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 Introduction

Biography

The Chapelle Saint-Piat, attached by dramatic fl ying buttresses to the 
rear of the Cathédrale de Notre-Dame in Chartres, is the fi nal resting 

place of John of Salisbury (late 1110s–1180). He was interred here in 1911 
after archaeological investigations in the abbey of St Marie de Josaphat 
at Leves uncovered his remains in their original ornate Romanesque 
sarcophagus.1 John now rests under a medieval fresco of the miracles of 
another famous scholar who made his home at Chartres, Fulbert (d. 1028), 
in a conjunction that links the eleventh- and twelfth-century intellectual 
life of the cathedral city. A plaque outside the chapel commemorates 
John’s career as Bishop of Chartres from 1176 to 1180, the twilight of his 
life and a period from which little evidence remains.2 John’s early years 
are similarly shadowy. We know he was born in Old Sarum some time 
between 1115 and 1120 during the bishopric of Roger (d. 1139); he may 
have been the son of a married canon.3 Letters from John to his brother 
Richard and half-brother Robert survive.4 References to John as canon of 
Salisbury, and to revenues held by him within the diocese, demonstrate 
his continued connection to that area.5

It was in Salisbury that John’s early education occurred, as memorably 
recorded in the Policraticus. John describes being entrusted to a priest to 
be taught the psalms – that is, how to read – but the unscrupulous priest 
attempted instead to teach John and another student the art of crystal 
gazing.6 I t is to John’s Metalogicon (II. 10), where he describes his stud-
ies in France from 1136 to 1147, that we must turn to receive a detailed 
account of his later, and more intellectually challenging, education.7 
John names his teachers on the Mont Sainte-Geneviève, in the heart of 
Paris: Peter Abelard (1079–1142/43) for dialectic, Alberic, ‘the best of the 
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other  dialecticians’, and Robert of Melun (c.1100–1167) also for dialectic.8 
John then became a pupil of William of Conches (c.1090–after 1154) for 
grammar from 1138 to 1141, while simultaneously studying rhetoric with 
Thierry of Chartres (c.1100–c.1155) and the German Hardewin, who 
taught John the quadrivium. In 1141, John began to study theology with 
Gilbert of Poitiers, and from 1142 to 1144 he studied with Robert Pullen 
(d. c.1146).9 His fi nal years of education were spent under the tutelage 
of Simon of Poissy, a theologian, whom John describes as ‘a faithful but 
dull teacher’.10 Other fi gures mentioned by John in connection with 
this period of learning include Peter Helias (c.1100–after 1166), Richard 
l’Évêque (d. 1181) and Adam  du Petit Pont (1100×02?–1157×69?).11

The location of John’s education has provoked substantial debate. In 
the 1890s, Alexander Clerval, at one point superior of the choir school 
at Chartres, reinforced the narrative that John’s studies with William of 
Conches and Thierry took place at the cathedral school at Chartres.12 
This view was refuted by Richard W.  Southern in a paper delivered 
in 1965, in which he argued that the association of these scholars with 
Chartres had contributed to an infl ated sense of the importance of the 
school in the development of medieval education, questioning not only 
whether John ever actually studied at Chartres, but also the existence of 
a specifi c genre of teaching unique to that cathedral school.13 Southern 
pointed out that John could equally have heard William’s teachings 
in Paris, though Peter Dronke has pointed out that there is insub-
stantial evidence to link Thierry, often called ‘Carnotensis’ but never 
‘Parisiensis’, with that city.14 The defi nitive resolution of whether or 
not John ever studied at Chartres seems intractable on the basis of the 
current state of evidence.15 Bearing that in mind, more recent studies 
that seek to look beyond the chronological and locative issues raised 
by the account in Metalogicon, Book II. 10, and to reconstruct, instead, 
what John actually learned during his period in France seem to be 
pursuing a more productive line of enquiry.16 Katharine Keats-Rohan, 
noting that John’s account of his education in the Metalogicon is at times 
highly critical, has pointed out that this passage can be read not simply 
as a biography, but also as a polemical ‘cautionary tale’ demonstrat-
ing the dangers of over-absorption in dialectic, which instead must be 
balanced with studies of all parts of the trivium (grammar, logic and 
dialectic, rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, 
music).17 John’s account also emphasises the diversity of the teaching 
available in the schools of northern France, and highlights the fl uid 
nature of education in this period; he spent time not only as a pupil, 
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but also as a teacher.18 There is little doubt from John’s narrative that 
he was exposed to the foremost educative trends in the twelfth century, 
from the neo-Platonic theories forwarded by Thierry of Chartres to the 
nominalism of Peter Abelard.

