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The great Benedictine historian William of Malmesbury has divided scholarly interpretation over recent decades. For some, William was a precocious scholarly talent who steered around or subverted the constraining absurdities of the providential orthodoxy. For others, his explicit expressions of faith in God’s providence, despite its often vexatious reverses, betray a sincere piety and reverence for the hidden justice of divine cosmic rationality. These conclusions have relied on flawed assessments of William’s use of the term fortuna, fortune. They adhere to a broader status quo that imagines all medieval thinkers took for granted that fortune’s reverses were inscrutable and inevitable. On the contrary, this article argues that William was concerned with determining the precise causes of fortune, so that he might prescribe ethical advice to prevent its reverses. This has consequences for understanding the ends of twelfth-century historical writing and the development of thought pertaining to individual and collective punishments.
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William of Malmesbury’s undeniable brilliance has given rise to something of an interpretive schism.[footnoteRef:1] As the prodigality of the Benedictine librarian’s reading, editing and Latinity have come into ever sharper focus, there has not always been agreement on the ends his talent served. Did William strike out beyond his milieu, saturating his mind in classical culture so as to transcend the rigidity of early twelfth-century religious orthodoxy and cultivate a proto-modern academic scepticism?[footnoteRef:2] Or rather, did classical learning, refinement of language and the ostensible balance of his historical writing serve a host of more familiarly monastic functions related to piety, moral edification and the defence of institutional right and privilege?[footnoteRef:3] One feature of William’s work, his frequent recourse to the term fortuna, fortune, has engendered starkly unalike interpretations.[footnoteRef:4] These conclusions have, in turn, been taken to underpin opposing arguments from across the wider debate over William’s ends.[footnoteRef:5] As a result, it has become important to clarify the role of fortune in William’s work and thought. Through close analysis of fortuna’s occurrence across William’s historical oeuvre, this article examines his ‘model’ of fortune’s operation and his understanding of its relationship to God, divine providence, chance, ethics and politics. For the clarification of ideas expressed implicitly in his historical writing, it will also at times prove helpful to consult the evidence of his wider corpus. [1: *E-mail: tsf27@cam.ac.uk Postal address: Selwyn College, University of Cambridge, Grange Road, Cambridge CB3 9DQ, United Kingdom

 The following abbreviations are used in this article: DAG: William of Malmesbury, De antiquitate Glastonie ecclesie, ed. and trans. John Scott, The Early History of Glastonbury: an Early Edition, Translation and Study (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1981); GP: William of Malmesbury, Gesta pontificum Anglorum: the History of the English Bishops, eds. and trans. M. Winterbottom and R.M. Thomson. 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); GR: William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum: the History of the Kings of England, eds. and trans. R.A.B. Mynors, R.M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom. 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998–9); Historia: William of Malmesbury, Historia novella: the Contemporary History, ed. Edumund King, trans. K.R. Potter. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Lamentationum: William of Malmesbury, On Lamentations, trans. Michael Winterbottom. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013); MV: William of Malmesbury, De miraculis beatae uirginis Mariae, eds. and trans. R.M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom, Miracles of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2015).]  [2:  R.W. Southern, ‘Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing, IV: the Sense of the Past’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th series, 23 (1973): 243–63; R.M. Thomson, William of Malmesbury. Rev. edn. (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2003); R.M. Thomson, ‘William of Malmesbury and the Latin Classics Revisited’, Proceedings of the British Academy 129 (2005): 383-393 (383); R.M. Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour in William of Malmesbury’, in Rhetoic and Renewal in the Latin West 1100–1540: Essays in Honour of John O. Ward, eds. Constant J. Mews, Cary J. Nederman and Rodney M. Thomson  (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 115–27; John Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English? The English Histories of William of Malmesbury and David Hume’, Historical Research 74 (2001): 17–43.]  [3:  Björn Weiler, ‘Royal Justice and Royal Virtue in William of Malmesbury’s Historia novella and Walter Map’s De nugis curialium’, in Virtue and Ethics in the Twelfth Century, eds. István. P. Bejczy and Richard G. Newhauser (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 317–39; Björn Weiler, ‘William of Malmesbury, Henry I, and the Gesta regum Anglorum’, Anglo-Norman Studies 31 (2009): 157–76; Björn Weiler, ‘William of Malmesbury on Kingship’, History 90 (2005): 3–22; Sverre Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence in William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella’, Viator, 41 (2010): 113–32; Sigbjørn Olsen Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012); Sigbjørn Olsen Sønnesyn, ‘“In vinea sorech laborare”: the Cultivation of Unity in Twelfth-Century Monastic Historiography’, Anglo-Norman Studies 36 (2013): 167–87; Sigbjørn Olsen Sønnesyn, ‘Eternity in Time, Unity in Particularity: the Theological Basis of Typological Interpretations in Twelfth-Century Historiography’, in La typologie biblique comme forme de pensée dans l’historiographie médiévale, ed. Marek Thue Kretschmer (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 77–95; Paul Antony Hayward, ‘The Importance of Being Ambiguous: Innuendo and Legerdemain in William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum and Gesta pontificum Anglorum’, Anglo Norman Studies 33 (2011): 75–102.]  [4:  Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour’, 13–32; conversely, Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 113–32. ]  [5:  Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 35, 43; Gillingham argued fortune signified William’s scepticism regarding the existence of any kind of teleological providence. This position provoked a reaction, expressed in print by Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 113–32; Bagge’s clarification has, in turn, helped justify broader arguments relating to the coherence of secular history as providential revelation; see Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, 79, n. 2.] 

Some scholars have contended that William saw human nature and the course of history as ‘dominated by chance’.[footnoteRef:6] This position seems to refer to chance and its more poetic cognate, fortuna, in either their Epicurean or, more likely, modern sense.[footnoteRef:7] In particular, this position highlights the atypical frequency of William’s appeal to fortuna and its usual rhetorical accoutrements, the wheel of fortune and the metaphor of the goddess dice-player. Epicurean or modern notions of chance would not have conformed to twelfth-century Christian orthodoxy, a point which has been taken to lend support to the wider conclusion that William’s views were ‘not what one might expect from a devout and theologically aware monk’.[footnoteRef:8] These commentators claimed that William’s explicit affirmations of belief in divine intervention were mitigated by the ostensible lack of any providential longue durée in his histories. Proportionally, so their arguments tend to run, God effected little of the historical change William recorded. These conclusions bolstered the view that ‘to a depressing extent modern perceptions of medieval patterns of thought still imagine them to have been dominated by theological and religious ideas.’[footnoteRef:9] And so, humanity is not guided by any providential trajectory: indeed, any effort to improve our lot on earth is, and will always be, met with undoing at the hands of the selfish tendencies of human nature and the firm hand of insentient and unstable chance, known as fortune. [6:  Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour’, 124. The origin of this argument in Anglophone scholarship is Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 35. A similar sentiment was earlier expressed by Heinz Richter, Englische Geschichtschreiber des 12. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Junker und Dünnhaupt, 1938), 64.]  [7:  Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour’, 124–5; Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 35.]  [8:  Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour’, 125.]  [9:  Gillingham, ‘Civilizing the English?’, 43.] 

