


[image: William II]





[image: Penguin Brand Logo]





John Gillingham



WILLIAM II

The Red King


[image: image]



[image: Penguin logo]






Contents

Genealogical Table

Map

WILLIAM II

1. The Personality of the King: Evidence and Interpretations

2. Taking the Throne

3. The English Church

4. Sex in Court

5. Normandy, Maine and Britain

6. Secular Society

7. At War on Land and Sea

8. Assassination

Illustrations

Picture Credits

Further Reading

Notes

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin




Penguin Monarchs

THE HOUSES OF WESSEX AND DENMARK



	Athelstan
	Tom Holland



	Aethelred the Unready
	Richard Abels



	Cnut
	Ryan Lavelle



	Edward the Confessor
	James Campbell




THE HOUSES OF NORMANDY, BLOIS AND ANJOU



	William I
	Marc Morris



	William II
	John Gillingham



	Henry I
	Edmund King



	Stephen
	Carl Watkins



	Henry II
	Richard Barber



	Richard I
	Thomas Asbridge



	John
	Nicholas Vincent




THE HOUSE OF PLANTAGENET



	Henry III
	Stephen Church



	Edward I
	Andy King



	Edward II
	Christopher Given-Wilson



	Edward III
	Jonathan Sumption



	Richard II
	Laura Ashe




THE HOUSES OF LANCASTER AND YORK



	Henry IV
	Catherine Nall



	Henry V
	Anne Curry



	Henry VI
	James Ross



	Edward IV
	A. J. Pollard



	Edward V
	Thomas Penn



	Richard III
	Rosemary Horrox




THE HOUSE OF TUDOR



	Henry VII
	Sean Cunningham



	Henry VIII
	John Guy



	Edward VI
	Stephen Alford



	Mary I
	John Edwards



	Elizabeth I
	Helen Castor




THE HOUSE OF STUART



	James I
	Thomas Cogswell



	Charles I
	Mark Kishlansky



	[Cromwell
	David Horspool]



	Charles II
	Clare Jackson



	James II
	David Womersley



	William III & Mary II
	Jonathan Keates



	Anne
	Richard Hewlings




THE HOUSE OF HANOVER



	George I
	Tim Blanning



	George II
	Norman Davies



	George III
	Amanda Foreman



	George IV
	Stella Tillyard



	William IV
	Roger Knight



	Victoria
	Jane Ridley




THE HOUSES OF SAXE-COBURG & GOTHA AND WINDSOR



	Edward VII
	Richard Davenport-Hines



	George V
	David Cannadine



	Edward VIII
	Piers Brendon



	George VI
	Philip Ziegler



	Elizabeth II
	Douglas Hurd







For Kate, Emma and Brenda




[image: image]




[image: image]





[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

The Personality of the King:

EVIDENCE AND INTERPRETATIONS

‘This monarch was always very angry and red in the face and was therefore unpopular, so that his death was a Good Thing: it occurred in the following memorable way. Rufus was hunting one day in the New Forest …’ These words, the opening of the chapter on William II in Sellar and Yeatman’s 1066 and All That, still represent the sum of what is widely known about the king who ruled England from 1087 to 1100: that he died in the New Forest in controversial circumstances. Son of and successor to William the Conqueror, the Norman duke whose conquest of England in 1066 made him a key figure in the shaping of English history, the Red King inevitably stands in his father’s shadow, referred to by his contemporaries as William junior. Moreover the later years of his reign coincided with the First Crusade and the capture of Jerusalem (1096–9). By comparison with that extraordinary series of events in the minds of those who lived through them, William II’s exploits paled into insignificance. In consequence, as far as most people are concerned, only the mystery of Rufus’s death – was it a hunting accident, assassination or ritual killing? – brings him suddenly and briefly into a narrow shaft of light.

