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INTRODUCTION
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In the summer of 1647, Britain was slipping towards anarchy. Five years of civil war had left the Royalist forces broken and scattered. Although King Charles I was held captive, his enemies remained hesitant and unsure. Parliament was in disarray, its politicians reduced to making self-serving gestures having long since lost control of the revolution they had helped set in motion. Only one power in the land seemed capable of restoring order, but even the New Model Army, for all its battle-hardened prowess in war, was riven with dissent in the moment of its apparent victory. Belligerent and unpaid, it marched on the capital. On arrival, its commander-in-chief, Sir Thomas Fairfax, was appointed Constable of the Tower of London. As he was given a tour around the mighty fortified keep, a selection of its treasures was presented for his inspection. Eventually he was shown a fragile document that was already over 400 years old and not even written in English. Nonetheless, it was what the general had specifically requested to see. ‘This is that,’ he declared, gazing reverentially at the Magna Carta, ‘which we have fought for, and by God’s help we must maintain.’


Was the Civil War really a contest over an aged scrap of manuscript? Could the English, so often derided for their indifference to grand ideas, have made such a big issue out of a thirteenth-century set of dictates? In the search to find meaning out of the internecine conflict that gripped the British Isles in the 1640s, historians have identified many strands of discord – social, national, political, economic and religious. There is, however, no reason to assume that those who accompanied Sir Thomas Fairfax on his tour of the Tower looked at him strangely when he pronounced on the importance of Magna Carta. In assembling their case against the Crown, Parliamentarians had spent much of the previous twenty years searching out old documents that they believed provided the legal proof that their case was just and that arbitrary rule was alien to the ancient constitution.


At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Magna Carta still receives an occasional mention in the press and in Parliament, and most Britons are aware of its importance, even if they cannot exactly recall why. Actually, most of it was repealed in the nineteenth century and the provisions that remain tend to make the news only because they are perceived to be under threat. The Act of Union of 1707 is another national treasure that crops up in modern debate, principally because of a Scottish nationalist movement whose nationalist aim is to have it consigned to the dustbin of history. For all the opinions expressed about the Act of Union, how many people have seen it, or even have a mental picture of what it looks like? Much the same may be said of the Bill of Rights, whose 300th anniversary in 1989 was greeted with nationwide indifference.


The contrast with the United States of America could not be sharper. Daily, queues shuffle slowly and reverentially through the neoclassical portico of the National Archives in Washington, DC, for a glimpse of the documents that founded the nation. A high proportion of Americans not only know what their Declaration of Independence and Bill of Rights look like, they even have a pretty good recollection of what they say. In fact, America’s Founding Fathers did not hit upon all their deep philosophical ideas, albeit neatly wrapped up in a few choice expressions, in one blinding flash of original genius. For, like Sir Thomas Fairfax, they had an almost mystical reverence for the eloquent defence of rights, freedoms and equality before the law that had been scratched upon the historic parchments of the country they had left behind.


The Founding Fathers of the United States borrowed liberally from Britain’s archival heritage, even as they were trying to set themselves apart from Britain. Crucially, however, a fundamental difference divided the two English-speaking nations. The Americans – thereafter copied by most of the world – opted for a written constitution while the British persevered with their uncodified system of laws and precedents. Perhaps an absence of what are generally perceived as ‘founding documents’ has made modern Britons believe that their country’s venerable statutes and charters are not especially relevant and that their only real appeal lies in their charming calligraphy.


Certainly, many of the documents collated in this book are a visual delight, but that is not why they are here. They cover a wide range of national endeavours, from law and politics, literature and science, inventions and city planning to sport, economics and religion. The principle guiding their selection is that they definitively shaped their age, and most of them still resonate today. For while we may not be governed by a single constitutional document, we are governed by many, drawn from the better part of two millennia of history – and a representative sample of the greatest of them are collected and contextualized here.


What is more, the term ‘governed’ is meant not only in a narrow administrative sense. Our expressions have been shaped by the great translations of the Bible, by the works of Shakespeare and by the extraordinary compilation of words and meanings made by Dr Samuel Johnson. The influence of Adam Smith’s treatise guides the way in which we do business. We may no longer travel on trains designed by George and Robert Stephenson, nor do we toil over one of Richard Arkwright’s water frames, but we must make a trip (not by rail) to some exceptionally remote parts of Britain to avoid evidence of their influence in industrializing, moulding and uniting the country. All, once, had to be imagined and developed, using ink and paper and, as such, deserve recognition here.


Restricting the number of documents presented to one hundred is, intentionally, a tight discipline. No matter how carefully considered, the choice is ultimately based on personal opinion and therefore open to debate. One could easily fill the entire book with Acts of Parliament and still lament the lack of space available to include many more with a sound claim to fame. To do so, though, would be at the expense of presenting a reasonable spread of documents from across a wider range of national activity. Providing this range necessarily involves selecting some documents as representative of their theme. In this way, the 1832 Reform Act represents legislative measures towards greater democracy. The absence here of subsequent reform acts is not intended to diminish their importance, merely to recognize that they carried on a process that the 1832 Act started. Nor is this book just a compendium of ‘firsts’ – the Rocket was not the original steam train, nor the Spitfire the pioneer fighter plane, nor were the MCC’s Laws the first rule book on cricket. Sometimes it is the document that best expresses an idea, rather than the one that takes the earliest crack at it, that makes the more persuasive case for inclusion. Ultimately, this is a book about documents that have made Britain what it is today, a national focus that must automatically shut out concepts that, while conceived by Britons, are not primarily or exclusively rooted in British society. British inventions that have shaped the world really need a book of their own. An attempt to do them all justice here would only blur the purpose of the compilation.


This is an attempt to tell the history of Britain through its seminal documents. It is not, of course, the whole story, any more than the history of a nation can be told purely through the lives of its monarchs, or the tales of its writers, or the body-counts from its battlefields. There are, therefore, limits to this approach. For instance, serfdom withered and died during the Middle Ages. It was not abolished by any single statute. Sometimes it is the absence of a document that changed the course of British history. The freedom of the press was not created by the stroke of a legislative diktat. Rather, it began to take shape after Parliament’s failure to renew the Licensing Act in 1694. Thereafter, press censorship was primarily regulated by the libel laws (although, famously, in the theatre, the Lord Chamberlain endeavoured to keep a lid on smut and sedition between 1737 and 1968). Nonetheless, for a nation that prides itself on its empiricism and ‘muddling through’ attitude, it is striking how elemental some statues have proved.


Finally, it is important to recognize that, despite centuries’ worth of destructive wars, fires, deliberate desecration, ignorance and absent-mindedness, we are still in possession of so much of our archival inheritance. Not all nations are equally blessed. Britain’s good fortune in this respect owes much to the actions of a few individuals. For instance, many of the most important manuscripts to have survived from Anglo-Saxon England might have been lost following the dissolution of the monasteries and the political traumas of the early seventeenth century, had they not been collected and preserved by two men. One of them was Matthew Parker (1504–75), archbishop of Canterbury, who bequeathed his manuscript library to Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. The other was the seventeenth-century MP, Sir Robert Cotton (1571–1631).