Others have considered this position disingenuous to William’s explicitly stated aims.[footnoteRef:10] These revisionists argue that the religious and ethical impetuses that William himself claimed underpinned his work and thought were more sincere than has typically been assumed. Some argue that William’s cultivation of an analytic framework predicated on the cardinal and their dependent virtues facilitated relative continuity with classical and patristic models of rulership.[footnoteRef:11] They reason that William sought to supplement his foundational ethical education, based on patristics, through the direct pursuit of and engagement with the Church Fathers’ classical sources.[footnoteRef:12] These positions do not deny the exceptionality of William’s interests and sensitivities, but contend that each was referred to a higher good: that they were constituent of William’s efforts to impel himself and his communities, institution and nation, towards the highest good, the summum bonum, God.[footnoteRef:13] This affirmation of William’s exceptional ordinariness has secured his status as advocate for his own milieu. Sverre Bagge’s recent study in this mould elucidated aspects of William’s political and theological thought by analysing his explanatory recourse to fortuna in the Historia novella (hereafter Historia).[footnoteRef:14] Bagge’s work demands extended consideration. [10:  Many of the scholars cited in note 2 have recently expressed this view, but for wider background see Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, 2–4.]  [11:  Weiler, ‘William of Malmesbury on Kingship’, 21; Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, 79.]  [12:  The foundational works on William’s classical learning are Thomson, William of Malmesbury, 48–61, 202–14; Thomson, ‘William of Malmesbury and the Latin Classics Revisited’, 383–93. On William’s use of classical learning to augment patristic ethics, see Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, 76–95.]  [13:  Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, 259–72.]  [14:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 113–32.] 

The Historia is a considerably shorter treatise than William’s earlier, flagship historical works, the Gesta regum Anglorum (GR) and Gesta pontificum Anglorum (GP). It relates the first eight years of King Stephen’s tumultuous reign from a perspective broadly supportive of the king’s rivals, the Angevins. Bagge argued that writing contemporaneously with events challenged William’s orthodox providential world-view.[footnoteRef:15] He reasoned that the capture in 1141 of the Angevin military leader Robert of Gloucester by forces loyal to King Stephen forced William to abandon the providential narrative strategy he had been cultivating in the Historia’s first two books, which had signalled the imminent advent of Angevin victory. William’s sudden explanatory recourse to fortuna is interpreted as an attempt to absolve Robert of the moral responsibility for defeat.[footnoteRef:16] In substantiating this claim, Bagge is aware that the various ancient models of fortune had eventually coalesced into a form that could be Christianised. By the twelfth century, an attribution to fortuna, even by our ‘classicist extraordinaire’, would not have rejected the view that God’s ultimate cause resides at the head of every chain of causation.[footnoteRef:17] Bagge also noted twelfth-century thinkers’ increasing subscription to the belief that God could intervene in the world, but for inscrutable reasons does not always do so.[footnoteRef:18] While he notes that Otto of Freising makes such a claim, in fact the Christian locus classicus was Augustine, who had affirmed in De civitate Dei that a spectrum spans the extremes of what may be termed active and permissive providence.[footnoteRef:19] Bagge concluded that William conceived of events characterised as fortuna as falling into two distinct bands situated on this active-permissive spectrum.[footnoteRef:20] When fortuna results from the more permissive band, God has allowed events to take their own course and has abstained from interfering for inscrutable reasons. When from the more active, God ‘moves fortuna’, again ‘according to his superior wisdom which humans are unable to comprehend’.[footnoteRef:21] The most pertinent contentions for the present purposes are that for William, fortuna was ‘inscrutable, clearly distinct from divine providence’, and ‘without any discernible moral consequences’.[footnoteRef:22] [15:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 125–8, 132.]  [16:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 127.]  [17:  Thomson, ‘William of Malmesbury and the Latin classics revisited’, 383; Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 129–30.]  [18:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 129–30.]  [19:  Augustine, Concerning the City of God Against the Pagans, trans. Henry Bettenson. Rev. edn. (London: Penguin, 2003), 896–8 (xx.2); Matthew Kempshall, Rhetoric and the Writing of History, 400–1500 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), 96–7.]  [20:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 129–30.]  [21:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 130.]  [22:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 129–30.] 

So if God controls fortune, why does it deserve terminological distinction from divine providence? As the phrase suggests, divine providence, whether permissive or active, provides for those who refer their efforts to higher goods, and/or punishes those who do not, always disposing the trajectory of the temporal world towards God. Yet fortuna is a useful term to describe events that for some reason do not seem to conform to this rationality. Sometimes, apparently undeserved advantages or disadvantages empower or confront us. Worse still, these sometimes affect good people, the reasonable, who already refer their efforts to higher goods, and sometimes the brutish or misguided, who pursue inferior or ‘false’ goods. Why, then, should an infinitely just and omnipotent God, who ‘disposes all things in their proper places and times’, permit such apparently indiscriminate distribution of disadvantage and/or advantage?[footnoteRef:23] The Christian philosopher Boethius asserted that all fortuna is, in fact, just because it encourages those good and bad people it befalls to direct, or continue to direct, their will towards higher goods – most specifically virtue, in turn referred to the highest good: justice Himself, God.[footnoteRef:24] Boethius could thereby claim that fortune too discharged a teleological function, albeit only indirectly. But Boethius struggled to explain why some humans experience fortune more often than others, and could not account for the seemingly arbitrary magnitude of resultant advantages and disadvantages. Boethius could only have faith that there must be hidden reasons.  [23:  Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. H.F. Stewart, E.K. Rand and S.J. Tester (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 388–9 (v.p1)]  [24:  Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, 374–9.] 

In order for fortuna to operate as Boethius described, it must follow that those whom it affects, humanity, are unjust.[footnoteRef:25] This is so, since not all refer their efforts to justice, which William defined as ‘to give each person what they deserve’, and thereafter refer all of this to God.[footnoteRef:26] Sin is the absence of justice, and even though original sin is cleansed in baptism, the taint of imperfection persists. Tainted, we still commit sin freely and so deserve correction. The problem is that fortune does not seem to deliver this ‘good’ correction proportionate to our individual sin, and so to a human observer it still appears unjust. Since God is infinitely just, He must render to each their deserts.[footnoteRef:27] It might be presumed that this is where we must invoke divine inscrutability and satiate ourselves with the consolation that although justice is not always apparent in this life, we must hold faith that events are just by criteria beyond our understanding, and trust that this shall be proven clearly in our next life in eternity. In what follows, it is argued that William did not stop here, but endeavoured to improve on Boethius’s abstraction in an attempt to defend the justice of God’s disposition of events in this life. [25:  William expresses this sentiment and a number of the others summarised in this paragraph explicitly in Lamentationum, 146–7 (i.18.8–9).]  [26:  Lamentationum, 67 (i.5.4).]  [27:  Lamentationum, 146–7 (i.18.8–9).] 