Under the recommendation of Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), who 
described him as ‘a friend and a friend of my friends’, John joined the epis-
copal court of Theobald of Canterbury (d. 1161) in late 1147.19 Between 
1148 and 1162 he had a broad range of administrative duties in the episco-
pal court of Canterbury, which permitted him to travel repeatedly to Italy 
and France, as well as throughout England, as attested to in the prologue 
to Book III of the Metalogicon.20 Notable among these trips are his journey 
to Rheims in the spring of 1148 to attend the papal council, and a period 
at the papal court of Pope Adrian IV (1100–1159) in 1155–56 to obtain the 
grant of Ireland as a hereditary fee for Henry II (1133–89). During his 
time in Canterbury, John composed some 135 letters, which he wrote 
either under his own auspices or for his master, Archbishop Theobald.21 
It was in this milieu that John’s major works – the Metalogicon and the 
Policraticus – were completed by the late 1150s.

On 3 June 1162, Thomas Becket (1118–1170) succeeded Theobald as 
Archbishop of Canterbury. Tension with Henry II heightened throughout 
the early years of Thomas’s episcopate, and in November 1164 Thomas 
fl ed into exile.22 John was already in exile, having left in either late 1163 
or early 1164.23 John fi rst went to Paris, and then to Rheims, where he 
lodged with his friend Peter, abbot of Celle (1115–1183).24 Although John 
did not join the Becket contingent he remained in constant contact with 
its members, and wrote many letters on their behalf.25 John’s period of 
exile seems to have been one of soul-searching, as evidence of increased 
reference to biblical and patristic texts in his letters suggests.26 During this 
period, under the encouragement of Peter of Celle, John wrote a continu-
ation of the Chronica of Sigebert of Gembloux (c.1030–1112), the Historia 
pontifi calis.27 Unfortunately incomplete, covering only the period from 
the Council of Rheims in 1148 to around 1152, it provides not only valu-
able material about this period, but also an insight into John’s methods as 
a historian.28 In November 1170, John returned to Canterbury in advance 
of Becket’s arrival. He was present at the moment of Becket’s murder, 
although it seems that he fl ed from the scene, as evinced by the derivative 
account of it preserved in his Vita Thomae.29 After the murder John prob-
ably remained in Canterbury, where he assembled the collection of his 
letters and promoted the cult of Becket. In 1176, John was elevated to the 
see of Chartres, where, as noted, little evidence of his episcopal career has 
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been preserved. He died on 25 October 1180, bequeathing his books and 
belongings to the Cathédrale de Notre-Dame.30

The scholarly tradition

John of Salisbury has been extensively studied. The subject of three 
biographies, he has also come under consideration in analyses of political 
theory of the Middle Ages, in histories of educational development and 
for his role as a witness to many events in the 1150s and 1160s.31 Often, 
these studies have sought to situate John’s work within larger narratives, 
such as the history of twelfth-century scholasticism, the development of 
medieval Aristotelianism and the rise of medieval humanism. The pre-
sent study seeks to establish an alternative context within which to view 
John’s intellectual contributions, namely what I will term the ‘Roman 
Renaissance’ of the twelfth century. It off ers a thorough contextualisation 
of John’s political thought, while, by extension, demonstrating the way in 
which Roman classical philosophy, particularly the works of Cicero and 
Seneca, shaped philosophical theorising in the Middle Ages. In so doing, 
it aims to demonstrate how John’s work epitomised many of the trends 
now seen as characteristic of the transformation of the twelfth-century 
educational environment. As an Englishman who travelled abroad to the 
schools of Paris, he was part of a cosmopolitan educational elite that par-
ticipated in cutting-edge theoretical debates led by some of the foremost 
teachers of the day. John was described by Charles Homer Haskins in 
his study The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century as ‘the best classical 
scholar of the age’.32 Of course, such a presentation is somewhat circular; 
we regard John as characteristic in part because so much of our received 
narrative about education in the twelfth century depends on what can be 
learned from his extensive surviving works. This has led, in the past, to 
an over-emphasis on John’s signifi cance (and on the twelfth century more 
generally) in the context of the medieval classical revival. This study aims, 
instead, to show how John accessed, read and used his sources, with the 
goal of demonstrating ways in which he was exceptional, as well as ways 
in which he incorporated ideas familiar to his contemporaries. Even if 
John was – to paraphrase the words he ascribed to the teacher Bernard of 
Chartres – a dwarf standing on the shoulder of giants, the interesting ques-
tion is how he reached that position.33