Having failed to interest the state in establishing an academy ‘for the study of antiquity and history’, Cotton began buying as many historic documents as he could afford for the library that he built for Cotton House, his four-storey home adjoining the House of Commons. Politicians as well as antiquarians were given free rein to examine his collection, finding numerous historical precedents with which to challenge the increasingly arbitrary rule of King Charles I. Cognizant of the danger contained in the manuscripts, the king had the library impounded and Cotton briefly imprisoned. Upon his release, he was denied access to his own collection and was still petitioning for readmission when he died, in May 1631, apparently of grief at his library’s fate. Seemingly, Charles I – as much as Sir Thomas Fairfax – was fully aware of the potency of old documents.


Yet Cotton’s irreplaceable collection – which included not just Magna Carta but also the Lindisfarne Gospels, Beowulf and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – remained intact. In 1701 his grandson, fearful of what might happen when his ‘two illiterate’ grandchildren inherited it, sold it to the nation. It was the first time that an Act of Parliament secured books and manuscripts for the benefit of the public. Cotton’s collection is now in the safe care of the British Library. Truly, we owe a profound debt of gratitude not just to Cotton and Parker but to all those men and women in private houses, churches, libraries, universities and museums who across the centuries dedicated themselves to preserving manuscripts for posterity, often when others struggled to see the point. It is thanks to their efforts that we can examine the documents that shaped a nation.
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I


THE DARK AGES
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1ST CENTURY A.D.


THE VINDOLANDA TABLETS
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ROMAN EXPERIENCES OF LIFE IN BRITANNIA


Britannia was a province of the Roman Empire from the first to the fifth century AD, as long a period as separates the English Civil War from the present day. Yet what do we really know about this long period of Roman rule? Thankfully, accounts such as that by the great historian Tacitus (c. AD 55–120) have survived. For all their contemporary propaganda and rhetorical passages coloured with artistic licence, they tell us much about how Britain was conquered. However, what happened there during the following 300 years has been more a matter for archaeologists.


It is primarily from the remains of its desecrated monuments and hidden treasure that a picture of Roman Britain has emerged. This is because after the Roman legions departed in AD 410, a ‘Dark Age’ descended during which neglect, adaptation and outright destruction did so much to erase testimonies from the land that Romans thought of as the end of the known world.


Intricate floor mosaics and indoor plumbing provide evidence of domestic comfort in the villas of the wealthy and the influential (by comparison, such plumbing was beyond the grasp of even an eighteenth-century British aristocrat). The remains of forts and cities offer a sense of Rome’s ambitious military and civic planning. The network of roads provided an infrastructure so valuable that, resurfaced, parts of it still connect the country nineteen centuries later.


Following Julius Caesar’s abortive expeditions in 55 and 54 BC, in AD 43 the emperor Claudius launched an invasion of the province that the Romans had named Britannia. Although their grip was briefly imperilled during the rebellion of Queen Boudicca of the Iceni tribe in AD 60–61, the invaders clung on and proceeded to consolidate their hold, either by pitting their military might against the hostile British tribes or by bribing the biddable ones into collaboration. Leaving Ireland well alone, the legionaries moved into southern Wales and pushed up into northern Scotland, where their general, Agricola, defeated the Caledonian tribes in AD 84. Thereafter, the Romans fell back to a tighter west–east defensive line roughly between the River Clyde and the Firth of Forth. However, after the emperor Hadrian visited Britain in AD 122, that boundary was redrawn to the south by the construction of his great seventy-three-mile wall running from the Solway Firth to the Tyne. This northern perimeter of Roman rule has furnished some of the most important insights into the lives of the conquerors.


Ironically, the really poignant narratives are not the testaments intended to endure but rather those consciously dumped in the rubbish pit. During the 1970s, discarded writing tablets began to be unearthed from the site of the Roman fort of Vindolanda, west of Hexham. These were, for the most part, ink inscriptions written on the smooth surfaces of thin leaves of wood, between one and three millimetres thick and postcard-sized. Although they are charred or broken fragments the damp environment has, remarkably, helped preserve them over the better part of two millennia. The earliest appear to date from around AD 90, when Vindolanda was already a fort but before Hadrian’s defensive wall system was built nearby.


Many of the writing tablets, now held in the British Museum, are examples of Roman army bureaucracy: receipts for provisions and other commercial transactions, inventories, work assignments, requests for leave and appeals for clemency. From one report, we learn that the fort was garrisoned by soldiers of the First Cohort of Tungrians. The nominal strength was 752 men, but many of them were in fact posted elsewhere. At other times, it was garrisoned by the Ninth Cohort of Batavians. The Tungrians came from the area around the River Meuse and the Batavians from the mouth of the Rhine and the Scheldt, which makes these Roman soldiers, in modern-day terms, Germans and Dutch.




THE ROMANS IN BRITAIN


55 BC Julius Caesar launches the first Roman expedition to Britain, landing near Deal.


54 BC Julius Caesar’s second expedition to Britain.


AD 43 The emperor Claudius orders a full-scale invasion of Britain.


AD 47–50 Londinium (London) founded.


AD 51 Revolt by the British chieftain Caratacus is crushed and Caratacus is paraded through Rome.


AD 61 Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, revolts and sacks Colchester, London and St Albans before being defeated.


AD 84 The Battle of Mons Graupius during the invasion of Caledonia (Scotland) by Agricola, governor of Britannia.


AD 122 Work begins on the construction of Hadrian’s Wall.


AD 142 The Antonine Wall is constructed between the Forth and the Clyde. It is abandoned by AD 164.


AD 216 Roman Britain is administratively divided into two: Britannia Superior (the South) and Britannia Inferior (the North).


AD c.270 Construction begins of the ‘Saxon Shore’ of coastal forts to repel Germanic pirates.


AD 306 Constantine is proclaimed Roman emperor at York.


AD 369 Mounting numbers of attacks by Picts and Irish-Scots are repelled by the Roman general Theodosius.


AD 396 The Roman general Stilicho assumes authority in Britain and organizes a defence against attacks by Picts, Irish and Saxons.


AD 402 The Sixth Victrix Legion is withdrawn from Britain.


AD 407 The remaining legion, the Second Augusta, is withdrawn from Britain.


AD 410 The emperor Honorius confirms the Roman departure from Britain.





Such documents provide a sense of where Vindolanda’s troops came from, how they were organized and even what they were eating. However, they also provide many more personal details. The extent of literacy is evident from the fact that some of the letters are written by – rather than about – slaves. There are the familiar gripes and expressions of lofty condescension voiced by occupying forces down the centuries. Their relations are either being tapped for useful presents or badgered to send money to cover accrued debts. They are also chided for not writing more often. There is the grim reality of being posted far from home. One soldier refers to the natives, the Brittones, by a derisory nickname, Brittunculi, which, roughly translated, means ‘Wretched Brits’.
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The writing on this tablet from Vindolanda, dating from c. AD 97–103, reads in translation: ‘the Britons are unprotected by armour. There are very many cavalry. The cavalry do not use swords nor do the wretched Brits mount in order to throw javelins.’