Here I am much more interested in his life and reign than in his death. Just a boy when his father conquered England, he lived through a turbulent period, coming to the throne while the overwhelming consequences of the Norman Conquest were still unravelling. Few kings of England have faced a more testing legacy: as the Norman son of a Norman father he headed a regime that spoke a language which the great majority of his subjects did not understand. An English monk, Eadmer of Canterbury, bitterly contrasted the career prospects of natives and newcomers: ‘If they were English,’ he wrote, ‘no virtue was enough to secure their promotion; if they were foreigners, the mere appearance of virtue was enough for them to be awarded the highest honour.’1 Only one year before William II’s accession, a projected Danish invasion had been intended to free the English from Norman rule. In 1098 the Earl of Shrewsbury was killed on Anglesey while fighting King Magnus of Norway. There was no telling when the next Scandinavian king would return to take up King Cnut’s inheritance. No one had been told that the Viking Age was over.

The occupying regime was itself deeply divided. William II’s claim to the throne was disputed by his older brother, Robert, and a majority of the most powerful landowners in England were prepared to go to war on Robert’s behalf. In the event William triumphantly overcame these and other challenges. ‘He had such success in defeating his enemies and in acquiring territories that you would suppose the whole world smiled upon him,’ wrote Eadmer. ‘Even the wind and the sea appeared to obey him.’2 But he had his critics, chiefly among churchmen, and when he was unexpectedly killed at the height of his power, they saw in this a death sentence passed upon him by God. In their eyes God’s judgment proved that, for all his successes, William II was fundamentally an evil man and a bad ruler.

By far the most influential statement of this view came in two books written by Eadmer: The History of Novelties in England (Historia Novorum in Anglia) and The Life of Anselm Archbishop of Canterbury (Vita Anselmi Archiepiscopi). Completed after Anselm’s death in 1109, both presented the archbishop as a champion of reform and of the freedom of the Church in principled opposition to a tyrannical king. Such was Anselm’s saintliness that, according to Eadmer, the stone coffin in which he was laid, at first too small, grew in size until it could accommodate his whole body. But the evidence of the letters which Anselm wrote in the 1090s suggests that the relationship between king and archbishop was nowhere near the dramatic clash of principles presented by Eadmer. Nonetheless the leading historians of the next generation, William of Malmesbury, Orderic Vitalis and Henry of Huntingdon, all three writing in Latin, all ecclesiastics, two of them monks, were deeply influenced by Eadmer’s presentation of the reign as a struggle between a wicked king and a holy archbishop. Other twelfth-century authors, notably Geoffrey Gaimar and Wace – men writing in French, the language which Rufus and his friends spoke – saw things very differently. In Gaimar’s eyes Rufus was a model king, a fine warrior, a lion feared by his neighbours and a good-humoured and generous monarch who did much for the internal well-being of his kingdom, ruling strongly and keeping the peace. ‘Never’, Gaimar wrote, ‘was there a king held in such affection or in such honour by his men.’3

Yet the views of those who admired Rufus came to be disregarded, while the opinions of his critics stuck. It is not that men and women such as Gaimar and his patron, Lady Constance fitzGilbert were uninfluential figures in their own day. Elite secular culture was both dominant and self-confident. Eadmer remarked that long-haired and courtly aristocrats mocked those who cut their hair short, calling them peasants or priests, both evidently terms of abuse. But as far as subsequent generations of learned scholars were concerned, Gaimar and Wace wrote in the ‘frivolous’ medium of French verse, and their work came to be either forgotten or dismissed as not ‘serious history’. Gaimar’s Estoire lay unseen for more than six hundred years until it was disinterred in the nineteenth century, and it was then ignored for another 150 years – not surprisingly since it was so ‘obviously wrong’ in its assessment of Rufus. Only recently have historians begun to re-evaluate Gaimar’s testimony. For almost nine hundred years it was the monks’ view of Rufus which came to be the accepted truth about this king.

