
Penitential discipline and public wars in the
Middle Ages1

A MEDIEVAL CONTRIBUTION TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF
HUMANITARIAN LAW

II. THE PENITENTIAL DECREES AND THE BATTLES OF SOISSONS
AND HASTINGS

THE BATTLE OF SOISSONS (923)

Before dealing with the Battle of Soissons itself and its effects on
penitential discipline, the author discusses its historical background
and setting. The end of the Ninth and the beginning of the Tenth
Century saw the disintegration of the Carolingian Empire. The
French Royal house in particular was submitted to two destructive
forces. The first of these were the predatory raids of the Norsemen on
the lands held for the King. In order to put an end to these activities,
Charles the Simple ceded in 911 a whole province of his kingdom,
later to be known as Normandy, thus recognizing an occupation which
had already taken place, in return for which the Normans undertook
to embrace Christianity. This point is of importance in view of the
behaviour of these recent converts at the Battle of Soissons some twelve
years later.

The second destructive force consisted of a series of determined and
finally successful attempts by the Counts of Paris and Orleans to drive
the descendants of Charlemagne from the throne of France. A revolt
by Robert, Count of Paris, at the head of some of the French nobility,

1 This is the second and concluding article on this subject, the first of
which was published in the April 1961 number of the International Review.
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broke out against Charles in 921, during which the bonds of loyalty to
the King were solemnly renounced. Shortly afterwards, Charles'
staunch supporter, the Archbishop of Rheims, died, whereupon Robert
promptly seized the vacant Archbishopric for his own nominee and
contrived to have himself crowned King of France. Charles refused to
give up his crown and both parties proceeded to raise armies. In the
early summer of 923 Charles marched on Soissons with his supporters.

The characteristics of the battle

The composition of Charles' army is not without interest,—not
only in relation to his recent cession of Normandy to Duke Rollo,
but also because of its bearing upon the nature of the battle itself
and the ensuing Council of Bishops that it evoked. The recent
conversion of the Norsemen to Christianity is a factor that may
bring the transaction of that Council into clearer perspective.
Charles had under his command some ten thousand men in all. Of
these some 6 thousand were Lorrainers whilst the remaining 4
thousand were Norsemen under Harold the Dane. Duke Robert's
forces amounted to some 20 thousand men. As to size the advantage
lay with Robert but in fighting capacity Charles' 4 thousand
Norsemen would be more than the equal of any others on the
battlefield whilst without doubt he could count upon the loyalty
of the men from Lorraine.

The battle which was fought near Soissons on Sunday 15th
June 923, was of appalling ferocity. Charles found his adversary
encamped and eating a meal and not prepared for battle. Charles'
army promptly and without warning fell upon their opponents in a
violent onslaught. Although the advantage of surprise lay with
Charles, Robert's larger forces gave a good account of themselves.
Duke Robert was killed in the fight but Charles' forces were com-
pelled to retreat and were routed. As Sir Francis Palgrave states in
his History of Normandy : —" Soissons field enjoyed the miserable
honour of humbly emulating the carnage of Fontenay (841) . . . .
11,969 Capetians, the supporters of Duke Robert, were killed,
7,118 Carolingians . . . . more than half of each army. "

Of the subsequent events we here are only concerned with a
narrow selection, namely the response of the Church to this truly
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dreadful slaughter. This response was energetic and took the form
of the imposition of severe penitential discipline on all those who
had been on the field of blood.