[Section heading] Proximate injustice: fortuna in the twelfth century
There has been disagreement over how and when proximate injustices became a matter of intellectual concern. A logical terminus ante quem is the abolition of the judicial ordeal at Lateran IV.[footnoteRef:28] Paul Hyams has suggested that prior to the thirteenth century the burden of proximate injustice had mainly been felt locally, and consequently a local ‘commonsense’ approach had broadly supplanted the ordeal as a means of determining culpability long before the Lateran Council itself.[footnoteRef:29] For others, the abolition of the ordeal owed rather more to the shock currents of elite twelfth-century thought that rendered its theological underpinnings outmoded.[footnoteRef:30] The frailty of this latter position, according to its critics, is that the rationalists’ superficial challenges could have done little to contest the fundamental logic of immanent justice in the face of the conservative providential orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:31] In response, numerous scholars have cited the exponential growth of fortune as an explanatory tool in the second half of the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:32] Most have not been clear enough that the explanatory shift towards fortuna did not exist apart from or supplant the notion of a providential orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:33] It restored a much earlier, more refined, and more comprehensive orthodoxy which had fallen into obscurity during the Early Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:34] In the Anglo-Norman domain, historians suddenly revived the term fortuna early in the twelfth century, and thereafter it became a lexical staple of historical writing. Bede, who proved so influential to England’s twelfth-century historians, never used fortuna in his Historia ecclesiastica, and of other major pre-twelfth-century historians only Dudo of St Quentin repeatedly mentioned it.[footnoteRef:35] William was the first in twelfth-century England to use it substantively, in the GR and GP.[footnoteRef:36] In Normandy at around the same time, Orderic Vitalis, who had not used it in his early Gesta Normannorum ducum, began using it in his mature work, the Historia ecclesiastica.[footnoteRef:37] [28:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 128; Robert Bartlett, Trial by Fire and Water: the Medieval Judicial Ordeal (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 86–9; Paul R. Hyams, ‘Trial by Ordeal: the Key to Proof in the Early Common Law’, in On the Laws and Customs of England: Essays in Honor of Samuel E. Thorne, eds. Morris S. Arnold and others (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1981), 101–6.]  [29:  Hyams, ‘Trial by Ordeal’, 101–6.]  [30:  For instance, John W. Baldwin, ‘The Intellectual Preparation for the Canon of 1215 Against Ordeals’, Speculum 36 (1961): 613–36; Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 128; Bartlett, Trial by Fire and Water, 70–102; Charles M. Radding, ‘Superstition to Science: Nature, Fortune, and the Passing of the Medieval Ordeal’, American Historical Review 84 (1979): 945–69 (959–65).]  [31:  Hyams, ‘Trial by Ordeal’, 101–6.]  [32:  Notably, in this context, Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 128–9; Tuomas M. S. Lehtonen, Fortuna, Money, and the Sublunar World (Helsinki: Finnish Historical Society, 1995), 73–122; Radding, ‘Superstition to Science’, 945–69 (962–5). ]  [33:  Take, for instance, Charles Radding’s assumption that William of Malmesbury opted to assign events to fortune instead of divine justice: Radding, ‘Superstition to Science’, 963–4.]  [34:  The spasmodic Early Medieval revivals and adaptations of Boethian fortune, though intellectually impressive, each failed to endure. See Jerold C. Frakes, The Fate of Fortune in the Early Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 1988); David Pratt, The Political Thought of King Alfred the Great (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 264–307.]  [35:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, eds. and trans. B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969); Dudo of Saint-Quentin, De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum, auctore Dudone Sancti Quintini decano, ed. Jules Lair (Caen: F. Le Blanc-Hardel, 1865), 114, 158, 163, 187, 222, 245, 288.]  [36:  For a concordance of the occurrence of fortuna in William’s text, see Thomson, ‘Satire, Irony and Humour’, 125 and n. 52; Thomson’s concordance includes select cognate phrases, here with references to the Oxford Medieval Texts editions: GP, 142 (i.50,), 160 (i.55), 212 (i.71), 254 (ii.75), 288 (ii.83), 338 (iii.100), 420 (iv, prologue), 500 (v.187), 560 (v.222), 578 (v.232); GR, vol. 1: 19 (i.2.2), 20 (i.3.2, i.5.1), 66 (i.47.4), 68 (i.48.4), 76 (i.50.2), 154 (ii.107.3), 200 (ii.127.2), 202 (ii.127.3), 222 (ii.135.9), 226 (ii.139.4), 272 (ii.165.7), 304 (ii.177.6), 318 (ii.180.8), 324 (ii.181.6), 340 (ii.189.1), 352 (ii.196.6), 368 (ii.201.5), 474 (iii.256.2), 576 (iv.333.7), 602 (iv.347.7), 676 (iv.380.2), 682 (iv.383.3), 704 (iv.389.7), 718 (v.396.1), 722 (v.398.5), 760 (v.419.5). Fortune’s wheel: GP, 508 (v.192); GR, vol. 1: 26 (i.8.3), 114 (i.79), 416 (ii.228.1), 464 (iii.251.3). Forutne as a dice player: GR, vol. 1: 20 (i.17.2), 498 (iii.270), 706 (iv.389.10). In addition to Thomson’s concordance to GP and GR, the following are references to fortuna in the Historia:6 (i.2), 10 (i.3), 32 (i.18), 38 (i.19), 46 (ii.23), 60 (ii.31), 68 (ii.34), 80 (iii, prologue), 92 (iii.47), 98 (iii.52), 104 (iii.56, twice), 106 (iii.56), 113 (iii.60), 114 (iii.62), 118 (iii.66), 126 (iii.75).]  [37:  Fortuna occurs 32 times in the Historia ecclesiastica, see Marjorie Chibnall’s concordance: Orderic Vitalis, Historia ecclesiastica, ed. and trans. Marjorie Chibnall. 6 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969–80), 1: 295; Elisabeth M.C. van Houts, ed., and trans., Gesta Normannorum ducum of William of Jumièges, Orderic Vitalis and Robert of Toringi. 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).] 

In light of later developments, it might be tempting to see Orderic and William’s appeals to fortuna as expressions of faith in the face of observation and historical testimony which sometimes appeared irreconcilable with belief in immanent divine justice. But what if it was more than faith? There is reason to suggest that William’s handling of fortuna improved on Boethian generalisations and supplied the evidence that rendered his faith into knowledge. To substantiate this claim we must first ask what the utility of fortuna was to William as a historian. Bagge’s explanations, the best to date, suggest that it represented an appeal to epistemological intractability. In other words, it excused humanity’s inability to account for worldly success and failure in moral terms: the virtues of good and praiseworthy people might only be rewarded in the most vexatious of ways in this life. These ‘rewards’ were merely reminders to refer all efforts to the higher goods, to condemn the world and seek eternal salvation through humility and virtue, maintaining hope for the beatific vision of justice in the next life. William of Malmesbury’s works offer evidence that all of these explanations are unsatisfactory and incomplete. For such an inquiring and analytical mind, vague deflection, abstract consolation, and limp and unspecific exhortation were not enough.
Before progressing to William’s works themselves, it is worth revisiting a number of significant definitions of the term fortuna as they would have been received during the twelfth century. In his compendium of rhetorical arguments, the Topica, Cicero had glossed fortune as ‘what is effected by an obscure and hidden cause’.[footnoteRef:38] Augustine struck a similar note: ‘what is commonly referred to as fortune is governed by a certain hidden order and in events we do not term anything chance unless its reason and cause are unknown’.[footnoteRef:39] Whether or not they believe it signals some murky providential order, modern scholars have tended to suppose that something was fortuna if it was effected by a cause/causes unknown to whomever was conducting an enquiry, in this case the historian himself, and likely also the affected subject.[footnoteRef:40] Boethius, however, elided fortuna with the definition of chance borrowed from Aristotle’s Physica  defining it as ‘whenever something is done for the sake of some given end, and another thing occurs, for some reason or other, different from what was intended’.[footnoteRef:41] Or, in his own words, ‘the unexpected event of concurring causes among things done for some purpose; now causes are made to concur and flow together by that order which, proceeding with inevitable connection and coming down from its source in providence, disposes all things in their proper places and times’.[footnoteRef:42] William was familiar with Boethius’ work: he explicitly mentions the De consolatione philosophiae in both the GR and Miracula sanctae Mariae virginis, and inserted into the latter a brief vita Boethii, in which he extolled the philosopher’s Catholicism.[footnoteRef:43] [38:  Cicero’s Topica was known in Middle Ages through Boethius’ commentary, In Ciceronis topica; it is not known whether William had read the work, but in his day it was a major text for the teaching of logic: Boethius, In Ciceronis Topica, trans. Eleonore Stump, Boethius’s In Ciceronis Topica (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 6. For Cicero’s definition of fortune, see: Cicero, Topica, trans. H. M. Hubbell, Cicero. On Invention. The Best Kind of Orator. Topics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1949), 425–31 (xv.58–xvii.63). A useful discussion is in Kempshall, Rhetoric and the Writing of History, 271.]  [39:  Augustine, Retractationes, trans. Mary I. Bogan, Retractions (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1968), 6–7 (i.1.2); discussed in Kempshall, Rhetoric and the Writing of History, 272–3.]  [40:  See, for instance, Bagge’s comment that William’s use of the term was closer to the classical (Ciceronian) one than might be expected: Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 129.]  [41:  Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, 387–9 (v.p1); Kempshall, Rhetoric and the Writing of History, 274. ]  [42:  Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, 388–9 (v.p1); Kempshall, Rhetoric and the Writing of History, 274.]  [43:  MV, 44 (11c). For the works William knew at first hand, see Thomson, William of Malmesbury, 202–14. GR, 282–3 (167.5–6)] 