This approach aims to redress the dismissal by Charles Howard 
McIlwain in the 1930s of John as a ‘systematiser rather than an innovator’, 
given to ‘rapid skimming’ of classical works without real engagement, 
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a historiographical position that has remained persistent in studies of 
John’s use of sources.34 In many respects, Hans Liebeschütz’s Mediaeval 
Humanism in the Life and Writings of John of Salisbury, an authoritative 
work published in 1950, exemplifi es this stance.35 While Liebeschütz cor-
rectly identifi ed the Roman origins of many of John’s theories, he based 
his conclusions on an image of John as a vapid scholar given to excerption 
and devious invention, while overestimating the range of texts at John’s 
disposal. Janet Martin, on the other hand, presented a more conservative 
impression of the breadth of John’s knowledge. Her unpublished thesis, 
‘John of Salisbury and the Classics’ (1968), assessed John’s access to clas-
sical sources, concluding that much of his material was obtained through 
compilations and extracts.36 One, no doubt unforeseen, contribution of 
her fi ndings, however, was a lasting impression of John’s views as deriva-
tive or unoriginal in some fashion. In thinking about what is ‘original’ 
about John’s works, it is necessary to tread a middle ground between the 
implication that only ‘radical originality’ counts as a marker of value for 
a text and the relativist position that values ‘synthetic originality’, but in 
doing so, risks making all texts ‘original’.37 Nevertheless, it is undeniable 
that synthesis and borrowing can be regarded as cornerstones of John’s 
compositional methodology, and are at the root of how he treated classical 
and Christian sources. Hans Berman noted how John achieved such syn-
thesis in his writings ‘through the use of concepts which combined con-
tradictory norms by abstracting their common qualities’.38 By this reading 
paradox, not plagiarism, characterises John’s work, while such methods 
of synthesis and extraction can still be seen as innovative, if not ‘radically 
original’, in the context of the historical moment of production of his texts.

Scholarship on John since the early twentieth century has been marked 
by several phases of analysis. As noted, John’s career was fi rst examined 
extensively as an exemplar of twelfth-century scholasticism. The great 
contribution of Clement C.  J.  Webb, editor of the Policraticus and the 
Metalogicon, was an impetus to this tradition, which is exemplifi ed in the 
later work of Reginald L. Poole.39 Arguably, Liebeschütz’s study estab-
lished John at the forefront of medieval humanism, while in the second 
half of the twentieth century, studies of John received a new catalyst with 
the publication of the fi rst volume of his letters (1955) and of the Historia 
pontifi calis (1956), both of which prompted revisions of the chronology 
of John’s career. Martin’s contributions revised impressions of John’s 
sources, while the structure of the Policraticus was analysed in 1977 by 
Max Kerner.40 In 1979, the second volume of letters by John was pub-
lished, heralding the culmination of a new phase of Johnian scholarship. 
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Coinciding with the 800th anniversary of the death of John, a colloquium 
was held in 1980, which resulted in a volume (1984) containing a provoca-
tive and wide-ranging series of articles covering the scope of his learning 
and career.41 The outline of John’s later years was established in more 
detail through the work of Anne Duggan on the Becket correspondence.42 
Meanwhile new editions of John’s works were prepared: the Entheticus 
was edited by Jan van Laarhoven in 1987; the Metalogicon by J. Barrie Hall 
and Katharine Keats-Rohan in 1991; and the fi rst half of the Policraticus 
by Keats-Rohan in 1993.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s these studies have provided the basis 
for further analyses of John’s life and works. A signifi cant fi gure in this 
‘new wave’ of research on John is Cary Nederman, who has produced 
substantial work on John’s Aristotelian debt, although his appraisal of 
John’s political contributions is, on occasion, at the expense of acknowl-
edging their strong ecclesiastical dimensions.43 In contrast to this are the 
unpublished PhD thesis and articles of John McLoughlin, which focus 
on John’s role in ecclesiastical circles, and a number of articles by Julie 
Barrau which illustrate the extent of John’s dependence on biblical and 
patristic sources.44 These studies can now be supplemented with the 
account given by Christophe Grellard of John’s scepticism, which focuses 
largely on theological aspects of his writings.45 The range of essays in 
A Companio n to John of Salisbury (2015) shows the breadth of themes 
John’s works off er for scholarly analysis.46 However, it remains the case 
that accounts of his political thought have tended, by and large, to concen-
trate on the supposed highlights of John’s works: the theory of tyrannicide 
and the metaphor of the polity as a human body.47 A tradition of over-
emphasising Books IV–VI of the Policraticus would seem to stem from 
John Dickinson’s selection of these ‘political chapters’ of the Policraticus 
for his translated part-edition (1927), a limitation in scope also suff ered 
by the latest part-translation of the Policraticus by Nederman (1990).48 
John Hosler’s recent study of John’s military knowledge has, by contrast, 
brought the less-studied books of the Policraticus to the fore, while David 
Bloch has given renewed attention to the Metalogicon.49 Following this 
momentum, this study seeks not only to examine the Policraticus as a 
whole, but also to look at it in the context of John’s other works, notably 
the Metalogicon and Entheticus, texts alongside which it circulated in 
the earliest manuscripts. Such an approach will lead to a more nuanced 
account of John’s political theory and use of classical sources.
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The case for a ‘Roman Renaissance’