Even by the prevailing standards of bloodshed and slaughter
the Battle of Soissons stands out as a terrible instance of human
butchery. For a time the normal machinery of law and government
was completely disrupted in the general confusion that prevailed
after the battle. Revolutions, disorder and tumult were the order of
the day. As Palgrave puts it in his History of Normandy :—" All the
regular constitutional assemblies of the realm had ceased ; for the
tumultuous conventions which had been held were partial, irregular
and revolutionary. But the ecclesiastical legislature was in full
activity. A Synod was shortly afterwards held at Soissons hard by
the field of slaughter ; and the Church mourning for all the crimes
and miseries of the nation bore her testimony against war. All who
had engaged in the war were condemned ; all who had fought, the
vanquished or the victors, were alike blood guilty and must submit
to the discipline which the Church imposed. No combatant was
permitted to enter the walls of the Sacred edifice until canonically
reconciled ; and during three years were penances to be continued,
public testimonies of contrition before God and man. "

Now these are strong words and it occurs to one that this was a
very singular and dramatic incident upon which the learned histo-
rian had found it necessary to express himself so forcibly. At the
same time for the lawyer these words were a challenge in so far as
they seemed to call for a search among the primary sources to see
whether any evidence could be found to support this occurrence
described by Palgrave. If, as was alleged, the conscience of the
Church was moved by such carnage, even in a war, as to impose a
heavy penance on those responsible, this was certainly a matter
that called for investigation and enquiry.

The Synod of Soissons and its penitential decree

The author here refers to exhaustive researches which he undertook
into this provincial Synod which led him finally to the Latin text of the
decree in a manuscript in the possession of the Vatican Library. This
reads as follows:
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" In the year of the Incarnation of Our Lord 924 and in the
second year of the Episcopate of the Lord Seulf upon the assembly
of the following Holy Fathers, that is to say, Seulf Archbishop of
Rheims, Abbo Bishop of the town of Soissons, Adelelm of Laon,
Stephen of Cambrai, also Adelelm of Senlis, Airnand then recently
ordained of Noyon, together with the Legates of the other Bishops
of the see of Rheims, they have decreed that this penance be
enjoined on all those who have taken part in the battle of Soissons
fought between Robert and Charles, in the following manner, that
is to say :—that they do penance for three 40-day periods for three
years. Thus for the first 40-day period let them be outside the
Church and let them be reconciled at the Table of the Lord. Also,
throughout all these three 40-day periods let them abstain in
bread and water on the second, fourth and sixth days of each week
or let them redeem. Similarly for 15 days before the birth of St. John
the Baptist and for 15 days before the Nativity of Our Lord and
Saviour. And on every 6th day throughout the whole year unless
they shall redeem or an important feast shall fall on the same day
or it shall transpire that they have been detained by sickness or by
military service. " . . .

It cannot escape our attention that this penance is enjoined on
all the combatants on both sides irrespective of whether they
belong to the army of Charles or to that of Robert. That is an
interesting fact and for two reasons in particular. It would perhaps
not have been extraordinary if the penance had been enjoined
solely on the followers of Charles. After all it was his army which
had made the surprise attack and what is more, made it on the
Sunday. Further, just under one half of Charles' army was composed
of Norsemen whose fame as slaughterers and pillagers was well
known throughout the greater part of France. It would equally well
have been known to the Holy Fathers who came together at this
Synod of 924 that the Norsemen's conversion to Christianity was
an event as recent as 13 years before. It is difficult to imagine that
the Holy Fathers in God of the Province of Rheims would be
unaware of that fact and of the necessity for curbing the warlike
propensities of the Norsemen now that they were in the fold of
Christendom. Was this penance imposed on the combatants on
both sides because the prevailing situation was so fluid that kings
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like archbishops, came and went very quickly ? It may be hazarded
that by the year 924 it was 'too early to discern the outcome of the
struggle between Raoul and Herbert whilst Charles the descendant
of the House of Charlemagne was still alive. Was this penance
imposed because of the Church's horror at this internecine warfare
not merely between Christians but between the West Franks
themselves. Was the war, because of its civil nature, " non justum "
for both parties ? These and many other like questions can only
be answered by conjecture.

The second reason why the impartiality of the imposition of
penance is of interest lies in this. The other notable instance of a
Synod of Bishops imposing penance on those who participated in a
battle will be dealt with later when discussing the Battle of Hastings.
As we shall see, the Synod of Norman Bishops which met in the
year 1070 imposed detailed and severe penance only on the Norman
and other followers of Duke William. On that occasion the losing
side, the Saxons, were spared the penance of Holy Church. No
doubt the miseries of the defeated Saxons were sufficiently great
without the added imposition of penance.