It was not just at javelin distance that Roman soldiers could expect interaction with the natives. Even after Hadrian’s Wall was constructed as a heavily fortified barrier, it was also a customs post for cross-border trade, suggesting continuing dealings with those who lived on the far side. Nonetheless, any attempt by Hadrian’s successor, Antoninus Pius, to re-establish the Clyde–Forth frontier along the turf ramparts of his Antonine Wall had been abandoned by AD 164, not much more than twenty years after its construction.


Thereafter, while Roman civilization appeared entrenched in the English South and the Midlands, the evidence suggests there were recurring revolts in the North. This necessitated the maintenance of a Roman army in Britain so powerful that it became a destabilizing force in imperial politics, nominating its own – often rival – claimants as rulers. It was, for instance, at York that Constantine was proclaimed emperor in AD 306.


The breakdown of direct authority from Rome was matched by the deteriorating situation elsewhere along the fringes of imperial territories. Troops that ought to have remained in Britain were transferred to the continent, both as part of the internecine struggle for political supremacy between rival power-brokers and in increasingly desperate efforts to hold back the Barbarian onslaught along the empire’s contracting Germanic frontiers.


In Britain, Rome’s enemies seized their chance. Picts attacked from the north while the defences of the southern English coast were probed by Saxon pirates. Nevertheless, Britannia was still essentially an imperial province when, in ad 410, the Visigoths sacked Rome. In that year an appeal was sent from Britannia to the emperor Honorius requesting help. From Ravenna, where his court had removed itself, Honorius replied that he no longer had any soldiers to spare and that, consequently, Britannia would have to fend for herself. Although he may have meant it as a temporary expedient, the decision ensured the collapse of Roman Britain.
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C. 710


THE LINDISFARNE GOSPELS
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AN ILLUMINATED MASTERPIECE FROM THE DARK AGES


A page from the Lindisfarne Gospels is depicted in the first plate section.


During the fourth century, Christianity spread throughout Britain. Tolerated by the Roman occupiers from AD 313, following the emperor Constantine’s Edict of Milan, it was the state religion by 382. The test, however, was whether it could survive the legions’ departure in 410.


It fell to the new generation of Romano-British chiefs – among them perhaps a leader later mythologized as King Arthur – to defend the faith against pagan invaders: the Germanic tribes that poured into the country from the mid-fifth century onwards. In the sixth century, as the Britons largely lost the fight, the tenets of Christianity were rubbed out in the wake of the incomers.


In the lands they now occupied, the Germanic immigrants established regional kingdoms. Tribes of Angles settled in the Midlands and the North, giving their name to a new geographical expression – England. Their intermingling with Saxon settlers first led Europeans in the seventh century to coin the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ to distinguish them not only from Britain’s Celtic inhabitants but from the Saxon tribes remaining on the continent. In turn, Anglo-Saxons described the Celtic Britons they displaced as wealas, the Old English word for ‘stranger’ from which the modern English word ‘Welsh’ is derived.


During this bleakest period of the ‘Dark Ages’, Christianity survived only where it lay out of the Anglo-Saxons’ reach. St Patrick (c.385–461), a Romano-Briton by birth, took the Christian message across to Ireland. In turn, the Irish missionary St Columba established his monastery on the southern Hebridean island of Iona in 563. From such outposts, the faith was spread throughout the Irish kingdom of Dalriada in western Scotland and to the native Picts beyond.


Christianity returned to England by two routes, one Celtic, the other Roman. In 597, Pope Gregory the Great sent (St) Augustine on a mission from Rome to Canterbury where he baptized the Anglo-Saxon king of Kent, Æthelbert. Converting royalty proved a shrewd ‘top-down’ means of securing powerful protectors for the Roman Church. Æthelbert’s daughter, Æthelburga, married Edwin, king of the Deiran dynasty in Northumbria. At Easter 627, this most powerful of northern rulers followed his wife’s example and converted to Christianity along with his court. After Edwin’s death, the Northumbrian throne passed to Oswald, a member of the rival Bernician dynasty. Oswald had previously been exiled on Iona and he encouraged its missionaries to settle in Northumbria.


Among Oswald’s gifts to them was Lindisfarne. This small island, which twice daily is both connected to and cut off from the Northumbrian coast by the tide, became one of the focal points for the Columban mission spreading out from Ireland and Scotland. While the Church in northern England was staffed largely by Celtic monks, the doctrine became more identifiably Roman during the later years of the seventh century and, in particular, after 664 when the Synod of Whitby pronounced against the Celtic calendar for Easter. Like the other monastic settlements, the monastery at Lindisfarne acclimatized itself to the universal claims of the Roman Church. Over a period of years, a specifically Celtic Christian tradition in the British Isles began to wane.


Lindisfarne was particularly fortunate in enjoying the strong patronage of Northumbria’s monarchs. When the relics of St Cuthbert, its former bishop, were brought there in 698, it became a place of pilgrimage. It was probably with the intention of their being set on the high altar next to St Cuthbert’s shrine that the Lindisfarne Gospels were written.




EARLY CHRISTIANITY IN BRITAIN


AD 63 According to the twelfth-century chronicler William of Malmesbury, Jesus’ disciple, Joseph of Arimathea, reaches Glastonbury.


c.209–304 St Alban becomes Britain’s first Christian martyr, although the exact date is disputed.


313 The emperor Constantine legalizes Christianity throughout the Roman Empire.


314 The bishops of London, York and Lincoln attend the Council of Arles.


382 Christianity becomes the state religion throughout the Roman Empire.


5th century Christianity in Britain is in decline following the withdrawal of Rome and the invasion of pagan Germanic tribes.


563 The Irish missionary St Columba establishes his monastery on Iona. The conversion of Scotland follows.


589 St David, a Welsh preacher who founded monastic settlements in Wales and Cornwall, dies.


597 Pope Gregory the Great sends Augustine on a mission to England. Augustine becomes the first archbishop of Canterbury and converts the Kentish king, Æthelbert.


627 The Northumbrian king, Edwin, is converted to Christianity.


635 Aidan of Iona founds the Lindisfarne monastery.


664 The Synod of Whitby accepts the Roman rather than the Celtic calendar for Easter.


735 Bede translates the Gospel of St John into Old English.


793 Vikings sack Lindisfarne monastery.


c.990 Alfric, an English abbot, translates part of the Old Testament into Old English.





Bound together after completion in a metal-framed cover (subsequently lost), the book contains the gospels of the four evangelists. It is written in Latin, the source for which was an edition, probably Italian in origin, of the Vulgate. In this respect it was far from unique, but what made it one of the highest manifestations of Anglo-Saxon culture was the rich artistry with which it was illustrated.