What, for the historian, was the practical significance of Boethius’ Christianisation of the Aristotelian definition? Consider, for instance, a hypothetical battle fought on level ground between equal forces, respectively commanded by a morally upstanding lord and his immoral rival. Battle is even until an unheralded bolt of lightning strikes down the former’s troops, causing the defeat of the virtuous. In this example, the defeated survivors and any interested observer would have been able to discern the proximate cause of the loss, the lightning, which had tilted the outcome. Whether or not posterity was privy to testimony revealing the proximate causes, it must by the law of causes conclude that the ultimate cause was God, who is the ultimate cause of all things. Boethius, following Augustine, was resolute that God ‘disposes all things in their proper places and times’, that is according to His perfect justice.[footnoteRef:44] This was not a deterministic position since human agents undoubtedly retained their own free will, but rather it referred to God’s extra-temporality and thus prescience of these free choices. Accordingly, His disposition of the temporal world accounted for, but did not determine human choice. Yet the outcome of the battle sketched above seems to suggest that God had permitted an injustice to befall the moral cause. In his Liber super explanationem Lamentationum Ieremiae (Lamentationum), William made it explicit that fortuna is controlled by God through providence according to perfect justice.[footnoteRef:45] So ought human beings to have faith in God’s justice and blame inscrutability for their inability to discern why the buffeting we experience from fortune is justified? William deployed historical testimony, even material which he did not reveal to his readers, in an attempt to transcend such an admission of historiographical defeat. [44:  Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, 388–9 (v.p1).]  [45:  Lamentationum, 286–8 (iii.37–39.4).] 


Fortuna and the works of William of Malmesbury
Sometime after completion of the first editions of the GR and GP, William revised the texts and softened some of the harshest criticisms he had levelled at prominent figures.[footnoteRef:46] The survival of witnesses to the earlier versions helps to lift the veil on his construction of causal implication. At first glance some of these changes now look innocuous. We know, for example, that in his reflection on the confiscation of Archbishop Anselm’s property in the GR, William replaced the phrase ‘whirlpool of vices’ (gurges vitiorum) with an alternative, ‘hotbed of evils’ (fomes malorum).[footnoteRef:47] The former was a verbatim quotation from Cicero’s Verrines, in which context it had referred to the character of Verres’ (read William Rufus’) right-hand man, the tithe-collector Quintus Apronius (read William Warelwast, a royal clerk), who had been complicit in Verres’ ‘sacrilegious robberies’.[footnoteRef:48] With this revision, William seems to have deliberately obfuscated the accusatory secondary detail that quotation of Cicero’s invective might have intimated to a classically attuned audience. And yet, careful not to bury the truth entirely, he left a cryptic hint in the form of a surrogate formulation. Reflecting on the underlying causes of Anselm’s exile in the GP, William made another superficially innocuous change. In the original, he wrote: [46:  GP, xvi; GR, 2: xxv–xxiv.]  [47:  GR, 1: 560–1 (iv.316,).]  [48:  Cicero, Second Speech Against Verres, trans. L. H. G. Greenwood, The Verrine Orations. 2 vols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 2: 24–7 (iii.ix.22–3).] 

The king’s arrogance, and I think this was the doing of the Devil, began to rage against the archbishop, and plots were prepared against him to take effect at the next court. He undermined and thwarted them all by asking leave to go to Rome ...[footnoteRef:49] [49:  GP, 142–3 (i.50.3): ‘seuiebat, instinctu credo diaboli, contra pontificem principalis arrogantia, parabanturque in proximam curiam contra eum machinamenta. Quae omnia petendo licentiam eundi Romam quassauit et depulit.’ Author’s emphasis.] 

In other words, Rufus, tempted by the Devil, had committed a sin whose consequences would have harmed the archbishop had he not exiled himself voluntarily. When William returned to revise this passage, he excised explicit mention of Rufus’ arrogance, and instead signified it with the term fortuna:
Fortuna, and I think this was the doing of the Devil, began to rage against the archbishop, and plots were prepared against him to take effect at the next court ...[footnoteRef:50] [50:  GP, 142–3 (i.50.3), but for ‘principalis arrogantia’ read ‘fortuna’.] 

Posterity was not expected to consult these redactions side by side, but doing so lays William’s logic bare: it strongly implies that William believed that the fortuna which confronted Anselm was engendered by Rufus’ arrogance. Because Anselm existed in some state of causal proximity to the king, the king’s arrogance, a vice and hence a sin, caused Anselm to be met with the reverses of fortune. So we can tentatively pursue the possibility that for William, fortune was engendered by the habitual vice, or particular sin, of those in some degree of causal proximity to oneself.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  William also expresses this notion in GR, 1: 782–5 (439.1–4).] 

This is by no means the only instance where William used fortuna in lieu of listing detailed, sinful proximate causes of which he was patently aware. We can say with confidence that William was often party to more detailed proximate causal information than his works present in any given instance. For example, the prelude to Anselm’s travails is also treated in the GR, where the king, stubborn in his vice, refuses Anselm’s moderating counsel. Yet in contrast with the GP, the GR provides a more proximate cause of the reverses – it states that they were effected by the inconstancy of England’s other bishops.[footnoteRef:52] From context we can infer that after Rufus’ vice had set fortune in train, the bishops had turned with it, an image William deployed explicitly in order to describe the circumstances of a similar but unrelated episode in the GP.[footnoteRef:53] We can assume that the bishops would not have ostracised Anselm at that moment had the king not been so arrogant, yet proximately it was their active complicity with this sin which forced the archbishop into exile. If we turn our attention further up the causal chain to consider the proximate causes of the king’s arrogant behaviour, we can see that the GP cites ‘the doing of the Devil’: that is, the temptation that vice can bring greater or more immediate reward than virtue.[footnoteRef:54] The GR instead highlights a wave of foreign effeminacy which swept the king’s court.[footnoteRef:55] However, neither of these can be considered as culpable for engendering Anselm’s fortuna as Rufus himself. He had caused the more proximate causes by failing to develop his faculties of reason, which ought to have told him to reject them. Therefore, the bishops deserved a measure of censure for propagating an injustice, but the nexus of injustice was, unambiguously, the king.  [52:  GR, 1: 560–1 (iv.315).]  [53:  For the similar usage, GP, 508–13 (v.192), at 508–11 (192.2).]  [54:  GP, 142–3 (i.50.3): ‘instinctu ... diaboli’.]  [55:  GR, 1: 558–61 (iv.314.4–5),.] 

William’s inconsistency in the presentation of proximate causes also reveals itself in his account of the dispute which broke out in 1083 between Abbot Thurstan and the monks at Glastonbury.[footnoteRef:56] As Paul Hayward has amply demonstrated, there can be little doubt that William omitted different pieces of information from his three separate explanations in the GR, GP and De antiquitate Glastonie (DAG).[footnoteRef:57] In the DAG, William attributed the dispute to the abbot’s attempted introduction of a foreign chant, while in the GP the culprit is the abbot’s mismanagement of house resources as betrayed by a parsimonious attitude to matters of communal wellbeing and grandiose outward vanity.[footnoteRef:58] The GR’s causal prelude to the dispute is rather more elegant, as there William simply remarks that ‘the roll of fortune’s dice is determined by uncertain throws’,[footnoteRef:59] that is to say the communal hope of teleological progress had been met by unexpected circumstances with unanticipated consequences. From this statement alone it can be deduced that the sin of someone in causal proximity to the house had rolled the dice, had engendered fortuna’s intervention. The unexpected circumstance in this case, that which caused the throw of the dice, was the abbot’s sinful character. The unexpected consequence, the outcome of the roll, was the dispute, which might have tempted those brethren whose reason and grasp of virtue were still immature to turn with fortune. In so doing, they would propagate sin’s corruption and recede from their telos. Those monks who would not go with fortune would instead resist it, and attempt to restore justice, that key to the monastic ideal embodied in the manifestation of what was, on the authority of Gregory the Great, the final, best, and highest of Augustine’s three ways of living, the contemplative life.[footnoteRef:60] Those brethren [56:  Discussed in Hayward, ‘Importance of Being Ambiguous’, 88–90.]  [57:  Hayward, ‘Importance of Being Ambiguous’, 88–90.]  [58:  DAG, 156–8 (78); GP, 308–11 (91.4)..]  [59:  GR, 1: 498–9 (iii.270): ‘quia alea fortunae incertis iactibus volvitur’.]  [60:  Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job, trans. J. Bliss, Morals on the Book of Job. 3 vols (Oxford: Library of the Fathers, 1843–50), 1: 359–60 (vi.37.59). For the Augustinian background, see also: Augustine, City of God, 879–81 (xix.19).] 