In the eyes of the Church Charles the Simple had a strong and
undeniable claim to be considered the lawful King of France whilst
Robert, in spite of his coronation at Rheims was without doubt, an
usurper. Yet Charles had fallen upon his adversary by surprise, had
employed the Normans whose habits were only too well known and
had chosen Sunday as the day on which to launch a particularly
bloody battle. Although it is impossible to weigh accurately the
motives that led to this impartial enjoinment of penance by the
Soissons Synod, it may possibly be advanced that all of the above
factors played their part in determining the form of the decree that
the Council enjoined. Certainly one can say that there were many
points of distinction between the circumstances of the Battle of
Soissons and that of the Battle of Hastings.

It will also have been observed that the penance imposed by the
Synod of 924 bound all those who had actually participated or been
present at the Battle. Mere presence without even a blow struck or
a wound given seemed to call for penitential punishment. In this
respect the decree of the Council of 924 goes considerably further
than the principle pervading the Penitential Book on this subject.
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As we pointed out earlier, the general rule established in the Peni-
tential Books was that the killing of a man in a public war
attracted a penance of 40 days duration. Nothing is said in those
books of any penance for the wounding of a man or for merely
being present as a combatant at a battle.

As to the penance the Council saw fit to impose, it was without
doubt severe. We do not know the precise contents of the penance
but an exclusion from the Church for a 40-day period in 3 consecu-
tive years was no light matter. Whether this meant exclusion from
the physical precincts of the churches or whether it meant a spiritual
severance from the Holy Sacrament and the corporate membership
of the church is not clear.

The author is of the opinion that the latter was intended, hence the
severity of the -penance which " placed the soul in peril". He also
analyses the " redemption " clause by which penitents were allowed to
commute or even satisfy the penance by gifts of land to a religious house
or for the building or the repairing of a church or by making a pil-
grimage. Those who were able to do so made frequent resort to such a
clause. He points out that an exception was made in the rules of fasting
whilst the penitent was on military service and this in his opinion
showed " that the military calling is a perfectly licit one for a Christian.
It is not the mere fact of being a soldier, but the excessive bloodshed that
calls down the sanction of penance ".

The effects of the penitential decree of Soissons

The mere fact that this penance was embodied and promulgated
in a formal decree of a Synod is significant. Public penance may well
have disappeared from this part of Christendom many centuries
before, if it ever flourished there at all. The penance of the Peni-
tential Books was essentially a private affair between the penitent
and the confessor in which the sin is elicited by questions or estab-
lished by repute and the knowledge of the confessor. Here, in the
Synod of Soissons we have something very different. The Battle of
923 was a public and tragic event known to all. There were bereaved
families to establish each detail of the slaughter. Likewise the
Assembly of the Council is not likely to have been a secret affair
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and its decree from its very nature would be publicly promulgated
in order that the mind of the Church upon the matter might be
known to all. It would have been common knowledge whether a
particular individual had or had not been present at the battle.
Even if public penance had disappeared this penitential decree of
the Council of Bishops gave a degree of publicity to the affair that
must have made a considerable impression on contemporaries. The
very reason that led the Church to intervene in this solemn manner
would not, it is thought, have induced the Council to enact its
decree in secret. It was to all intents and purposes a quasi-public
imposition of penance.

It will be noticed that unlike the rules in the penitential books,
the decree of the Synod does not state a general rule of canonical
discipline but is an ad hoc measure dealing with a specific set of
circumstances.