Remarkably, it appears to be the work of one hand. If we are to believe the assurance of Aldred – a monk who, in the mid-tenth century, inserted between its Latin lines a word-for-word translation into Old English – we even know the identity of this gifted and extraordinarily patient artist-scribe. He was Eadfrith, Lindisfarne’s bishop from 698 to 721.


Although we cannot be certain that Aldred’s attribution is accurate, subsequent scholarship generally supports the book’s likely provenance as Lindisfarne in the period of Eadfrith’s bishopric. Certainly, the monastic community there was sufficient to support him in his undertaking. An extensive library of books, gathered from across Europe, was also available for consultation in the nearby monasteries of Monkwearmouth and Jarrow. Familiarity with such sources may also help explain the Lindisfarne Gospels’ eclectic borrowing from different artistic styles. The result was a work that developed a new English art form, which harmonized influences from Celtic, Germanic, Anglo-Saxon, Roman, Byzantine, Middle Eastern and even Coptic art.


Each of the four gospels is introduced with a portrait of the evangelist and his symbol (a man for Matthew; a lion for Mark; a calf for Luke; an eagle for John). A ‘carpet page’ follows in which the symbol of the cross is contained within a pattern. This form of decoration was common to the Coptic art of the Egyptian Christians, but is augmented in the Lindisfarne Gospels by especially elaborate interwoven rhythmic patterns, with geometrical knots and depictions of birds and animals in the Celtic style. Next comes the ‘incipit page’. Here the opening capital letter and the first words of each gospel are surrounded by rich ornamentation, with the first words transcribed in runic fashion. The attention to detail is astounding. For instance, in the incipit page (folio 139r) of the Gospel of Luke, there are 10,600 individually painted red dots in the adornment surrounding the initial.


This level of laboriously executed intricacy is all the more remarkable given that much of it would have been done with relatively primitive implements, without means of magnification and by candlelight. The personal cost of creating such a visual masterpiece must surely have been considerable eye-strain for its lone artist-scribe. Given Eadfrith’s other burdensome monastic duties, it represented an extraordinary dedication to art and devotion to faith.


Costs of a different kind were incurred in the luxurious nature of the materials. The Lindisfarne Gospels were written on 259 folio sheets of vellum, whose quality of calfskin far exceeds that generally found in other important documents of the period. Nor were the pigments exclusively derived from local sources. Among the colours used appears to be lapis lazuli, which was quarried in Afghanistan.


The fact that a monk, working on a tiny windswept Northumbrian island, could draw on the resources of much of the known world demonstrates the extent to which this corner of Anglo-Saxon England not only connected itself with the visual remnants of Celtic faith but also fully acknowledged its place within the Roman orthodoxy of European Christendom.


Just as it was not cut off from that greater community, so neither was it spared from its assailants. In 793, Vikings launched a surprise attack on Lindisfarne, sacking the monastery. Further assaults followed, forcing the bishop and most of his monks to flee to the greater safety of the mainland. With them, they took St Cuthbert’s remains and the Lindisfarne Gospels, first to Chester-le-Street and later to Durham. It was probably at Chester-le-Street that Aldred added his between-line textual translation into Old English. In doing so, he gave the work an additional importance as the oldest surviving example of the gospels in the English language.


The Lindisfarne Gospels eventually became part of the Cottonian Library after its removal from Durham during the Reformation, and at length found their way, first to the British Museum, and later to the British Library, where they remain to this day.
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731


BEDE’S HISTORIA ECCLESIASTICA GENTIS ANGLORUM
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THE FIRST GREAT HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH CHURCH AND PEOPLE


While the gospels were being adorned on the island of Lindisfarne, a mere six miles away on the mainland another monk was writing one of the most important English documents of the first millennium. His name was Bede and the masterpiece on which he was working was his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (‘Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation’).


Born around 673 in the nearby environs of what is now Tyneside, Bede was entrusted at the age of seven to the local monastery, which had two closely affiliated endowments, six miles apart, at Monkwearmouth and Jarrow. This twin monastery had been newly founded by Benedict Biscop, an abbot who had amassed a wealth of manuscripts from a life spent travelling through Europe.


By contrast – and despite living to the age of about sixty-two – Bede may never have ventured further than York. His window on the world was the scholarly treasure-trove at his disposal in Biscop’s library. It was there that, having learned Latin, Greek and even some Hebrew, he was able to immerse himself not only in the works of Pope Gregory the Great but even in such non-Christian writers as Vergil.


Bede’s interest was not merely in obtaining knowledge but in adding to it. He wrote poems, songs, biblical commentaries and biographies of St Cuthbert as well as of his local abbots. His enquiring mind ranged over subjects as diverse as the calendar and chronology, grammar and natural science. Yet it was in his devotion to the history of England that he made his greatest contribution.


Written in Latin, the Historia Ecclesiastica is Bede’s attempt to relate England’s story from the invasion of Julius Caesar to the year 731. Although primarily the account of how Christianity – and, in particular, the Roman Church – came to establish itself in England, Bede remains our principal source for early Anglo-Saxon England’s political and military history.


It is through Bede that the most coherent attribution of early Germanic settlement has been handed down. He was insistent that the Angles colonized the North and the Midlands, the Saxons the South-West and South-East, and the Jutes Kent. He was also a detailed chronicler of the early Church in his native Northumbria, providing a lengthy account of the Synod of Whitby’s debate over when to hold Easter and the reign of his hero, King Edwin. One of Bede’s most celebrated passages relates Edwin’s analogy of the acceptance of Christian teaching, using the image of the flight of a sparrow, passing briefly from the dark and cold of a winter’s night through the warmth of a lighted hall and back into the unknown: ‘Somewhat like this appears the life of man, but of what follows or what went before, we are utterly ignorant.’




From Chapter 14: The Conversion of King Edwin


So King Edwin with all the nobles of his nation and very many of the people received the faith and the laver of holy regeneration in the eleventh year of his reign, which was the year of our Lord’s incarnation 627, and about 180 years from the coming of the English into Britain. He was baptised at York on the holy day of Easter, 12 April, in the church of the Apostle Peter which he himself had hastily built there in wood, while he was a catechumen [one undergoing conversion] receiving instruction for his baptism. In that city also he gave an episcopal see to his teacher and bishop, Paulinus. But as soon as he was baptised, he was eager by Paulinus’s direction to construct in that place a larger and more majestic church of stone, in the middle of which might be enclosed the oratory which he had made before. When the foundations had been laid around the former oratory, he began to build the church foursquare. But before the walls reached their full height the king himself was wickedly killed, and left the work to be completed by his successor, Oswald. However, for six years on end from that time, that is, until the end of the reign of the king, Paulinus by his consent and favour preached the word of God in that province; and as many as were foreordained to eternal life believed and were baptised, among whom were the sons of King Edwin, Osfrith and Eadfrith, who had both been born to him in his exile by Cwenburh, daughter of Ceorl, king of the Mercians.