The application of the term ‘Renaissance’ to the twelfth century is a 
contested one. However, like other so-called renaissances of the medi-
eval and early modern period, it has as one of its dominant features a 
resurgence of interest in classical texts. Much attention has focused on 
the infl uence of Plato and Aristotle, despite the limited availability of 
their texts at this juncture. Plato’s Timaeus, which circulated in partial 
form with the commentary by Calcidius (fl . 321), was a very popular text 
in the twelfth century, with thirty-three extant manuscripts dating from 
the second half of the 1100s.50 In all, there are over 150 extant medieval 
manuscripts of Timaeus, either in the Calcidian translation or in the trans-
lation by Cicero.51 Twelfth-century interest in the text is also clear from 
the number of commentaries on it, notably those of Bernard of Chartres 
and William of Conches.52 While the continuity of the Platonic tradition 
is assured through its absorption into other classical and patristic sources, 
particularly through its neo-Platonic manifestations, the paucity of texts 
available rendered Plato’s views opaque, at times, to the medieval scholar. 
Meanwhile, the logical works of Aristotle were slowly becoming part of 
the medieval curriculum in the twelfth century, with John one of the prin-
cipal witnesses to their reception. At the start of the twelfth century only 
Categoriae and De interpretatione were known in Latin, through the trans-
lations of Boethius (forming, along with Porphyry’s Isagoge, the so-called 
logica vetus). From about 1120 onwards, the rest of Aristotle’s logical works 
became known, although full translations of his ethical and political works 
(most notably of the Eudemian Ethics, Nichomachean Ethics and Politics) 
would not be made until the thirteenth century. John’s access to the logica 
vetus and to the logica nova – the Analytica Priora, Topica and Sophistici 
Elenchi in rediscovered translations by Boethius, and the translation from 
Greek of the Analytica posteriora by James of Venice – has been much 
studied.53 The Metalogicon can be read, thus, as an exposé of Aristotelian 
logic, with the second book introducing the value of Aristotle’s logic, the 
third book summarising the Topics and the fourth containing a summary of 
the Prior and Posterior Analytics.54 John refers to Aristotle as ‘the philoso-
pher’, although Bloch has recently questioned the degree of John’s famili-
arity with the available Aristotelian corpus.55 While John was indisputably 
an ‘early adopter’ of Aristotelian ideas, their infl uence on John’s work has 
frequently been overstated, and this has led to the under-appreciation of 
other, more accessible, streams of infl uence.56

