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Background information


In 1170, Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, was murdered in his own cathedral by four of 
King Henry II’s armed knights.  In the twelfth century, the Church was very important.  Priests, monks, 
bishops and archbishops were educated churchmen and wrote most of the books.  There was often 
a struggle between the power of the Church and the power of the King.  This was especially the case 
between Henry II and Thomas Becket.  Henry appointed his friend Thomas Becket to be Archbishop of 
Canterbury, the head of the Church in England.  Henry hoped this would increase his own power over 
the Church.  Instead, their friendship came to an end and the two became bitter enemies.  


A stained glass window in Canterbury Cathedral showing King Henry II and Archbishop 
Becket.


In this paper you will investigate King Henry II’s character and his quarrel with Becket and show your 
understanding of the way historians work when they try to reconstruct the past.
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Turn over     


Source A: From a history textbook, published in 2008.


Henry got his friend Thomas Becket appointed as Archbishop of Canterbury, putting him 
in charge of religion in England.  Unfortunately for the King, Becket took his new job very 
seriously indeed.  He stopped getting drunk, chasing women and wearing fancy clothes.  
He started to wear an itchy, goat-hair shirt, slept on the hard stone floor and spent hours 
every day praying.


Source B:  A conversation between Henry and Becket from A Life of Thomas Becket, completed in 
1176.  It was written by a monk who had been told about the conversation by Becket.


Henry II: I have raised you from nothing and poverty to one of the highest positions in 
England.  After all I have done for you, how can you be so ungrateful and disobey my orders?


Thomas Becket: I am aware of all that has been done for me, not just by you, but also by 
God.  However, as the Bible says, ‘We ought to obey God rather than men’.


Henry II: I don’t want a lecture from you: you are the son of one of my peasants!


Thomas Becket: True, I am not of royal birth; but then, neither was St Peter*. 


*St Peter – the first head of the Christian Church
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Source C:  


Source removed due to copyright restrictions


Source D:  From A History of England 1066–1198 written c1200 by William of Newburgh, a priest.


The King was annoyed by complaints from bishops who supported him and had been 
punished by Becket.  He grew extremely angry and lost control of himself in the heat of the 
moment.  His words were full of rage against Becket and were not wise.  Four of the King’s 
knights, full of their enthusiasm to please him, rushed off to stop Becket opposing the King.


Source E:  From a letter to an archbishop written by Peter of Blois in 1177.  Blois was a priest who 
supported King Henry.


You asked me about the death of the saintly Thomas Becket.  I say, as God is my witness, that 
I believe that the King was in no way guilty of his death.  Churchmen who have investigated 
the matter have confirmed his innocence and will tell you that certain knights in his court 
were totally responsible.


Source F:  From an eyewitness account of the murder of Becket in 1170.  It was written ten years 
later, by Edward Grim, a priest who tried to prevent the murder.


The archbishop entered the cathedral and the priests went to lock its doors, to protect 
Becket from the attackers.  Becket ordered that the doors be kept open, saying ‘It is not right 
to turn a house of prayer into a fortress’.  Immediately four knights entered the cathedral 
with swords in their hands.  


The knights called out ‘Where is Thomas Becket, traitor to the King?’ In a clear voice Becket 
answered ‘I am here, not a traitor to the King, just a priest’.  


Then the knights tried to pull and drag Becket so they could kill him outside the cathedral.  
But when he pushed them away, they attacked him and cut his head open.  I was the only 
one to stay close to the archbishop and held him in my arms.
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Source G:  A painting from a book handwritten by monks in the fifteenth century.  It shows the 
murder of Becket in 1170.


Source H:  From Lionheart and Lackland by Frank McLynn, published in 2007.  Here he is writing 
about Henry II.


Henry liked to appear generous in public and gave large amounts of money to the poor.  
He could appear polite, patient and understanding.  This was a mask under which very dark 
forces were hidden.  The one thing he could not stand was opposition to his will.  His angry 
outbursts could be volcanic and close to madness.  He would often roll around on the floor 
screaming and yelling.  On one occasion he tore the straw from his mattress and chewed it.
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BLANK PAGE


Edexcel, a product of Pearson Education Limited, gratefully acknowledges the following sources used in the preparation of 
this paper:


Background Information Image: © Sonia Halliday Photographs
Source H: From Lionheart and Lackland: King Richard, King John and The wars of Conquest by Frank McLynn, published by 
Jonathan Cape. Reprinted by permission of the Random House Group Limited.


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. 
Edexcel, a product of Pearson Education Ltd. will, if notified, be happy to rectify any errors or omissions and include any 
such rectifications in future editions.
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Answer ALL questions.

Look carefully at the background information and Sources A to H in the Sources Booklet 
and then answer Questions 1 to 5 which follow.

1 Study Source A.

 What can you learn from Source A about Thomas Becket?
(6)
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2 Study Source B.

 What impression does the author try to give about the relationship between 
Thomas Becket and King Henry II?  Explain your answer, using Source B.
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(Total for Question 2 = 8 marks)
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3 Study Sources C, D and E.

 How far do Sources C, D and E suggest that Henry was to blame for Becket’s death? 
Explain your answer, using these sources.
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*P39342A01216*

*5 Study Source H and use your own knowledge of the work of the historian.

 This source suggests that Henry II had an uncontrollable temper.

 Explain the difficulties in finding evidence to support this and suggest other research 
the historian could do to check this claim about Henry II’s character.

(16)
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