It can be urged, I think, that the explanation of this Council and
its decree lies in the traditional aversion of the Christian Church
to the shedding of blood and in particular, of Christian blood.
Fitful and erratic though the public expression of this aversion may
have been, yet the evidence shows that on occasions the Church
could be shocked into decreeing a public anathema. The Battle of
Soissons was from the penitential viewpoint something more than
the ordinary priest could grapple with by the use of his Penitential
Book and the imposition of a 40-days penance. The fact of the
battle and the loss of life stared the Church in the face. We may be
forced to the conclusion that there was no coherent principle lying
behind the Church's spasmodic intervention in such matters but
that there were limits beyond which the conscience of Christendom
was compelled to assert itself in a formal and public act. In this
instance penitential discipline was the mode of such assertion.
Thus the traditional aversion of the ancient Christian Church to
bloodshed, kept alive by the rule of 40-days penance in the long
series of Penitential Books could, on singular occasions, be revivified
by an ad hoc penitential decree of a Council.

That Christians of the same race should thus massacre each
other in a civil war was a scandal to Christendom that cried aloud
to heaven for vengeance. Therefore, let Christians be reminded, the
Church seems to say in this instance, that the Church of Christ has,

69



PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE AND PUBLIC WARS

au fond, an aversion to the shedding of blood, particularly Christian
blood. " En principe tres dure, en pratique tres large " is all very well
but on occasions the practice of Mother Church has to be lifted up
to its principles.

The presence at the Battle of Soissons of the recently converted
Norsemen cannot have been absent from the minds of those who
sat on the Council.

No doubt the Norsemen had taken a good toll of human lives.
This behaviour of the new entrants into the fold of Christ was not
impressive and it may be that those responsible for the penitential
discipline imposed by the Council considered that the Norsemen
might stand in some need of reminder of the ancient principles of
Christianity. The occasion of this Council was as good as any other
to make these newly converted pagans aware of the existence of a
penitential system which closed the gates of heaven against those
who died in contempt of God and his Holy Church by failing to
carry out the penance enjoined.

THE BATTLE OF HASTINGS (1066)

Background and Setting

The background of the Battle of Hastings, fought with such ferocity,
enables one to appreciate even more than that of Soissons, the full
effects of the penitential canons which were subsequently decreed by the
Church. The author draws attention not only to the importance of this
battle in the history of mediaeval England which even today continues
to provide much heated controversy, but he also discusses in particular
the attitude of the Church on the eve of that event and of its subsequent
effect.

The Eleventh Century was in mediaeval Church history the great
century of reform. William, as Duke of Normandy belonged to the
so-called traditional Reforming Group. It was an important element
in William's skilful diplomacy in evoking the support of the Church
that he should appear as its champion against Harold, King of
England, who was the associate of Stigand, Archbishop of Canterbury,
one of the most notorious simonists and pluralists of Western Europe.
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Indeed, there is much evidence that on the eve of the conquest, the
Saxon Church, with certain exceptions, was lax in spiritual matters
and sadly in need of spiritual and disciplinary overhaul. Over a long
period before 1066, William of Normandy had been sounding out the
feeling at Rome in regard to his claims to the throne of England. In
Cardinal Hildebrand, the future Pope Gregory VII, he found a skilful
advocate of his interests. It was therefore by no means fortuitous that
on the eve of the invasion of England, William received a banner
specially blessed by the Pope which was to be on more than one occasion
a rallying point on the battlefield as well as a sign of the Church's
support for his military adventure. In the Twentieth Century, such
support would be tantamount, as the author says, to a " resolution of
the United Nations General Assembly recommending collective sanc-
tions against an aggressor ".

Furthermore, the fact that William was the invader was countered
by a very effective auxiliary argument that Harold on his ill-fated
journey to Normandy in 1064, had sworn fealty to him and that he had
promised that he would do all in his power on the death of Edward the
Confessor to ensure that the kingdom of England would revert to him.
According to this argument, Harold was a perjured vassal who in
breach of his solemn oath had committed an act of perfidy by seizing the
Crown of England on the very day on which Edward was buried at
Westminster. The support which William received in men and arms
as well as the fury and violence of the Normans during the battle, even
against the corpse of King Harold, can perhaps be explained in part
by this circumstance.

Of the actual fighting that took place on the slopes of the
Sussex downs throughout the hours of daylight of Sunday the 14th
of October we have graphic and detailed accounts.