after verbal conflicts had recourse to arms. Obliged to take refuge in their church, they were lamenting their wretchedness to the altar, when knights burst in; two monks were killed, 14 wounded and the rest driven out, for the rage of the soldiery had left even the figure of the Crucified bristling with arrows. Discredited by the guilt for this outrage, the abbot spent the remainder of the king’s lifetime in exile ...[footnoteRef:61] [61:  GR, 1: 498–9 (iii.270): ‘post verborum lites ad arma ventum sit. Coacti ergo intra aecclesiam monachi sancto altari miserias suas ingemebant, sed irrumpentibus militibus duo ex eis interfecti, quattuordecim vulnerati, ceteri repulsi; nam et furor militum etiam crucifixum sagittis inhorrere fecerat. Huius noxae crimine infamatus abbas tota vita regis exilio deportatus est.’] 

Contingency encouraged the resistive monks into a more active existence, with which they were not habitually acquainted.[footnoteRef:62] Unattuned to the active life, or even the mixed active-contemplative life, their understanding of what proximate end might best serve the good they willed, justice, was imperfect.[footnoteRef:63] Thus they unwittingly rejected the most moral solution: continued verbal petition to a higher arbiter, whether that be the king, God via prayer, or ideally both.[footnoteRef:64] William had elsewhere described how King Henry I, when pondering whether it would be justified to wage war against his brother and instigator of disorder, Robert Curthose, had relied on the judgement of a higher authority external to the potentially blinding turbidity of fortune: [62:  On necessity rendering the regression from the contemplative to active way of living acceptable in some circumstances, see Gregory the Great, Homilies on Ezekiel, trans. Theodosia Tomkinson, The Homilies of Gregory the Great on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel. 2nd edn. (Etna: Center for Traditionalist Orthodox Studies, 1990), 287–8 (2.2.11).]  [63:  By contrast, in the conclusion of the GR, William praises Robert of Gloucester for having mastered the middle of Augustine’s three ways, the ‘mixed active-contemplative life’, see: GR, 1: 798–9 (v.447). For discussion of this point, see Weiler, ‘William of Malmesbury on Kingship’, 13. For a further useful example of how fortune’s reverses might render good action difficult to discern, see Weiler, ‘Royal Justice and Royal Virtue’, 324.]  [64:  On the course of action Augustine had proscribed in such a situation, see John Langan, ‘The Elements of St Augustine’s Just War Theory’, Journal of Religious Ethics 12, no. 1 (1984): 19–38 (22–3).] 

The public interest, the cause of duty, would have retired defeated by his [King Henry’s] observance of the ties of blood, had not Pope Paschal, as the story goes, sent him a letter urging him in his uncertainty to act, with all his vigorous eloquence maintaining that it would be no civil war, but a historic deliverance to be unreservedly praised by his country.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  GR, 1: 722–3 (v.398.3–4): ‘profecto commune commodum et pietas privatae necessitudinis intuitu terga dedisset, nisi, ut aiunt, Paschalis apostolicus dubitantem ad opus epistolis impelleret, asseverans facundia qua vigebat non fore civile bellum sed preclare patriae predicandum emolumentum.’ In fact, this letter might have been nothing more than a rumour; see GR, 2: 361.] 

By contrast, the resistive monks of Glastonbury, because they resorted to arms without first having sought the arbitration of a higher authority, had acted contrary to the standards of just aggression defined by patristic authority, and so committed themselves to sin.[footnoteRef:66] It seems, then, that the literal damage to Glastonbury’s figure of Christ allegorically signifies the spiritual injury that improper response to fortuna, whether well-intentioned or not, wrought on the souls of the living body of Christ.[footnoteRef:67] The monks faltered, but most blame falls upon Abbot Thurstan, for his sin had instigated the whole affair. This episode reiterates that for William, with great agency came great moral responsibility. [66:  Langan, ‘St Augustine’s Just War Theory’, 22–3.]  [67:  On community as the living body of Christ in William’s work, see S.O. Sønnesyn, ‘Cultivation of Unity’, 167–87.] 

In the GR, GP, and Historia, William always signalled who he believed was the major cause of particular occurrences of fortuna. That is, he always identified who was most responsible for its reverses, and what they had done to justify God’s disposition of events. Yet there is an element here by which William considered those ostensible innocents whom fortune affected as having somehow assented to the sins of those with whom they were causally linked.[footnoteRef:68] For instance, as we saw above, King Henry I was granted papal dispensation to wage a just war against Robert Curthose. Thereafter, Henry entered Normandy and achieved great successes against those forces loyal to his brother. However, in the process he freed his friend Robert Fitz Hamon by burning the town of Bayeux and its cathedral.[footnoteRef:69] It need not be the case that the fault for this particular sin passed along the causal chain to the pope, since through his own free will Henry had deviated from the just end which the pope had approved. Henry’s sin was very much his own. Yet William, as he narrated losses incurred during the campaign, explained how it was not only Henry whom God exposed to unpredictable mutability on account of that particular transgression: [68:  The assent to the sins of others became a major canonical and theological issue later in the twelfth century, as some argued, citing Rom. 1:32, that it was legitimate to impose temporal penalties on ‘innocents’ as punishment for the sins of their fathers/leaders; eventually the temporal penalty was strengthened to a perpetual one imposed by the Interdict, the excommunication of ‘innocents’ for passively assenting to the sins of others: Peter D. Clark, The Interdict in the Thirteenth Century: a Question of Collective Guilt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 29–49, but note Clark has only traced the origins of this thought as far back as the normative theology of Rolandus, c.1150.]  [69:  GR, 1: 722–3 (v.398.4)..] 

[During the campaign] Robert Fitz Hamon was wounded on the temple with a pike and lost his reason, surviving some considerable time in a state of dotage. They say he deserved his punishment, because in order to set him free King Henry burnt the town of Bayeux with its principal church; but both, we hope, were permitted to earn absolution: the king magnificently restored the damaged church, and Robert by his patronage raised to remarkable eminence the abbey of Tewkesbury, whose splendid buildings and devoted monks dazzle the eyes and charm the heart of their visitors.[footnoteRef:70] [70:  GR, 1: 722–3 (v.398.4): ‘preterea Rodbertum filium Haimonis, qui conto ictus timpora hebetatusque ingenio, non pauco tempore quasi captus mente supervixit. Merito multatum ferunt. quod eius liberandi causa rex Henricus Baiocas civitatem cum principali aecclesia ignibus absumpserit. Sed utrique, ut speramus purgabile fuit; nam et detrimenta aecclesiae rex mirifice resarciuit, et Rotbertus monasterium Theokesberiae suo favore non facile memoratu quantum exaltavit, ubi et edifitiorum decor et monachorum caritas aduentantiam rapit oculos et allicit animos.’] 