How reliable is Bede’s scholarship? As he put it in a brief autobiographical note, he drew his narrative ‘either from ancient documents, or from the tradition of the elders, or from my own knowledge’. For the period of the Roman conquest, he relied upon classical authors and, for the coming of the Anglo-Saxons, on the sixth-century Welsh monk Gildas, whose [Liber Querulus] De Excidio Britanniae (‘On the Ruin of Britain’) was a diatribe against the sins of his fellow Britons. Inevitably, Bede’s chronology was patchy for this Dark Age, until he was able to build into a flowing narrative with the re-emergence of English Christianity in the seventh century. He was firmly on the side of buttressing religious faith in England and, in particular, was determined to inculcate in English a sense of being part of a greater Roman Christendom. Holding strong beliefs in papal authority, he intended his readers to draw the appropriate conclusions from his chronicle of a young nation stumbling from pagan superstition to religious certainty. Despite these pedagogic aims, Bede’s scholarship lifted him beyond the narrow channels of propaganda and patronage. He made every effort to ensure that his research was based on the most reliable information rather than simple regurgitation. Furthermore, his writing style showed a very human sensibility as well as a gift for storytelling.


Perhaps inevitably, Bede was particularly conscious of events in his native Northumbria. However, far from being parochial in intent, his bias is, if anything, weighted towards an over-emphasis on the extent of English unity. Reviving echoes of Roman Britain, he believed that several of the Anglo-Saxon rulers, including the Northumbrian monarchs Edwin and Oswald, should be recognized not just as the leaders of their own regional kingdoms but as effective emperors of all England. To such rulers the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle would later designate the title of ‘Bretwalda’ (‘Britain ruler’). In depicting history in this way, Bede helped create the perception of a common English identity and destiny. Indeed, it was his usage that did much to popularize the use of the terms ‘England’ and ‘English’.




BEDE’S LIST OF ‘BRETWALDAS’


Ælle of Sussex, reigned 488–c.514


Ceawlin of Wessex, reigned 560–92


Æthelbert of Kent, reigned 590–616


Raedwald of East Anglia, reigned c.600–24


Edwin of Northumbria, reigned 616–33


Oswald of Northumbria, reigned 633–42


Oswiu of Northumbria, reigned 642–70


To which list the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle added:


Egbert of Wessex, reigned 802–39





In 735, four years after he had completed his great history, Bede lay dying. Despite his physical decline, he endeavoured to keep his mind active by translating the Gospel of St John into Old English and composing a five-line ‘death song’ musing on the thought that mortals can never know how a man’s soul will be judged in the afterlife. What most endured of Bede’s own reputation rested with his Historia Ecclesiastica. Copies were made soon after his death and were translated into Old English in the ninth century. Other editions in the original Latin were exported across a European continent that was at last able to enjoy the fruits of Anglo-Saxon scholarship where previously the literary traffic had flowed only in the other direction. As the first historian to systematically use the anno domini dating chronology, he eventually influenced its adoption across Europe.


Meanwhile, in the small corner of England where Bede had spent his entire life, the culture that had nurtured him was under renewed assault. The Viking raids that harassed Lindisfarne also forced the monasteries of Monkwearmouth and Jarrow to be evacuated by the beginning of the ninth century. However, in the eleventh century Bede’s presumed grave was discovered and his remains were re-interred in Durham Cathedral. The tradition of describing him as ‘Venerable’ survived long after the custom for so entitling other monks had withered. The other title that has stuck to him over the centuries, which no amount of subsequent discovery and research has diminished, is ‘the Father of English History’.
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8TH–10TH CENTURY


BEOWULF
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THE GREATEST SURVIVING WORK OF ANGLO-SAXON LITERATURE


We do not know who wrote the epic poem Beowulf, nor whether its eponymous hero sprang from the creator’s imagination or was at least distantly based on a long-dead and subsequently mythologized figure whose deeds grew more extraordinary with repeated telling. An inter-generational debate among historians has failed to determine the century from which the story dates or even the English kingdom in which it was written. However, there is no disputing that Beowulf is the greatest surviving poem written in the Old English language.


The story is set in sixth-century Scandinavia, yet draws on aspects of old Germanic legends. Some of the words used suggest it may have been produced in one of the kingdoms settled by the Angles. Although the central characters belong to a pagan world, there are biblical references. For instance, it is stated that the monstrous Grendel is Cain’s descendant. The work is assumed not to pre-date the eighth century nor to be later than the tenth century.


Beowulf is 3,182 lines in length and is written in the alliterative metre typical of most Old English poetry. It is about a hero governed only by duty, honour and bravery, who finds all too often that his supposed companions either fight among themselves or run away at the first sign of danger. As might be expected of a story set in a warrior society, it is suffused with strong and masculine descriptions; but far from merely being a blood-curdling tale of gore and brutality, its tone is frequently philosophical and reflective.


Grendel, a terrifying semi-human monster, makes repeated attacks on the great hall of Heorot, a Danish kingdom, dragging off and killing one unsuspecting victim after another. Wracked by fear, the community faces disintegration. Hope arrives in the shape of Beowulf, who travels from the land of the Geats in southern Sweden with fourteen warriors bent on freeing the people of Heorot from Grendel’s terror.
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The opening page of Beowulf, written in Old English on vellum: Ay, we the Gar-Danes’, in days of yore, the great kings’, renown have heard of: how those princes valour display’d. Oft Scyld Scef’s son from bands of robbers, from many tribes, their mead-benches drag’d away: inspired earls with fear, after he first was found destitute: he thence look’d for comfort, flourished under the clouds, in dignities throve, until him every one of those sitting around over the whale-road must obey, tribute pay: that was a good king! To him a son was afterwards born, a young one in his courts, whom God sent for comfort to the people: he the dire need felt that they ere had suffered while princeless, for a long while. To him therefore the Lord of life, Prince of glory, gave worldly honour. Beowulf was renown’d, the glory widely sprang of Scyld’s offspring In the Scanian lands: So shall a warlike chief Work with good, with bounteous money-gifts, in his paternal home . . .


When Grendel arrives for another raid on the hall, Beowulf wrestles with him, tears off his arm and inflicts a mortal injury. Grendel’s mother, more terrible still, seeks revenge and carries off one of the king of Heorot’s closest henchmen. Beowulf, having volunteered to track down Grendel’s mother, finds her in her lair at the bottom of a lake. A great underwater fight ensues in which Beowulf succeeds in killing the monstrous matriarch.


Beowulf returns to Sweden a hero and is eventually elevated to the throne. He rules long and wisely over his people until a dragon, which has guarded treasure for 300 years, is disturbed and goes on the rampage, burning Beowulf’s hall to cinders. Despite his now advanced age, Beowulf summons up his courage and pledges to slay the dragon. However, so fearsome is the beast that Beowulf’s followers flee in terror, leaving him to his fate. Only a young kinsman, Wiglaf, stands by him. Beowulf gets the upper hand in the fight but, just as he is about to slay the dragon, his sword shatters and the creature inflicts a poisonous wound. Wiglaf helps him kill the beast but the venom takes its effect and Beowulf’s life ebbs away.


