping devotional routes remembered in later literature. The cult influenced English political theology, intertwining sanctity with debates on law and obedience. Centuries later, amid the Reformation, Henry VIII suppressed Becket’s shrine in 1538, rejecting the saint as a symbol of resistance to royal supremacy, which altered how English readers approached Becket’s memory.

The principal evidence for Becket’s life comes from near-contemporary biographers such as William FitzStephen, Herbert of Bosham, and Edward Grim, along with letters and narratives by figures including John of Salisbury, Gervase of Canterbury, Ralph de Diceto, and Roger of Hoveden. Their accounts preserve administrative detail, legal argument, and eyewitness testimony to the conflict and its aftermath. By the nineteenth century, many of these texts were accessible in printed editions and scholarly collections, enabling systematic comparison. The abundance and partisanship of sources invite careful weighing of motives and rhetoric—an opportunity that historians used to reassess legend and recover institutional realities.

Henry Hart Milman, an Anglican priest, classical scholar, and later Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral (from 1849), brought a critical, literary, and institutional approach to ecclesiastical history. Writing in the mid‑Victorian period, he produced large syntheses such as The History of Latin Christianity and a focused Life of Thomas à Becket. His method emphasized close reading of documents, attention to legal and administrative frameworks, and restraint toward miracle narratives. Milman situated Becket within European church–state struggles rather than as an isolated English martyr, balancing sympathy for conscience with scrutiny of policy, and analyzing how personalities interacted with evolving structures of monarchy and canon law.

Milman’s work reflects Victorian debates over authority, conscience, and national identity in the wake of Catholic Emancipation (1829), the Oxford Movement, and anxieties about renewed papal influence after 1850. His portrait of Becket interrogates the costs and limits of sacral resistance to centralized law while recognizing the moral force of principle. By using comparative, source‑critical history, he counters romanticized hagiography and nationalist simplifications. The study thus serves both as a narrative of a decisive twelfth‑century confrontation and as a measured nineteenth‑century critique of clericalism and absolutism, inviting readers to consider how legal reform, ecclesiastical privilege, and political sovereignty shape one another.
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Perhaps the chapter of English history fullest of romantic interest, is that containing the life of Thomas à Becket[1q]. In fact, the great struggle between Becket and Henry II.,—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 enjoyed his most intimate confidence during his retreat in that convent; nor to Edward Grim, his standard-bearer, who on his way from Clarendon, reproached him with his weakness, and having been constantly attached to his person, finally interposed his arm between his master and the first blow of the assassin. Nor were these ardent admirers of Becket silent from any severe aversion to the marvelous; they relate, with unsuspecting faith, dreams and prognostics which revealed to the mother the future greatness of her son, even his elevation to the see of Canterbury.3

 To the Saxon descent of Becket, a theory in which, on the authority of an eloquent French writer,4 modern history has seemed disposed to acquiesce, these biographers not merely give no support, but furnish direct contradiction. The lower people no doubt admired during his life, and worshiped after death, the blessed Thomas of Canterbury, and the people were mostly Saxon. But it was not as a Saxon, but as a Saint, that Becket was the object of unbounded popularity during his life, of idolatry after his death.

Parentage and education.

The father of Becket, according to the distinct words of one contemporary biographer, was a native of Rouen, his mother of Caen.5 Gilbert was no knight-errant, but a sober merchant, tempted by commercial advantages to settle in London: his mother neither boasted of royal Saracenic blood, nor bore the royal name of Matilda: she was the daughter of an honest burgher of Caen. His Norman descent is still further confirmed by his claim of relationship, or connexion at least, as of common Norman descent, with Archbishop Theobald.6 The parents of Becket, he asserts himself, were merchants of unimpeached character, not of the lowest class. Gilbert Becket is said to have served the honorable office of sheriff, but his fortune was injured by fires and other casualties.7 |Born A. D. 1118.| The young Becket received his earliest education among the monks of Merton in Surrey, towards whom he cherished a fond attachment, and delighted to visit them in the days of his splendor. The dwelling of a respectable London merchant seems to have been a place where strangers of very different pursuits, who resorted to the metropolis of England, took up their lodging: and to Gilbert Becket's house came persons both disposed and qualified to cultivate in various ways the extraordinary talents displayed by the youth, who was singularly handsome, and of engaging manners.8 A knight, whose name, Richard de Aquila, occurs with distinction in the annals of the time, one of his father's guests, delighted in initiating the gay and spirited boy in chivalrous exercises, and in the chase with hawk and hound. On a hawking adventure the young Becket narrowly escaped being drowned in the Thames. At the same time, or soon after, he was inured to business by acting as clerk to a wealthy relative, Osborn Octuomini, and in the office of the Sheriff of London.9 His accomplishments were completed by a short residence in Paris, the best school

Accession of Henry II. Dec. 19, 1154.


Becket Chancellor.



War in Toulouse.


Wealth of Becket.



April, 1161.





Gilbert Foliot.





Becket at Tours. May 19, 1163.


Beginning of strife.
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