Rufus was particularly unlucky in that the most detailed and apparently authoritative account of his reign was composed by an author who was arguing a case. Eadmer’s purpose in writing The History of Novelties was, he stated, to describe ‘the grievous calamity which overtook the churches of England’.4 Moreover, as William of Malmesbury, himself a master of Latin style, wrote, Eadmer possessed the rare gift of ‘expounding things so lucidly that it all seems to be happening before our very eyes’.5 Not only before our eyes. In Eadmer’s rendering of arguments between archbishop and king, we can hear their voices. In one case no less than twelve quick-fire exchanges between them end with Rufus saying: ‘Your predecessor would never have dared say such things to my father. I shall do nothing for you.’6

Of these two images, the ecclesiastical and the secular, which one came closer to the ‘real Rufus’? Even supposing that such a person as the ‘real Rufus’ had ever existed, there is, of course, no way of knowing for sure. At all times powerful people are likely to provoke opposing opinions, sometimes violently so. But three approaches offer the possibility of getting a little closer to the character of the king. The first is to give greater weight to words written before his death than after it. Unfortunately almost everything we think we know about his life comes from words written after 1100. Of all the reigns since the Norman Conquest, William II’s is the least well recorded. There are long periods, such as the two years from Christmas 1088 until Christmas 1090, when we have no idea where Rufus was. We know of only one chronicler active in England during his lifetime, an anonymous continuator of the king-centred set of annals written in English known as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. He was well informed, and wanted us to know that he was. In his obituary of Rufus’s father he proclaimed that he was writing of him ‘even as we, who have looked upon him, and once lived at his court, have perceived him’.7 Although it is highly probable that most of the annals for Rufus’s reign were composed not long after the end of the year in question, several reflect a degree of hindsight, such as the observation, under the year 1091, that an agreement between the king and his brother Robert ‘lasted only a little while’. His obituary of Rufus, culminating in the assertion that he ‘was hated by almost all his people and abhorrent to God, exactly as his end proved, because he died his injustice unabated and without him repenting or making any amends’, bears witness to the impact the king’s unexpected death had on the assessment of his character.

Another work written during the 1090s is an account of the miracles attributed to Saint Edmund. Its author, Herman of Bury St Edmunds, tells us that the king, whom he mentions only in passing, was known as ‘Longsword’. It is symptomatic of the way in which views of the king set down during his lifetime have been blanked out by later ones that ‘Longsword’ has been all but forgotten. Instead the king is remembered by the nickname first known to have been used at least fifteen years after his death by two authors writing in northern France: Orderic Vitalis and Guibert de Nogent. In Gaimar he was the ‘rus rei’, the red king. According to Wace, the name Rufus was invented in order to distinguish him from his father. That practice has made sense to all subsequent historians and will be followed here.

Two short tracts written early in his reign and presumably intended to have an immediate political impact have survived, despite their ephemeral character. One is a brief account of Rufus’s succession, probably composed on the new king’s behalf. The second is a much more valuable document: a narrative of the trial of the Bishop of Durham in November 1088 on a charge of treason, arguably the most vivid account of a state trial in eleventh-century Europe. Written by someone on the bishop’s side, it nonetheless portrays Rufus acting as a king was expected to, taking counsel with advisers chosen from the most powerful in the realm, ecclesiastics as well as laymen. For the most part Rufus’s case against the bishop is presented by spokesmen, but occasionally the king himself intervenes forcefully, his words reported in direct speech. This strictly contemporary narrative confirms what later writers tell us: that Rufus liked to speak briefly and sharply. Many medieval chroniclers put words into the mouths of kings. But almost always they give them eloquent speeches, which might reflect the content of the king’s opinions but in style are clearly the authors’ own rhetorical products. By contrast the words they put into Rufus’s mouth look as though they genuinely reflected his way of speaking.