Here William intimates that Robert Fitz Hamon needed to seek absolution for what was ostensibly the king’s sin. In other words, Robert had causally assented to Henry’s sin, even if he was only passively complicit in the sinful event itself. If, as William hoped, both men’s sins were eventually absolved, then absolution did little, or else came too late, to save Robert Fitz Hamon from fortuna’s unpredictable temporal penalty.
The GR’s next passage confirms that the visitations of fortune enacted by Henry’s transgression were still prompting reverses come the time of his famous victory at Tinchebray, a year and a half later:
To make good these losses, fortune put the finishing touch to the war without bloodshed, and when his brother advanced against him with a far from negligible force, accompanied by William of Mortain and Robert of Bellême, she delivered them without effort into his [the king’s] hand.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  GR, 1: 722–3 (v.398.5): ‘Horum dispendium ut fortuna sarciret, summam manum incruente bello imposuit, venientumque contra se cum non contempnenda manu fratrem et Willelmum comitem Moretolii et Rotbertum Belesmi ditioni eius facili opera contradidit’ (author’s emphasis). See also: GR, 2: 362-3 (v398.5), and note that the uncertainty in the commentary over how to interpret this passage is resolved if we recall Henry’s anxiety concerning the sinfulness of waging a war against those of his own blood. Even though William had endeavoured to assure his readers that the king had authority from the pope to stop Robert Curthose, this formulation is insurance against any who might doubt the veracity of the pope’s letter. It is made explicit that Henry avoided the conflict becoming a Lucanian ‘bellum plus quam civilia’, a worse than civil war, by avoiding the spilling of his brother’s blood. ] 

To borrow one of William’s own metaphors, Henry’s sinful burning of Bayeux spun fortune’s wheel, and for a time the consequences proved disadvantageous. Eventually though, after a turn, it delivered him the victory he had desired in a manner that avoided the spilling of fraternal blood. With this last detail, William double-insured Henry against the charges of any who doubted the veracity of the purported papal letter authorising royal action against Robert Curthose.[footnoteRef:72] William felt it was imperative to pre-empt any suggestion that Henry’s conduct at Tinchebray had constituted a mortal sin. He also endeavoured to explain how fortune could have been allowed to benefit a king who had razed a cathedral. As he wrestled with what some would otherwise have regarded as irreconcilables, he had to hint that whatever ill the English had recently wrought on Normandy, the Normans had done worse on both sides of the Channel, and but for the English would still be doing so. He mused that perhaps the outcome ‘was a judgement of providence that Normandy should submit to England on the very day [40 years prior] on which the Norman host had once arrived to conquer her’.[footnoteRef:73] [72:  See note 65 above.]  [73:  GR, 1: 722–5 (v.398.5): ‘provido forsitan Dei iuditio ut eo die subderetur Anglie Normannia quo ad eam subiugandam olim venerat Normannorum copia’.] 

William took the principle that fortune had its proper causes very seriously. He did not always present its proximate causes to his readers because those were relative minutiae which could be signified by the term fortuna itself. Instead, he signposted those whom he predominantly blamed for engendering it in each significant instance, and identified which particular sin or habit of vice he deemed had been responsible. That its effects were also visited upon recipients who existed in some degree of causal proximity to the sinner implicated them in assenting to that sin.[footnoteRef:74] In this way, William could justify how God might fairly visit fortune’s reverses on those who were not principally responsible for setting them in train. Beyond this, its vexatious distribution of advantages and disadvantages was less easy to justify, and here there is the sense that William countenanced that it might depend on the son/follower’s assent to or emulation of their father/leader’s sins. He explicitly linked the son’s fortuna with the circumstances of the father in his Lamentationum.[footnoteRef:75] William could also have turned to any number of scriptural precedents justifying the temporal visitation of the father’s sins upon the son: this lay behind his attempt to rationalise the outcome at Tinchebray. When the testimony to support these explanations was not forthcoming he could castigate the past; not only for bygone transgressions, but also for his forebears’ failings to commit deeds both good and bad to the historical record. He conveys this frustration in the prologue to the third book of the Historia: [74:  This might be linked with the traditional notion that a kingdom’s subjects emulated their ruler’s conduct, on which see Weiler, ‘William of Malmesbury on Kingship’, 12. However, it might also signal developments in thought, traditionally understood to have emerged no later than the mid-twelfth century, pertaining to the seriousness of mere assent to the sins of others, on which see note 68 above.]  [75:  Lamentationum,113–14 (I.13).] 

I am undertaking to unravel the trackless maze of events and occurrences that befell in England, with the aim that posterity should not be ignorant of these matters through our lack of care, it being worthwhile to learn the changefulness of fortune and the mutability of the human lot, by God’s permission or bidding. Therefore, as we men of the present day severely and rightly blame our predecessors, who since Bede have left no record of themselves and their doings, I, who have set myself to remove this disgrace from us, may fairly claim the kindly favour of my readers if they judge alright.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  Author’s emphasis. Historia, 80–1 (iii, prologue): ‘inextricabilem laberinthum rerum et negotiorum quae acciderunt in Anglia aggredior evoluere; ea causa, ne per nostram incuriam lateat posteros, cum sit opere pretium cognoscere volubilitatem fortunae statusque humani mutabilitatem, Deo dumtaxat permittente vel iubente. Itaque quia moderni non mediocriter et merito reprehendunt predecessores nostros, qui nec sui nec suorum post Bedam ullam reliquerunt memoriam, ego, qui a nobis hanc proposui summouere infamiam, debeo apud lectores bona, si recte iudicabunt, pacisci gratiam.’] 

William needed to understand how and why the fortune of his own time had been justly disposed according to what had happened in the past. In turn, it was incumbent on him as a moral person to record the vices and virtues of his own age for the benefit of his successors, whose own forensic endeavours would otherwise be defeated by the paucity of testimony. It was worthwhile to learn how fortune operated because such an understanding might be used to alert those possessing agency to the collateral damage that their sins could wreak on their communities, whose passive assent exposed them to the resultant reverses. An individual’s response to reverses tended to prove harmful to their soul. While not every course of response propagated further sin, these were often the moments when ethical missteps could most easily prove injurious to the salvific balance sheet. Sometimes the causal chain linking a particular sin and the consequent fortuna was fairly immediate and direct. At other times, a sin and the temporal occurrence of its resultant fortune were separated by time and/or place. God did not forget, and at some point fortune would be visited upon the sinner, and those causally connected to him or her, perhaps even across generations. For William fortune was, on balance, severely detrimental to the teleological advancement of a community. The forensic identification of who had engendered it, and through what moral failing, was paramount.

The utility of fortuna: praise and blame
Fortune’s demonstrative utility follows naturally from the above. Those who were most responsible for engendering fortuna made themselves the worthiest of reproach. The culprits were usually leaders, either secular or religious, who wielded causal agency over vast numbers of people. Those who remained connected to a transgressive individual assented to that transgressor’s sins, even if there was little they could have done about it in practice.[footnoteRef:77] When it became apparent that William Rufus would not reform, Anselm availed himself of praise by withdrawing into exile, removing himself from England’s causal nexus. The militant monks of Glastonbury who resisted Abbot Thurstan’s sin deserved a mixture of praise and blame. By the nature of their past actions and present status they assented to the abbot’s sins and so offended God. The shortcomings of human prescience might largely have excused them from censure on this count. However, when they experienced fortune’s reverses they tried to atone by resisting sin’s disfigurement of justice. Their response proved rather more grave, since, being habitually unacquainted with the active life, they committed a further, and in William’s judgement less easily excused ethical misstep, and so deserved renewed castigation for making a bad situation worse. King Henry deserved no blame for instigating his Norman campaign since, unlike Glastonbury’s monks, his was an authorised pursuit of just violence. Nevertheless, his transgressive and unauthorised diversion to Bayeux set fortune in train. Accounting for the direction and magnitude of reverses demanded broader analysis of Henry and other individuals’ past failings. Henry’s friends deserved their fate because they had assented to his atrocity at Bayeux, while the Norman rebels had their assent to the sins of William the Conqueror and Curthose to blame for their own defeat. [77:  For William’s comments on sins of circumstantial necessity, and the hope that with God’s grace he might eliminate them, see Lamentationum, 186 (II.4.8): ‘Do I accuse God, who orders me to resist, and thunders threats if I do not obey – yet does not vouchsafe the power to resist? Far be it from me! Rather I blame myself . . . I should therefore ask God, the merciful and omnipotent, who has by His grace granted me the ability to wish for good in some way or other, to grant me in addition fully to desire it and fully to effect it.’] 