Three salient factors emerge as contributing to William's bloody
victory. First the Normans had the control of the narrow seas which
enabled William to land his forces unopposed complete with his
horses. Second, the skilful use of well-mounted and well-armed
knights was more than a match for the courageous foot-soldiers of
the Saxons armed with their famous battleaxes. Thirdly, the
tactical use of the Norman archers to support the charges of the
cavalry was a notorious success.
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The battle was as decisive a victory as the carnage was appalling.
William of Poitiers tells us : " Enflamed by the ardour of Duke
William the Normans then surrounded several thousands of their
pursuers and rapidly cut them down so that no one escaped. " Later
on the same chronicler tells us : " The English fought confidently
with all their strength striving in particular to prevent the attackers
from penetrating into their own ranks which were indeed so closely
massed together that even the dead had not space in which to
f a l l . . . . The Normans threw and struck and pierced. The move-
ments of those who were cut down to death appeared greater than
that of the living ; and those who were lightly wounded could
not escape because of the density of their formation but were
crushed in the throng. Thus fortune crowned the triumph of
William."

The bitter and cruel aftermath of the battle of Hastings is
common knowledge. Exeter and many other towns were utterly
destroyed. The North was harried and devastated until nothing
living moved. In the year 1070 the Anglo-Saxon chronicle tells us
in laconical terms : " And in the following spring (1070) the King
had all the monasteries that were in England plundered." The years
1066 to 1070 were in fact terrible years of misery and distress.
Churches were spoiled, homes were burnt and the Saxon women
took refuge in nunneries to escape the insane lust of the Normans.
Men were cut down like standing corn.

The year 1070 also saw the final subjection of the last remnants
of rebellion in England. The country had paid a terrible price for
its resistance and the time had come for peace and the healing balm
of settlement now that the fruits of conquest were certain. Through-
out the years of the revolt the Saxon Church had with certain
exceptions been the focal point of rebellion. Whether William in his
role as a supporter of the move for Reform at the hands of lay
Princes and as a skilful statesman saw the possibilities of this is not
established but it would seem more than probable. If he could
purge the Saxon Church of its abuses by way of contribution to the
Reform movement he could at one and the same time remove the
offending Saxon clergy and replace them by Norman clerics, men
of tried zeal, administrative ability and of undoubted loyalty. Thus
in one fell swoop Reform and peace might be achieved.
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The penitential decrees of 1070 and their results

Events played into William's hands. The initiative for the Reform
of the Saxon Church came from Rome itself when a Papal commission
which was charged to convene a great council was entrusted to Ermen-
frid, Bishop of Sion and Papal legate. This council was held at
Winchester at Easter 1070 and condemned and destituted a large
number of Saxon Bishops to the benefit of Norman clerics, thus crown-
ing William's triumph. The author quotes the historian Stenton :
" The work of the commission ended with a remarkable episode in
Normandy. Returning across France, Ermenfrid held a council of
Norman Bishops which imposed a set of penances on all ranks of the
Conqueror's Army."

The author's researches led him finally to the discovery of three
manuscripts which give an account of the council held in Normandy.
The text of the penitential decrees imposed in this council is as follows :

" This is an Institution of Penance according to the decrees of
the Bishops of the Normans confirmed by the authority of the
Pope through his Legate Ermenfrid, Bishop of Sitten. It is to apply
to those men whom William Duke of the Normans commandeth,
and who gave military service as their duty.

Anyone who knows that he killed a man in the great battle
(Hastings) must do penance for one year for each man that he
killed.

Anyone who wounded a man and does not know whether he
killed him or not, must do penance for forty days for each man he
thus struck (if he can remember the number) either continuously
or at intervals.

Anyone who does not know the number of those he wounded or
killed must at the discretion of the Bishop do penance for one day in
each week for the remainder of his life; or if he can, let him redeem
his sin by perpetual alms either by building or by endowing a Church.