To turn to the Roman inheritance, one of the philosophical streams 
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most easily accessed in the twelfth century was Stoicism, an inherently 
varied political discourse frequently mingled with other philosophies. 
Roman philosophers of the late Empire and early Republic reworked 
Greek sources and ideas, as demonstrated by Cicero’s De offi  ciis, a revi-
sion of the treatise On Duty by the Greek Stoic Panaetius.57 Cicero, an 
eclectic thinker, identifi ed himself as a sceptic – denying the plausibility 
of absolute knowledge in favour of what was most probable – but despite 
this diff erence of opinion, he remained an important conduit for Stoic 
ideas for later readers. A purer Stoicism was found in the writings of 
Seneca, also popular in the medieval period.58 While John’s use of Roman 
sources has long been recognised as one of the dominant features of his 
works, the specifi cs of how they served to shape his philosophical and 
political position has not yet been determined. No complete synthesis of 
his utilisation of Roman Stoic texts has yet been undertaken, and many of 
the studies have thus far focused mainly on John’s use of Cicero.59 The 
specifi cs of John’s access to the writings of Cicero and Seneca, and other 
classical works, will be discussed in Chapter 1. In part, one purpose of this 
investigation is to probe the answer given by Sten Ebbesen to the ques-
tion: ‘Where were the Stoics in the Middle Ages?’ – to which Ebbesen 
answered, ‘everywhere and nowhere’.60

This theme was elaborated in Alisdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue: A Study 
in Moral Theory, where Stoicism is regarded as ‘one of the permanent 
moral possibilities within the cultures of the West’. In that text, MacIntyre 
characterised the confrontation between Becket and Henry II as a confl ict 
of authoritative roles, secular and divine, but he also recognised that the 
protagonists shared a common ‘narrative structure’, a ‘shared framework 
of detailed agreement on human and divine justice’, that is, an under-
standing of what constitutes the common good.61 Thus, an intellectual 
consensus existed between these political actors on the need for common 
interests to take precedence over those of the individual; by this reading, 
society is an arena for maximising the good of the community, not for 
achieving individual ambitions. This agreement on the common good was 
partially shaped by a set of shared Christian values, which emphasised 
one’s obligations towards others within the community of the Church. 
It was also, however, shaped by an antique tradition of discourse on the 
appropriate content of the law for social groupings, found in the writings 
of Plato, Aristotle and other classical thinkers, as well as in the biblical 
book of Deuteronomy. In this present study, it is argued that a normative 
ideal of community similarly underpins John of Salisbury’s writings. In 
this respect, the Policraticus marks an important milestone in the develop-
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ment of medieval communitarian thought. Cary Nederman has also iden-
tifi ed communitarian traits in John’s writings, deriving his argument from 
the mutuality of relationships within the organic model of the body politic, 
memorably presented by John in Book V of the Policraticus.62

This study, however, will show how the organic model went above and 
beyond Nederman’s claims on its part, with particular reference to how 
John developed a sophisticated theory of political duties, emphasising sol-
idarity and moral obligation within the community. Chapter 2 discusses 
two philosophical aspects of John’s political theory: his understanding 
of nature and of reason. It will demonstrate how ‘following nature’ was 
linked with correct exercise of reason and regarded as the foundation of 
political sociability. Chapter 3 illustrates how following nature necessar-
ily involves exercising political duties that are limited and extended by a 
rational understanding of personal and social bonds, a view that is intellec-
tually shaped by both the Christian and Roman traditions, notably by the 
simultaneous presence of Christian ideas of caritas and the Stoic theory 
of oikeiôsis (the extension of a sense of duty from the self to those who are 
akin to the self) in John’s writings. Chapter 4 takes a deeper look at the 
application of this perspective to the organic model of the body politic, 
demonstrating how the body model does not simply serve to show how 
the parts of the organic whole work together, but also provides an entirely 
original way of representing political responsibilities, distinct from the 
works of John’s contemporaries and with important implications for his 
understanding of rulership.

In the fi nal two chapters, the focus turns to the implications that John’s 
ethical perspective had for political behaviour. Chapter 5 examines what 
moderation consists of according to John, and how it infl uences virtuous 
behaviour. John adopts a Ciceronian interpretation of what constitutes the 
‘mean’, and his insistence on an internal mental orientation towards virtu-
ous behaviour is infl uenced by Stoic ethics. John applies his recommenda-
tions to the ruler, but also to other members of the polity, as demonstrated 
through a series of case studies on the practice of the individual virtues. 
Chapter 6 turns to the head of the body politic, the prince. A number of 
case studies (King Stephen, Frederick Barbarossa and Thomas Becket) 
show how John’s perspective on contemporary society was infl uenced by 
his theoretical position regarding right rulership. A good ruler cannot rule 
without the support of a well-ordered polity, but a well-ordered polity can 
come about only through the actions of a good ruler.
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Methodology