Perhaps William’s most succinct expression of the blame warranted by those who engender fortune is his short reflection on the reign and death of king Æthelbald of Mercia (d. 757):
Æthelbald governed in profound peace for a long period – 41 years; but at last he spun (volvit) fortune’s wheel, and his subjects put him to death. The man responsible, Beornred, has left nothing worthy of remark, except that he was soon killed by Offa, and met an end worthy of his treachery.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Author’s emphasis. GR, 114–15 (i.79).] 

The motif of a human being spinning the wheel of fortune himself is extremely rare and perhaps unique to William in the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:79] Usually, the wheel either turns innately, or else by is turned by crank by the metaphorical goddess herself. William’s idiosyncratic expression perfectly captures his epistemological confidence in being able to determine fortune’s causes. He also appended a papal legate’s letter that castigated the king for his adultery – which presumably had been the culpable vice in this instance. The letter lists the many praiseworthy and just deeds which Æthelbald had brought to pass, but also reminds the king how his sins might prejudice the peace which he had endeavoured so tirelessly to cultivate. The insinuation seems to be that it was Æthelbald himself who had metaphorically gambled with the kingdom’s collective currency – currency that he himself had done so much to accrue. Fortune’s wheel does not rotate innately and arbitrarily, ironically slapping human beings down at whim, but rather according to us, according to our actions, at the level of the individual, as God sees that we deserve. [79:  For the possible uniqueness of William’s iteration of fortune’s wheel, which never features in surveys of wheel imagery employed during the High Middle Ages, see, for example, Charles M. Radding, ‘Fortune and Her Wheel: the Meaning of a Medieval Symbol’, Mediaevistik 5 (1992): 127–38.] 

	William undoubtedly invoked fortuna as a means to castigate rulers both secular and religious. Yet he also praised men like Anselm who withdrew and so avoided assenting to the sins of those around them. This has parallels with the fundamental basis of the contemplative life: voluntary detachment from worldly sin. Because turning from the world often led the individual into communal monasteries, the contemplative life remained especially vulnerable to fortuna instigated by the sins of other cloistered brethren. William was resolute that the isolation of a monastic community was predicated on the moral rectitude of the house’s mediator with the world, the abbot. Faltering abbots like Thurstan of Glastonbury drew the traps and temptations of the outside world into the house. Yet, on the contrary, a sufficiently moral abbot might not necessarily err, and their good works might wholly negate any taint of the sin experienced in contact with the world. William praised the ancient abbot of Malmesbury, Aldhelm, for having achieved such a feat:
The monastery of Meldunum grew apart from the whirligig of fortune, but often risked ruin, were it not for the saint’s [Abbot Aldhelm’s] help.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  GP, 578–9 (v.232.1–2): ‘volubilitate fortunae cenobium Meldunense excreverit, plerumque etiam, nisi sanctus auxilium porrexisset, pessumierit.’ I have adapted Winterbottom’s translation better to reflect the sense of the verb ‘excreverit’.] 

This reflection also distils the reason why William assigned such importance to the restoration of abbatial independence.[footnoteRef:81] When, in 1140, Malmesbury’s electoral privileges were finally reinstated, William praised any who might, in future, maintain ‘the freedom of the Church’, but reserved especial praise for those who had delivered it from its prior ‘servitude’ to the sins of others.[footnoteRef:82] [81:  For William’s most explicit treatment, see Historia, 70–1 (ii.35).]  [82:  Historia, 70–1 (ii.35), ‘libertatem aecclesiae’, ‘servitute’.] 

Praise and blame were always relative. Bagge perhaps overplayed the extent to which, following the Angevins’ setback in 1141, William abandoned a providential model in favour of explanation predicated on fortune. In fact, William’s use of fortuna to describe Robert’s capture remained wholly faithful to the holistic model of historical causation that he had first consigned to writing during the 1120s in both the GR and GP. He adhered to precisely the same causal model in the Historia from the very outset: Books I and II, for instance, recount reverses of fortuna engendered by the sinful actions of Henry I, the would-be heir William Adelin, Roger of Salisbury and his son Roger le Poer, Stephen, and even Julius Caesar.[footnoteRef:83] The last leads into a carefully managed comparison of Caesar with the Angevin commander Earl Robert of Gloucester: [83:  Historia, 6 (i.2), 10 (i.3), 32 (i.18), 38 (i.19), 46 (ii.23), 60 (ii.31), 68 (ii.34).] 

Did it not seem flattery, I would say that he [Robert] was not unequal, at any rate in spirit, to Julius Caesar ... [but] Julius, having no part in the true faith, rested his hopes on his fortune, as he said, and the valour of his legions. Robert, distinguished for his Christian piety, entirely relied on the aid of the Holy Spirit and Our Blessed Lady, Mary.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Historia, 60–1 (ii.31): ‘Dicerem, nisi adulatio videretur, non imparem fuisse Iulio Cesari dumtaxat animo ... Iulius enim, verae fidei extorris, in fortuna sua, ut dicebat, et legionum virtute spem reclinabat. Rotbertus, Christiana pietate insignis, in Sancti Spiritus et dominae sanctae Mariae patrocinio totus pendulus erat.’] 

William’s narrative elaborated on this comparison well into Book III. Alongside further similitudes, William portrayed Robert crossing a metaphorical swollen Rubicon, the flooded River Trent.[footnoteRef:85] Bagge suggested that this portion of the text must, on this evidence, have been written before Robert’s capture at Stockbridge.[footnoteRef:86] On the contrary, there was hardly a need to have abandoned the comparison. Robert, like Caesar, was eventually let down by his compatriots in government. There can be little doubt that William pinned the blame for the fortuna which characterised Robert’s capture on the Empress Matilda and others of her immediate retinue. Even if William already knew about the defeat at Stockbridge, then continuing the Caesarean comparison into Book III only emphasised the earlier point – that Robert was Caesar’s moral superior. The ides of March had been engendered by Caesar’s own immoral tyranny, yet Robert faced his eventual reverse because circumstance had subordinated him, after the victory he had won at Lincoln, to a leader less moral than he: [85:  Historia, 84–7 (iii.43). ]  [86:  Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 122.] 

It is well established that, if other members [i.e. the empress and her retinue] had trusted his restraint and wisdom, they would not afterwards have endured such a turn of ill-fortune.[footnoteRef:87] [87:  Historia, 96–7 (iii.52): ‘Statisque constat quod, si eius moderationi et sapientiae a suis esset creditum, non tam sinistrum postea sensissent aleae casum.’ Note that ‘ill-fortune’ is not translated from fortuna, but aleae casum, meaning, poetically, ‘unexpected outcome’.] 