By his fidelity, Wiglaf has shown himself Beowulf’s worthy successor and becomes king. He berates those who left the fallen hero to his nemesis, bringing dishonour on themselves and giving hope to the kingdom’s enemies. The poem concludes with Beowulf’s interment in a great barrow with the dragon’s treasure. Around him, his people lament ‘that of all the kings upon the earth he was the one most gracious and fair-minded, kindest to his people and keenest to win fame’.


With themes that embrace the hero as saviour, the testing of bravery, the nobility of the quest and the pitting of man against monster, Beowulf contains many staples of Western storytelling. J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and his Lord of the Rings trilogy are perhaps the greatest of the twentieth-century works for which it has been an inspiration. While Professor of Anglo-Saxon at the University of Oxford in the 1930s, Tolkien did much to popularize Beowulf as a great work of poetry rather than merely as a document of historical importance. Indeed, for many centuries it was scarcely known and it was not until 1815 that the first published edition appeared. It had survived in the meantime in only one manuscript – whose whereabouts prior to the sixteenth century are not recorded – and was acquired by the British Museum in the eighteenth century. Fortunately, the museum had two copies made, a decision that proved indispensable to future generations of scholars who would otherwise have been unable to decipher passages in the original manuscript after it was damaged in a fire not long afterwards.





878–890


THE TREATY OF ALFRED AND GUTHRUM
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ESTABLISHING THE BOUNDARY BETWEEN ANGLO-SAXON AND VIKING-OCUPIED ENGLAND


The survival of Christian Britain was as fragile as the parchments upon which the monks of Jarrow and Lindisfarne chronicled and commemorated it. During the eighth century, fresh waves of invasion by a new pagan foe, the Vikings, threatened to drive it back to the periphery.


Sailing from Scandinavia, the Norsemen and Danish warriors reached far-flung corners of the island. Wales suffered least, beyond some incursions along the coast. In Scotland, however, the Vikings seized the northern and western isles, sacking the monastery at Iona in the process. England came under intense attack, with the looting of Lindisfarne just a foretaste. In 867 the previously dominant kingdom of Northumbria fell to the invader. The Midlands kingdom of Mercia capitulated the following year. By 871 every kingdom had been overwhelmed – with the exception of Wessex. If it fell, Anglo-Saxon England was lost.
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This silver penny was minted during the rule of King Alfred over Wessex (871–99). It depicts Alfred on the obverse while on the reverse a cross and a monogram of Londonia acknowledge the absorption of London into his realm.


The fate of Wessex rested with its new king, the twenty-two-year-old Alfred. He had become battle-hardened the previous year, helping his brother to see off one Viking assault at Ashdown in Berkshire, only to lose successive encounters thereafter. Further battles and parleys followed, with the Vikings penetrating deep into Wessex. They held Reading; then even Exeter fell to them. In January 878 their warlord, Guthrum, launched a surprise onslaught, seizing Chippenham and almost capturing Alfred.


Slipping from his pursuers’ grasp, Alfred became a fugitive, seeking sanctuary in the reed beds and bogs around Athelney in Somerset. Despite the reality that much of his kingdom was overrun, he refused to give up, instead sending word that his followers should meet at the stone of his grandfather, King Egbert. Gathering them around him, he marched to meet Guthrum’s army. At Edington in Wiltshire in May 878 the two sides fought one of the decisive battles of English history. Alfred was victorious. The Vikings were routed.


[image: images]


The Treaty of Alfred and Guthrum. The words describing the Saxon–Viking boundary line appear, in Old English, in the last paragraph on the right-hand side of the document (a translation appears on the facing page).


Stunned and impressed, Guthrum came to see Alfred at Aller in Somerset and in the church there a remarkable ceremony took place. Guthrum converted to Christianity. Alfred became his godfather, even raising him from the baptismal font. The two Christian leaders then spent a fortnight together at Wedmore where they drew up a peace treaty. The Vikings would hold on to their conquests in Northumbria and East Anglia (where Guthrum would rule), while agreeing to leave Wessex alone.


Although the peace did not hold, the treaty brought Alfred sufficient breathing space to strengthen both his army and his personal authority. Thus when fresh Viking attacks were made on Kent in 885, Alfred was able to see them off and enter London. He rebuilt the city on the largely abandoned site of the Roman Londinium. Sometime shortly thereafter, he renewed the treaty with Guthrum. This is the version of the treaty that survives, with London in Alfred’s domain, demarcating Anglo-Saxon from Viking-occupied England. (It can be found today at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.) As the first clause makes clear, the new boundary line ran along the Thames estuary, up the Lea, thence to Bedford, then up the Ouse and along Watling Street.




From the Treaty of Alfred and Guthrum


This is the peace which King Alfred and King Guthrum and the councillors of all the English race and all the people which is in East Anglia have all agreed on and confirmed with oaths, for themselves and for their subjects, both for the living and those yet unborn, who care to have God’s grace upon ours.


First concerning our boundaries: up the Thames, and then up the Lea, and along the Lea to its source, then in a straight line to Bedford, then up the Ouse to the Watling Street. . . .





This agreement represented only a partial victory for the Anglo-Saxons. It accepted rather than challenged Viking authority over eastern and northern England, the territory that became known as the Danelaw. However, such acknowledgement was the prerequisite of containment, the real achievement of the treaty. And in containing the Viking threat behind this line, it not only gave Alfred time to build forts, construct a navy and reform his army, it also helped solidify the political unity of the non-Danelaw areas of England under the rule of the royal house of Wessex. Some of the coins minted during the remainder of Alfred’s reign proclaimed him rex Anglorum. Even if he could not really claim to be king of England, he was at least ruler of the free English. It would be for his tenth-century successors – Edward the Elder and, in particular, Athelstan – to defeat the Danelaw and unify all England under one rule.
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C.890–1116


THE ANGLO-SAXON CHRONICLE
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SHINING LIGHT UPON THE DARK AGES


The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is the most comprehensive record of English history in the first millennium. It is also the most immediate account extant from the reign of King Alfred through to the middle of the twelfth century. Furthermore, it is the oldest surviving significant set of annals of any European people written in their native language.


The fact that it is in Old English is important in itself. Following the example of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, we might expect works compiled in places of learning to be in Latin. However, during the ninth century the reach of Latin as a common spoken language was diminishing even among some of the country’s cultured elite. English had become the usual language in which laws, wills and even many charters were expressed, an assertion of national identity that King Alfred actively encouraged. Not only did he personally work on translating into English such Latin works as Pope Gregory’s Liber Regulae Pastoralis (‘Pastoral Cares’), he also sponsored a programme of scholarship to make available in English what he believed were those ‘books which may be most necessary for all men to know’.