At the heart of this study is an interpretation of what is ‘political’ about 
John’s works. As Quentin Skinner memorably noted, the historian must 
avoid construing the ‘political’ as the projection of whatever we now 
regard as to be the proper level of rational discourse on politics.63 John 
Pocock, in turn, recognised that the historian faces a challenge in iden-
tifying the presence of political language; anachronism endangers the 
capacity of the reader to determine reliably the political content of a text.64 
One solution is to adopt a contextualist approach, as advised by Skinner, 
who advocates examining what the subject ‘was doing’ when the text was 
 composed. By this reading, political language, in addition to being circum-
scribed terminologically through its reference to unambiguously political 
entities (such as the res publica, senatus, princeps and rex), also defi nes 
itself in terms of context: political language discusses ‘the political’, what-
ever that is determined to be at the point of composition.65 Furthermore, 
if we consider the text to be an ‘authoritative artefact’, whose authority 
determines the manner in which it is read, then the language in which 
it is written carries certain implications that determine the modes of its 
usage.66 This approach to the history of political thought, which requires 
the investigation of political ideas as situated in the historical context 
that produced them, has come to be known as the ‘Cambridge School’ 
method, and has dominated the fi eld since the 1960s. It marks a departure 
from the idealist approach that looked at political ideas abstracted from 
their context – thus neutralised of their historical content – and the norma-
tive approach that sought to fi nd in the history of political thought lessons 
which could usefully be applied to a contemporary present. Adopting the 
‘Cambridge School’ method requires, instead, that three categories of 
information are to be investigated when searching for the political content 
of a text. First, we need to isolate the normative propositions it delineates 
for political conduct. Secondly, we must examine the description it gives 
of the political world contemporary to its composition. Finally, we must 
look at the immediate context in which the text was written, including the 
sources used.

Informed by this method, the present study seeks, in part, to determine 
what constitutes ‘the political’ in the twelfth century, using the oeuvre of 
John of Salisbury as a case study. As an extension, it seeks to demonstrate 
the way in which works of Roman philosophy had a profound eff ect on 
shaping the way in which social and political life was viewed in this period. 
However, such a task also provokes a variety of theoretical questions 
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concerning how transmission and infl uence are valued and determined. 
Explicit approval of sources alone cannot suffi  ce; this denies the infl uence 
of explicit disapproval, as well as the signifi cance of allusion, quotation 
and veiled reference.67 Skinner suggests three conditions which serve to 
confi rm direct infl uence of one thinker on another: that genuine similar-
ity between the doctrines of A and B can be determined, that B could not 
have found the relevant doctrine in any other writer apart from A and 
that the probability of the similarity being random is low.68 These criteria 
may also be used as a standard against which indirect transmission can be 
judged. However, it can also be suggested that much transmission of clas-
sical ideas in the medieval period occurred through unconscious chan-
nels. Stoic thought, for example, was gradually absorbed and assimilated 
into early Christian texts. By this process the ‘authoritative’ infl uence of 
classical texts is compromised and counter-balanced by the ‘authority’ of 
the patristic corpus in the Middle Ages. The question of what constitutes 
‘infl uence’ in this period will be investigated in more depth in Chapter 1.

Finding ‘the political’ in John’s work

From the mid-1150s on, John wrote a series of works with signifi cant 
applications for the understanding of medieval society.69 Emanating from 
the context of the episcopal court at Canterbury, they deal with the full 
spectrum of political life, clerical and secular. First among these is a long 
poem, Entheticus de dogmate philosophorum.70 Finished during Thomas 
Becket’s chancellorship (1154–62), it may date in earlier drafts from 
John’s time as a student.71 A shorter version of this poem, Entheticus in 
Policraticum, was appended to John’s principal works, the Policraticus 
and the Metalogicon, which were completed in 1159. The former, dedi-
cated to Thomas Becket, is subtitled ‘De nugis curialium et vestigiis 
philosophorum libri’ – ‘On the Trifl es of Courtiers and the Footsteps of 
Philosophers’ – and is a polemical work on the nature of rulership and 
society. The latter, primarily an educational treatise, is a descriptive work 
exploring the arts of the trivium in the light of the Aristotelian logical 
revival. It was originally intended to be read alongside the Policraticus, as 
is clear from the earliest manuscripts where the two texts (and Entheticus 
in Policraticum) appear together. This suggests that John regarded the 
two texts as companions, each informing the reader on a diff erent aspect 
of life.72 Meanwhile, John’s extensive letter collection covers a period from 
his time at the episcopal court in Canterbury, stretching into his exile in 
France during the Becket confl ict and concluding with a brief series of 
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 letters pertaining to his later life. These letters off er a valuable counterpart 
to the formal works, demonstrating John’s views on signifi cant political 
and social events.73