In the Historia, fortune never befalls the Angevins, whether for immediate advantage or disadvantage, while Robert of Gloucester remains in full command. As soon as Matilda takes effective command after Lincoln, the seeds of vice are sown as illustrated by her obstinacy in dealing with the Londoners and others who had been loyal to Stephen.[footnoteRef:88] William remarked of her quarrels that ‘I may truly call [these] the origin of all the evils that followed in England.’[footnoteRef:89] In William’s estimation, England had found someone who combined Caesar’s effectiveness with an upstanding Christian moral piety. The tragedy was that arbitrary convention precluded merit – for the empress was legitimate, not Robert – and so the nation had started slipping back into the abyss. The sense emerges that the conventions of succession themselves slipped towards William’s crosshairs, but that true to his moral framework he remained focussed on denouncing those individuals whom the prevailing system had empowered: the empress and the figure who has been considered the ‘hero of the Historia’, Henry I.[footnoteRef:90] William was resolute that it was King Henry’s actions that had prejudiced the magnates’ oaths of loyalty to Matilda and compromised her moral education, for it was the king’s disastrous decision to send her abroad at a young age to marry an emperor whose arrogance was so brazen that he would commission violence against the pope himself.[footnoteRef:91] The GR had ended with parallel accounts of Henry’s two legitimate children, and the king’s insistence that they would discharge political functions from a young age.[footnoteRef:92] In William’s view this was akin to placing the cart before the horse, as they were being granted vast agency before they received the requisite moral education and advanced into ‘maturer years’.[footnoteRef:93] Sin was the inevitable consequence. The GR relates how fortuna thus visited its disastrous reverse on the White Ship, while the Historia, which always circulated with and was intended to follow on from the earlier work, expounded on how England had continued to reap what King Henry had sown.[footnoteRef:94] [88:  Historia, 96–9 (iii.52–3).]  [89:  Historia, 98–9 (iii.53): ‘verae possum dicere fomitem omnium malorum rursum in Anglia fuisse’.]  [90:  I have slightly paraphrased this quote, but for the argument that Henry I is one of the two ‘heroes of the Historia’, see Weiler, ‘Royal Justice and Royal Virtue’, 320.]  [91:  On Roger of Salisbury’s claim that his oath to Matilda was released owing to Henry’s choice to betroth her to the emperor, see Historia, 10–11 (i.3). On the emperor’s immorality, see GR, 1: 762–5 (v.420).]  [92:  GR, 1: 758–65 (v.419–20).]  [93:  On Rufus’s moral immaturity bringing down fortuna’s reverses upon him, see GR, 1: 542–5 (iv.305), ‘aetatem maturiorem’.]  [94:  GR, 1: 758–63 (v.419).] 

The burden of rule, even for the legitimate, was too much to bear without the safeguards of maturity and a sound moral education. Maturity and learnedness were the very values which William most repeatedly praised in Robert of Gloucester.[footnoteRef:95] Even the letters and dedicatory preface appended to the GR a decade before Stephen’s reign attest that William’s longstanding judgement of Matilda and Robert had changed little in the interim.[footnoteRef:96] There, in the private letter to the empress, William calls upon her to take ethical learning seriously, as her mother had done.[footnoteRef:97] The public prefatory dedication to Robert had no need of such a call, for not only did he emulate his royal forebears’ virtues, whilst shunning their vices, but outdid all in moral learning, including his father King Henry.[footnoteRef:98] For William, human justice decreed that Matilda was the legitimate ruler of England, but the course of events had revealed that it was Robert who had steered closer to the objective standards of divine, absolute justice. The tragedy was that human justice compelled those closer to absolute justice to do its bidding. Divine truth revealed itself through providence and fortuna, that is through physics, which left ethics tasked to accommodate this revelation in its prescribed ordering of human habit. The deliberative message of the Historia, therefore, is that titular legitimacy without merit is as good as worthless. [95:  GR, 1: 10–13 (ep.iii); 798–801 (v.446–8).]  [96:  The letter to the empress was contemporary with the first version of the GR, the T version, written in or just after 1124: GR, 2: xvii. The letter to Robert was possibly written slightly later, features in the C and B versions, and eventually became the pubic preface of the final polished work in c.1134, but the GR editors speculate it may also have been written in 1124–5: GR, 2: 6–7.]  [97:  GR, 1: 6–9 (ep.ii.4–7).]  [98:  GR, 1: 10–11 (ep.iii.2).] 

This point is made particularly sharply in the Historia’s final passages. After Robert’s freedom is exchanged for the king’s own, the perils of subordination to the immoral empress confront the Angevins yet again. Robert is asked to travel overseas to procure the military support of the count of Anjou, the empress’ second husband, but objects citing the possible reverses this course of action might engender. His advice falls on deaf ears, and he is overruled, so ‘deferring at last to the unanimous wish of all’, he begins the dangerous journey.[footnoteRef:99] As he sets sail across the English Channel, the fortune he had warned of confronts his fleet, as a storm suddenly blows up.[footnoteRef:100] Literalising the ‘ocean of this world’ metaphor in this fashion implies that the empress’ sinful imprudence ‘caused’ God to effect, whether actively or permissively, the storm which imperilled the whole endeavour.[footnoteRef:101] Robert himself is spared by God, but the expedition loses several ships.[footnoteRef:102] As he proceeds with his duty, he is met by the selfish pretexts of Count Geoffrey. In spite of his best efforts, he is able to secure nothing more than the accompaniment of Matilda’s son Henry – then but a young boy. Nevertheless, his assigned duty discharged and the freedom of his leadership restored, he resolves to return at once to England and renew his sister’s cause. William’s description of the return journey drives home the point at the centre of this article: that with liberty from the sins of others, and individual moral rectitude, fortuna will not intervene in one’s pursuit of good ends referred to God: [99:  Historia, 124–5 (iii.73): ‘favens tandem omnium unanimi voluntati’.]  [100:  Historia, 124–5 (iii.74). ]  [101:  Elsewhere William reflects directly on this metaphor: Lamentationum, 106–7 (i.11.10).]  [102:  Historia, 124–5 (iii.74). ] 

God of his grace showed signal favour to his dutiful intention, so that of such great a number of ships not one wavered from its course but all cleft calm seas either side by side or in orderly line ahead. Nor did the billows assail the ships with fury, but escorted them like an attentive retinue, the way in which the look of the sea is wont to be most pleasant, when the waves glide gently up and play against the shores. So the happy craft entered Wareham harbour ...[footnoteRef:103] [103:  Historia, 128–9 (iii.76): ‘piae voluntati Deus per suam gratiam egregie favit ut nulla e tanto numero navium longius evagaretur, sed omnes, vel pariter iunctis lateribus vel leniter unae ante alias progressae, placida sulcarent maria. Nec vero violentia fluctuum navigia impetebat, sed quodam famulatu prosequebatur; sicut aspectus maris solet esse gratissimus, cum placidis allisa lapsibus alludit unda littoribus. In portum ergo Warham delatae’.] 


Conclusion
The originality of William’s providential expression has often been misconstrued as unorthodoxy. In his estimation, the course of human history was not dominated by inanimate chance or intractable divine judgements, but rather by people’s mostly well-meaning pursuit of what, until then, had been an imperfect way of life. Crucially, he realised that the criteria of imperfection were not defined by human justice or even by prevailing ethical precepts. The elements of life that were offensive to God’s absolute justice could be recognised by studying the pattern of fortuna’s intervention in the world. And so not only did every problem have a moral solution, but, and by definition more consequentially, every problem had a moral cause.[footnoteRef:104] The future need not ask how best to cope with fortune’s reveres, but rather how best to prevent them. [104:  For the assertion that every problem had a moral solution, see Bagge, ‘Ethics, Politics, and Providence’, 130.] 

William was perhaps the first to unravel God’s cosmic rationality in this way. He was, at any rate, the first in England to use fortuna to help make narrative sense of empirical testimony on a national scale. His forensic keenness developed Boethius’ abstract precepts into something far more practical, with electrifying consequences. Where Boethius and others had seen only a morass of intractable fortune, William pinned specific reverses on the specific individuals whose sins had chiefly caused them. This involved no dichotomy between immanent justice and fortuna – the latter was immanent justice and William could prove it. Yet simultaneously, his model exposed the shortcomings of the ordeal as it reminded that God was at liberty to dispense immanent justice for any number of sins which the accused had assented to or committed. Where human justice prosecuted for one crime, God saw and prosecuted for any number – sins which it might take a historian’s forensic hindsight to identify. This conceptualisation of fortune helped to assert, rather than deny, the compatibility of individual and communal divine justice.
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