The clerics who fought or were armed for fighting must do
penance as if they committed the sins in their own country, for they
are forbidden by the canons to do battle. The penances of the monks
are to be determined by their rule and by the judgment of their
abbots. Those who fought merely for gain are to know that they
owe a penance as for homicide. But those who fought as in a public
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war have been allotted a penance of three years by their Bishops
out of mercy.

The Archers who killed some and wounded others, but are necess-
arily ignorant as to how many, must do penance as for three Lents.

Apart from the actual battle anyone who before the Consecra-
tion of the King killed those who resisted as he was going through
the countryside for the sake of food must do penance for one year
for each man he so killed. But if it was not for food but merely for
plunder that he was foraging he must do penance for three years
for each man he then killed.

Those who have killed men after the Consecration of the King
must do penance as for homicides wilfully committed, always with
the exception that if the men thus killed or wounded were in arms
against the King, then the penalties will be as before stated.

Those who committed adulteries or rapes or fornications must
do penance as if these sins had been committed in their own country.

Concerning the violation of the Church likewise. Let those who
stole from Churches restore what they stole to the Church they
robbed, if they can. If they cannot, let them restore it to some other
Church. And if they will not restore it then the Bishops have
decreed that they may not sell it nor may anyone buy it."

This set of penitential decrees is of considerable interest in
many different branches of knowledge. Numerous questions come
crowding into our minds as we read these extremely practical rules.
As Professor Stenton has emphasised, the realism of the code is
admirable. The lawyer too cannot fail to be impressed by the
neatness and clarity displayed in the formulation of the rules. For
a full study of this document a series of lectures would be necessary.
We should need to consider among other things its authenticity, its
provenance, its date, the place of the council, the reasons for the
decrees, their precise significance, their relation to penitential
discipline generally, their unilateral nature in so far as they relate
solely to the followers of King William, their legal implication and
many other related questions. Here one can but briefly consider
some of the salient matters that call for enquiry.

One thing seems clear. If you consider the seventy-one scenes so
vividly depicted in that superb chronicle, the Bayeux tapestry and
then read the penitential canons, the latter take on a living reality.
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Yet the Bayeux tapestry is essentially the story of the defeat of
Harold, the perjured and false vassal of William. Nevertheless the
tapestry conveys quite clearly to the beholder a dramatic picture
of the appalling slaughter on the battlefield. The border of the
tapestry is strewn with figures of the dead, dying and mutilated
that leaves little to the imagination. The memory of the battle
seems to have made a like impression on those who ordered and
executed the tapestry and on Ermenfrid and the Norman Bishops
who collaborated with him in formulating these penitential canons.

After having touched on several different aspects of these decrees,
especially as regards their authenticity and the date, the author then
refers to a matter of particular importance : the Church's apparently
inconsistent attitude.

The Pope had in fact given his blessing to William's expedition
and had sent him a consecrated banner which was to be a rallying point
for his followers at Hastings. Why then should he have ordered his
legate to convene and preside at a Synod that imposed such severe
penance on all who had fought with William in that battle?

In this connection, the author mentions that shortly before this
council met, Ermenfrid had presided at the councils of Winchester and
Windsor, which were notable steps in the movement for the reform of
the Saxon Church. Having been superseded by Norman clerics, the
Saxon Bishops and Abbots had paid the price for their spiritual and
moral laxity. It is therefore likely, according to the author, that the
Pope had now decided to make the Norman soldiers answer in their
turn for their excesses and depredations. The entire Christian world
had been horrified and shocked by the atrocities which had been com-
mitted and consequently the Church considered that the time had come
to inflict penalties.

The characteristics of the penances

As for the canons themselves the penance is undoubtedly severe.
They distinguish between killing and wounding. The former, if
certain, attracts a penance of one year for each killing, something
much severer than that enjoined by the penitential books. Again
we find the escape clause of redemption by almsgiving or church
building or endowment. The monks and priests get special treat-
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ment, many of them must have fought in the battle. If they fought
for loot and killed, they do penance as for homicide that is normally
seven years.