The Policraticus has often been situated within the ‘mirror for princes’ 
genre, although, as Julie Barrau noted, this intention was secondary in 
John’s mind; the book is formally addressed to Thomas Becket, and a 
theory of monarchy was not at its core. Barrau referred to a set of marginal 
annotations in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 46 (hereafter 
CCC 46), the manuscript traditionally regarded (on the basis of its ex 
libris) as Thomas Becket’s own copy of the Policraticus, to illustrate her 
point. These annotations, which Barrau terms ‘un guide de lecture’, seem 
to have been added at the time of the redaction of the text but do not, by 
and large, provide a commentary on the main sections where rulership 
was discussed in the Policraticus. Instead, as Barrau notes, they are scat-
tered throughout the manuscript, dealing with public aff airs, the nature 
of making just decisions and the practice of moderation, and highlight-
ing various classical and biblical exempla.74 While the thrust of Barrau’s 
assertion – that Becket, not Henry, is the intended principal (and fi rst) 
audience of the Policraticus – is persuasive, these marginal additions to 
the text deserve re-examination, as they illustrate how the Policraticus was 
intended to be read by its earliest audiences, and, by extension, what the 
vocabulary of the ‘political’ was in this period.

CCC 46, the base-text of Webb’s 1909 edition, has held traditional 
primacy among manuscripts of the Policraticus, by reason of its asso-
ciation with Becket and its Canterbury provenance. This primacy was 
questioned by Keats-Rohan, who rejected CCC 46 as the base-text of her 
part- edition, on the grounds that, when compared with other key manu-
scripts, it never presented a unique reading of the text in any instance. 
However, as Guglielmetti has demonstrated, CCC 46 is the source of two 
other early copies of the text: London, British Library (hereafter BL), 
Royal MS 13 D IV and Oxford, Bodleian Library (Bodl.), M S Lat. misc. 
c. 16, thereby explaining such textual similitude.75 Guglielmetti has fur-
ther determined that corrections in BL Royal MS 13 D IV indicate likely 
collation with what she terms the ‘French family’ of manuscripts, notably 
Soissons, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 24. The latter manuscript has 
recently been re-dated by Patricia Stirnemann to England, c.1160.76 On 
palaeographical and decorative grounds, Stirnemann’s analysis seems 
sound.77 Furthermore, Stirnemann has proposed that this manuscript 
may be identifi ed with John’s own copy of the Policraticus, left upon his 
death to Chartres Cathedral, even suggesting that John’s hand can be 
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identifi ed with that of the ex libris on fo. 1r, a hand that provides some 
careful corrections throughout the manuscript.

Regardless of the weight of evidence attributing ownership to Becket in 
the case of CCC 46, or to John in the case of Soissons MS 24, these manu-
scripts, along with BL Royal MS 13 D IV and Oxford, Bodl. Library, MS 
La t. misc. c. 16, represent the earliest surviving exemplars of the English 
copying tradition of the Policraticus. The production context of BL 
Royal MS 13 D IV can also be closely linked to John’s circle. Copied at St 
Albans, it is, according to Rodney Thomson, one of the earliest surviving 
books made during the abbacy of Simon (1167–83).78 Thomson suggests 
that Simon and John were actually acquainted, noting that at a point 
between 1171 and 1173 Abbot Simon is listed as a witness to a settlement 
between Oseney and Eynsham along with ‘Master John of Salisbury’ and 
Nicholas, prior of Wallingford. Furthermore, in 1174, John would act as a 
papal judge-delegate in a dispute between the abbey of St Albans and the 
monks of Durham over the status of Tynemouth priory. Thomson goes so 
far as to suggest that the addition of Entheticus maior to BL Royal MS 13 
D IV (the earliest witness to that text) and some textual revisions through-
out the manuscript may demonstrate continued contact between John and 
Simon, and perhaps personal intervention by John in the make-up of the 
manuscript. Thomson observes that the aforementioned Nicholas, prior 
of Wallingford, who was prior of Malmesbury (1183–87) and a monk of 
St Albans, was an acquaintance of Peter of Celle.79 Although Thomson 
points out that this relationship is indicative of contact between St Albans 
and ‘the world of continental reformed monasticism’, he does not make 
explicit the fact that Peter may have been a potential conduit between 
Nicholas and John. Malmesbury’s own copy of the Policraticus, now 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Barlow 6, was copied during the abbacy 
of Robert (1187–1205) and was the source for a further copy made at 
Cirencester in the 1180s, now Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Barlow 
48. Bodl. MS  Lat. misc. c. 16 also comes from a monastic context, and 
is recorded as having been donated to Battle Abbey by Abbot Richard 
(1215–35). As it dates from the last quarter of the twelfth century, however, 
Guglielmetti posits that this was actually the copy given to Odo, a monk 
of Canterbury, who was prior of Battle from 1175 to 1200, a speculation 
given strength by the fact that Odo is named in Entheticus in Policraticum 
as one of the recipients of the ‘best wishes’ of his ‘little book’, that is, the 
Policraticus.80