Whether Alfred directly commissioned the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle cannot be confirmed, for the oldest such written claim dates from after the Norman Conquest. Nevertheless, its composition began in Wessex during his reign. It may have been driven by the desire to collect and preserve what was known of earlier events, as well as to relate them to the contemporary achievements of Alfred’s victories over the Danes and the growing sense of Wessex’s role in holding together Anglo-Saxon England.


The Chronicle is not one document but several, for it was copied and updated in a number of locations. It is not known how many copies may once have existed, but nine have survived, either complete or in fragment. The earliest version is no longer extant, but, once copied and distributed, it provided the common source material upon which the succeeding versions drew, especially in their coverage of the period between the first and ninth centuries. Thereafter, these copies were separately updated from their various locations by a succession of scribes, with all the varying emphases and detail that such a process entailed.


[image: images]


A page from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year 1050.




From the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 1016


[King Edmund overtook the Danes] at Ashingdon, and there a fierce battle was fought. The ealdorman Eadric did as he had often done before: he and the men from Herefordshire and south Shropshire were the first to set the example of flight, and thus he betrayed his royal lord and the whole nation. Cnut was victorious, and won all England by his victory. Among the slain were Bishop Eadnoth, Abbot Wulfsige . . . and all the flower of England.





The ‘Parker Chronicle’, now kept at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, appears to have been started around 891 in Winchester and covers the years from 60 BC to AD 1070. The Bodleian Library in Oxford holds the ‘Laud Chronicle’, written in Peterborough from a copy probably originating in Canterbury. Updated regularly until 1154, it continued the annals furthest, beyond the Anglo-Saxon age and into the troubled reign of King Stephen. The other versions are in the British Library. These were written in Canterbury, Abingdon and Worcester (the latter containing much material gleaned from northern English sources). With no collective cut-off point, they finish their accounts at various dates in the tenth and eleventh centuries. So arbitrary are some endings that one of the Abingdon scribes stopped abruptly halfway through a report on the Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066. The paragraph was eventually finished by a much later twelfth-century hand.


That these chronicles remain far and away the most important and reliable source for Anglo-Saxon history does not mean that they are without bias or devoid of propaganda. There is, for instance, a presumption in favour of Wessex, the rights of the Church and of the Anglo-Saxons over the Vikings. Yet by its nature, the Chronicle – unlike Bede’s history – ranges beyond the work of a single historian imposing his personal interpretation upon events. Thus, despite the elements that the different versions have in common, it is often their points of factual variation and differing regional emphasis that undermine the notion of the Chronicle as merely an exercise in composing an ‘official’ version of events.







II


THE MEDIEVAL AGE
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LATE 11TH CENTURY


THE BAYEUX TAPESTRY
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THE STORY OF THE NORMAN CONQUEST


Part of the Bayeux Tapestry is depicted in the first plate section.


Can the Bayeux Tapestry be considered a document, let alone a British one? Technically, it is not even a tapestry, for that would mean it was woven by a shuttle and loom. It is in fact an embroidery, created by needles threading dyed wool through linen cloth. Although only fifty centimetres high, its nine sections were sewn together so that it stretches over seventy metres in length.


That it is an artwork should not detract from its primary importance: it was made to document and justify events perhaps as little as a decade after they occurred. Like a newsreel delivered in the format of a comic strip, it tells in sequential words and images the story of the Norman Conquest of England. In doing so, it represents the opening salvo of 900 years of Anglo-French rivalry. Celebrating a French achievement and displayed in the French city from which it takes its name, it would later enthral Napoleon Bonaparte who declared that it ‘records one of the most memorable deeds of the French nation and preserves the memory of the pride and courage of our ancestors’.


Given that he hoped to launch a cross-Channel invasion of his own, Napoleon’s boast was understandable, but he was actually admiring what is almost certainly an English work of art, most probably made in Kent by English embroiderers. The superiority of English needlework during the period was widely acknowledged. Furthermore, although the inscriptions are in Latin, there is a familiarity with the way English names are spelled. Some of the more standardized images appear to have been copied from the Canterbury scriptoria of St Augustine’s Abbey and Christ Church.


The version of events related by the Bayeux Tapestry is central to our understanding of one of the most important events in British history. Its narrative commences in 1064, with the Anglo-Saxon king Edward the Confessor dispatching his brother-in-law, Harold Godwinson, earl of Wessex, on a trip to Normandy. The son of Æthelred the Unready, King Edward was childless and, at different times, seems to have made various (not legally binding) promises as to his preferred heir. One recipient of his approval was William, duke of Normandy. Although William was only Edward’s second cousin at one remove, he was looked on favourably by Edward, who had spent much of his youth in Normandy as a refugee when the Danish king Canute and his sons occupied the English throne.


It is not clear from other sources what spurred Harold to make his fateful crossing of the English Channel to visit William’s court. It may have been an accidental shipwreck. The Bayeux Tapestry implies that it was an official mission that went wrong, forcing William to rescue the young English prince from the clutches of Normandy’s enemy, Guy of Ponthieu. In return, Harold is depicted, his hands placed on religious reliquaries, under the caption ‘UBI HAROLD SACRAMENTUM FECIT WILLELMO DUCI’ (‘Where Harold made an oath to Duke William’). The assumption is that he made a solemn vow to support William’s claim to the English throne on Edward the Confessor’s death.




THE END OF ANGLO-SAXON ENGLAND


5 January 1066 King Edward the Confessor dies.


6 January Harold II is crowned king, probably in Westminster Abbey.


20 September At the Battle of Fulford, the invading force of Earl Tostig and Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, defeats the forces of the earls of Mercia and Northumberland.


25 September At the Battle of Stamford Bridge, Harold defeats the invaders; Tostig and Hardrada are killed.


28 September William, duke of Normandy, lands with his army at Pevensey.


14 October At the Battle of Hastings (Senlac Hill) Harold is killed.


November William takes London.


25 December William is crowned king of England in Westminster Abbey.


1069–70 During the ‘Harrying of the North’, William crushes dissent by laying waste to northern England.


1071 Hereward the Wake’s revolt in the Fens is suppressed.


1086 The Domesday Book is collected.


1087 William is fatally injured while laying siege to Mantes in France.





Subsequently, the tapestry shows Edward on his deathbed, affirming Harold as his chosen heir. Backed by the high council, the Witan, Harold is crowned king, but a comet in the sky portends ill fortune (Halley’s Comet passed over England in April 1066). In the lower margin, the ghostly image of ships is thinly picked out. Taking his horses with him, William duly sails to England to stake his claim to the throne. The last third of the tapestry narrates the course of the Battle of Hastings. Its most famous sequence depicts Harold’s death. Tantalizingly, there is more than one way to read this section. The words ‘HAROLD REX INTERFECTUS EST’ (‘Here King Harold was killed’) appear to connect not one but two Anglo-Saxon warriors. ‘HAROLD REX’ is above a soldier who appears to have been struck in the eye by an arrow, but the rest of the description seems to relate to a soldier being felled by Norman cavalry. The most plausible explanation is that both men are Harold, struck first by an arrow and then felled by the horseman’s sword. Holes in the linen suggest the felled warrior may originally also have had an arrow in his eye.
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The seal of William the Conqueror.