It is clear from the canons that William himself is exempt but
the chroniclers have it that the bloodshed and devastation lay
heavy on his conscience when he was dying. Odo, who according to
the Bayeux tapestry is seen wielding a club and encouraging the
young soldiers who had panicked during the battle may have
extracted himself from the canons on the ground that he was not
' armed for fighting '. As he is clearly seen in the tapestry wearing
a helmet and armour in the thick of the battle the evidence is all
against him.

The Archers who receive a fixed penance for the use of their weapon
debars the normal operation of penance based on the knowledge of
the individual sinner of the harm he has done. This element of
knowledge is a clear form of legal thinking and flows logically from
the Christian conception of sin.

The killings after the battle receive more severe treatment
graded according to whether they occurred before or after the
Coronation of the King, but with admirable realism due allowance
is made when the victims killed were offering armed resistance
against the King. Self-defence is thus recognized. As for the rapes
and fornications by the Normans, their reputation for such activ-
ities was infamous throughout Europe and they behaved with no
exception in England. Manuscript material exists to show that years
afterwards Lanfranc, whom William had appointed Primate of
England, had to resolve in council whether to release from their
vows those Saxon women who had fled to convents and taken the
veil in order to avoid the sexual assaults of the Normans. Lanfranc
released them from their vows for they wanted to get married but
he duly rebuked them for the lightness with which they had taken
such a solemn vow.

Finally, we see the Church's natural concern for the wholesale
spoliation of church property. The Saxon monasteries had been
systematically looted in the previous year 1069. A great traffic in
the stolen goods was well under way. Many of the beautiful objects
of Saxon church art as treasure ornaments and vestments found
their way to churches in Normandy. Prominent as a receiver of
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looted church property was William's wife Queen Matilda. This
lady of pious habits endowed with regal magnificence the churches
of the Duchy of Normandy with beautiful objects of Saxon art
looted from Saxon churches by her husband's followers.

Conclusions

From this all too brief survey of a unique ecclesiastical activity,
only a limited number of tentative conclusions may properly be
advanced.

The horrors and bloodshed of Hastings and its aftermath had
severely shaken Western Christendom including the Papal Curia
from which approval and blessing for William's adventure of
invasion and conquest had originally emanated. William's case
presented on the basis of Harold's fealty as a vassal of the Duke
had met and concorded in all points with Hildebrand's scheme of
reform and in particular with that part of the reform that was
aimed at the Saxon Church. Hildebrand was, however, an over-
zealous advocate for William's interests and that when the battle
had been fought and the four years of misery and slaughter had
passed, the Roman Curia thought that the time had come when
William's followers should expiate by penitential works their deeds
of blood, spoliation and their sexual excesses. The attitude of the
Church reflected in the decrees was evidence of the lack of a con-
sistent Christian principle in regard to participation in wars and
inconsistency further heightened in this instance by the Church's
approbation and reprobation of the Norman conquest. Perhaps it
would be more accurate to say an approbation of the objective and
a reprobation of the means.

Finally, I would like to. suggest that these penitential decrees
show a realism and a sincerity which is in painful contrast to the
compromise that the Church had made with warfare and which is
still with us today. The Church's original idealism is still to be
observed in these canons. The aversion from bloodshed is not
forgotten. The words in the canons " Let him redeem his sin by
perpetual alms " are an emphatic and unambiguous penitential
judgment. As the desire to crush by force the heresies prevalent in
the time of St. Augustine played, I think, a decisive part in the
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formulation of his authoritative pronouncement that participation
in war is not necessarily a sin, so in the Eleventh Century the desire
to extend the ambit of reform may have led the Church to an
overhasty approval of William's expedition. When the full scale
of slaughter and horror was known the Church decided to act and
once more fell back upon the traditional Christian aversion to the
shedding of blood. Such action was a greater tribute to its sincerity
than to the logic of any clear principle. These penitential canons can
therefore be considered to be the natural outcome of the Church's
agony of conscience.

G.I.A.D. DRAPER L.L.M.,
Lecturer in Laws, King's College,

London.
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