The political culture of the time was fundamentally an oral one. Kings transmitted their decisions and commands by word of mouth much more often than in writing. Those which were written down survived only if, and for as long as, the recipients kept them. Not until the late twelfth century did the English government begin to archive copies of outgoing documents. Hence very few royal records survive from Rufus’s reign, in total not much more than two hundred documents, compared with about six times as many for his brother Henry I’s much longer reign (1100–35). In any case documents such as charters are formulaic and inevitably conceal whatever individuality the king possessed. A few contemporary political letters survive, including two which were written in reply to ones sent in the king’s name. One of these, composed by the most famous canon lawyer of the day, Ivo of Chartres, offers a tantalizing glimpse of Rufus’s own thoughts, but of his letters themselves not one remains. Most of the surviving letters in which he is mentioned were written by Anselm, and kept as part of the developing cult of ‘saint’ Anselm. Some of these reveal that relations between king and archbishop were not always as bad as Eadmer made out later.

A second approach is to deal with post-1100 evidence by highlighting those attributes which were emphasized by both admirers and critics. One was Rufus’s capacity to command success in war. Another was his sense of humour. For Eadmer, this consisted of mocking and sarcastic jokes that revealed his lack of respect for serious men and subjects; for Gaimar, Rufus’s ready laughter defused tensions among his leading subjects.

A third approach is to make an effort to see through and beyond the explicit messages which chroniclers presented, both for and against Rufus, in order to focus on what they unintentionally reveal. Take Orderic Vitalis, for example, the greatest chronicler of Norman life in the Middle Ages. As a monk, a member of the community of Saint-Evroul since 1085, Orderic shared the opinion of those who declared that William II’s sudden death in 1100 was God’s punishment for his oppression of the Church and his refusal to listen to those priests who urged him to renounce a vicious and squalid way of life. ‘He never married, but was insatiably addicted to obscene fornication and frequent adulteries, giving his subjects a damnable example of shameful debauchery.’8

Yet Orderic retained so clear a memory of a widely popular king with an attractively easygoing manner that he could not resist describing what happened at the Norman port of Touques one July day in 1099 as people gathered, as they often did in summer, to watch ships come in and hear the latest news. On this occasion they were astonished to learn that the king himself was on board the ship just in from England. Normal practice was for the arrival of important people to be heralded well in advance, so that proper preparations could be made; but this time Rufus, having crossed the Channel in haste in order to deal with a crisis which had blown up at Le Mans, arrived unannounced. On landing he acted as his own herald, laughing cheerfully as he answered the crowd’s questions. Amid general joy he then mounted a horse belonging to a local priest and rode on to Bonneville-sur-Touques, escorted by a throng of clergy and country people running alongside and applauding.9

New and better editions of the chroniclers’ narratives have allowed the preoccupations and rhetorical techniques of twelfth-century opinion-makers to be analysed more closely. In writing, for instance, of ‘the monks’ view’ of Rufus, I have oversimplified. Not all monks were quite that simple. One who most certainly was not was William of Malmesbury, one of England’s greatest narrative historians, and regarded by some – me included – as the greatest between Bede (in the eighth century) and David Hume (in the eighteenth). Benedictine monk though William was, he was very far from being hostile to all worldly values; he appreciated art, architecture, commerce and urban life. Although shocked by the king’s indifference to religion and tolerance of Judaism, his Rufus (not a name he ever used) was a man of many outstanding qualities. He was, in William’s words, ‘naturally gifted with a spirit prolific with great ideas’.10 In his History of the English Kings, a book ranging from the fifth century to the early twelfth, and dealing with kings such as Alfred the Great, Athelstan, Cnut, William the Conqueror and Henry I, Rufus was the only one whom William likened to Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar. The king’s generous treatment of enemies led William to make these comparisons, writing in the latter case that ‘If our Christian faith permitted such an idea, it was as if the soul of Julius Caesar had migrated into King William.’11

In the light of the recent suggestion that William of Malmesbury may have been born c.
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