William was the illegitimate son of Duke Robert of Normandy and a tanner’s daughter, who was officially the duke’s mistress. The tapestry aimed to legitimize his seizure of England. Accordingly, it shows how Harold paid the consequence for breaking a solemn oath that William should be given the throne, even if as a captive he had given it only under duress. Yet as a work of propaganda, the tapestry is surprisingly sympathetic to the vanquished foe. Harold is depicted as a heroic and noble figure. Indeed, the first half of the tapestry seems to be far more about him than about William. During his stay in France, Harold is shown personally rescuing men from dangerous quicksand. In contrast, after they land in England Norman troops are depicted burning down the homes of innocent women and children. Far from being a divinely ordained walkover, the Battle of Hastings is accurately depicted as a close encounter, full of twists and turns. Nor are inconvenient details excluded, such as Edward’s dying affirmation of Harold as his successor. Perhaps the most substantive omission is Harold’s startling victory against an invading force led by the king of Norway at Stamford Bridge, outside York. The battle was fought only eighteen days before the exhausted English army, force-marched to the south coast, found itself facing the Norman cavalry at Hastings.


Who might have commissioned such a work? It was long assumed that the patron was William’s diminutive wife, Queen Matilda. However, given the sympathetic rendering of Edward the Confessor and Harold, an intriguing alternative has been suggested in the personality of another queen depicted in the work: Edith. Despite being both Edward’s widow and Harold’s sister, Queen Edith played a politically skilful hand after the Norman Conquest, thereby ensuring – unusually – that she was not stripped of her estates. It is possible that the tapestry was her way of threading a path between honouring her Anglo-Saxon past and collaborating with a Norman future. If so, it must have been commissioned before her death in 1075.


Odo, bishop of Bayeux, remains another strong possibility. Odo was William’s half-brother and he was created earl of Kent, where the Bayeux Tapestry was most likely made. However, having been appointed regent of England during William’s absences in Normandy, he overreached himself by attempting to become pope too and fell out with William in 1082. The tapestry may have been a futile attempt to flatter his half-brother. It certainly flatters Odo, whose own prominence in the success of the events is highlighted.


The final section of the tapestry – which may have depicted William’s coronation – is lost, but it is more astonishing that the rest has been preserved. The property of Bayeux Cathedral since at least the fifteenth century (it is first mentioned in an inventory of 1476), it was lucky to survive both the destructive zeal of Calvinist despoilers, who ransacked the cathedral in 1562, and the order for it to be torn up and used as canvas covers by French revolutionaries in 1792. In 1944, Heinrich Himmler – who decided it was ‘important for our glorious and cultured Germanic history’ – made a last-minute attempt to cart it off via Paris to Berlin and was prevented only by the speedy advance of the Allied armies following D-Day. It was a timely rescue, not least since it might not have survived in the ruins of the Third Reich. Bayeux itself was the first city to be liberated by British troops in the Normandy landings. A monument to their casualties subsequently placed there reads ‘NOS A GULIELMO VICIT VICTORIS PATRIAM LIBERAVIMUS’ – ‘We, once conquered by William, have now set free the Conqueror’s native land.’





1086


THE DOMESDAY BOOK
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WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR’S SURVEY OF THE NATION AND THE CENTRALIZATION OF STATE POWER


In the twentieth year of his English rule, William the Conqueror ordered a comprehensive assessment of his kingdom, in terms of who owned what, how much each holding was worth, what it might yield in taxes, and the services that tenants owed. The result was the Domesday Book. It listed not only the names of the landowners and the extent of their property, but also the use to which their land was put, right down to its ploughing capacity and the presence of fishponds. As such, the Domesday Book was unparalleled in scope and purpose, for nowhere else in Europe had so detailed a record been attempted. It is central to our understanding of the feudal state created by the Norman Conquest.


It was at Christmas 1085, while William was with his court at Gloucester, that he directed the work to commence. The contemporary account in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle struggled to conceal its sense of awe when describing the extent of the ambition: ‘So very thoroughly did he have the inquiry carried out that there was not a single “hide”, nor one virgate of land, not even – it is shameful to record it, but it did not seem shameful for him to do – not even one ox, nor one cow, nor one pig which escaped notice in his survey.’


The principal omissions were Cumbria, Northumberland and County Durham, the northern territories not fully under Norman control and hotly disputed with the Scottish king, Malcolm Canmore. Although no record survives for Winchester and London, this may be because the relevant manuscripts are lost rather than because the two great cities were deliberately excluded. However, full surveys were made of all the counties of England south of the River Tees as well as the Welsh border areas. In all, the Domesday Book makes reference to 13,418 places. For many villages, this is their first recorded mention in history.


Remarkably, the information was gathered within seven months. The well-organized system that delivered these results subdivided England into multi-county regions and designated a panel of commissioners to each. These teams travelled to every village and borough, taking down evidence testified to under oath in the local provincial courts. Careful note was made of the leading landowners, the manors and estates, their extent and the features of the holdings, subtenures, slaves and value, both in 1086 and at the end of Edward the Confessor’s reign in 1066. The information was then sent for analysis and revision to Winchester.


At Winchester, the vast quantity of material was summarized so that it could be made available in a readily accessible format. This version is known as ‘Great Domesday’ and is written in a single hand (with some insertions and corrections in a second hand). However, it excludes Essex, Suffolk and Norfolk. Perhaps because they filed late, no summary was created for these counties. Instead, for them we have the full and unabridged circuit returns, bound together in a second volume known as ‘Little Domesday’. In addition, the circuit returns for Cornwall, Devon, Dorset and Wiltshire have been preserved at Exeter Cathedral. This ‘Exon Domesday’ allows historians to compare the raw data directly with the overview provided in ‘Great Domesday’.


It is hardly surprising that so thorough an exercise acquired the epithet Domesday. To all those brought forth to testify under oath, its result must indeed have seemed as final as the Day of Judgment. The entire process was clearly an assertion of the intrusive powers of the Norman state, an authority far more centralized than Anglo-Saxon forms of government, even if it was partly dependent upon the latter’s old tax records. Yet although it showed that the king owned a fifth of the country (with a further quarter owned by the Church), Domesday’s instigation was in some ways the consequence of Norman insecurity.


Much of William’s reign was devoted to building strong castles and suppressing revolts, both in England and back in Normandy, where he died after injuring himself sacking Mantes the year after Domesday’s completion. The need to suppress repeated insurrections stretched the capacity of the Norman war-machine. Furthermore, in 1085 a costly army had to be garrisoned in readiness for an expected – but ultimately aborted – invasion by the allied armies of the Danish king and the count of Flanders (the last Scandinavian invasion attempt in English history). It is in this light that the Domesday project must be seen: as an attempt to update the tax assessments as well as to assert the feudal dues upon which the survival of this security-conscious Norman state depended.
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