While Barrau’s analysis was confi ned to CCC 46, the copy associ-
ated with Thomas Becket, it is intriguing to note that the other early 
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 manuscripts mentioned here also contain a comparable set of marginal 
annotations. In Book 1, for example, the annotations which refer to clas-
sical fi gures and authors, like Ulysses, Virgil, Horace and Ovid, among 
others, are found alongside identical passages of text in the four manu-
scripts. Barrau drew specifi c attention to a series of annotations in the 
margins of CCC 46, fo. 92r–v (alongside the account of the successive 
kings of England, Book VI.  18), suggesting that these may have been 
added to the manuscript to draw Henry II’s attention to this part of the 
text, pleasing him by highlighting his rightful dynastic succession.81 An 
alternative interpretation of this set of annotations can now be posited 
following comparison of the four manuscripts in question, where this 
section is one of the most consistently glossed. The annotations, in fact, 
follow a broader narrative arc, commencing in Book VI.  14, following 
John’s detailed discussion of the responsibilities and duties of soldiers. A 
notation symbol in the form of a chi-rho marks the textual bridge, where 
John points out that a ruler is useless if he does not maintain discipline and 
train his soldiers, with the chapter concerned with how Roman leaders 
led their armies. 82 The annotations then draw attention to the reference 
to Nero in this chapter, adding in the margin ‘De nerone’, to stress how he 
corrupted Rome through his indulgence, while Julius Caesar is similarly 
emphasised in Book VI. 15 (‘De Iulio cesare’) as a contrasting example of 
powerful leadership.83 The annotations then proceed to refer to leader-
ship in the contemporary period and to Britain, through the addition of 
a marginal note alongside Book VI.  16 reading ‘De coaetaneis nostris’, 
before the addition of ‘De Brenno’ (in two manuscripts) alongside the 
account of Brennus, leader of the Senones, who John believed to have 
originated from England (Book VI.  17).84 Book VI.  18 is a comparative 
study of discipline and rulership in England; the annotations to Book 
VI.  18 refer in succession to Cnut, William Rufus, Henry I, Henry II, 
Stephen and Stephen’s son Eustace.85 Reading the annotations in Book 
VI. 18 in conjunction with those that precede them broadens the scope of 
their applicability beyond seeking favour with the king. Instead, the anno-
tations bring together a number of examples of good and bad rulership, 
setting the contemporary history of England within a wider frame of refer-
ence stretching back to ancient Rome, while reinforcing a general message 
regarding discipline in leadership.

Furthermore, the presence of these annotations in multiple manu-
scripts elevates their status beyond a guide de lecture, confi ned to one man-
uscript and intended for one reader, to that of a paratextual apparatus that 
circulated alongside the text, was copied from manuscript to manuscript 
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and was seemingly regarded as integral to its understanding. Analysis 
of the precise relationships of the annotations in the manuscripts, and 
what they can tell us about the transmission and collation of copies of the 
Policraticus, lies beyond the scope of this book.86 However, it is clear that 
they were conscientiously replicated in manuscripts of the text, as most 
clearly demonstrated by one of the later manuscripts, Bodl., MS Barlow 
48, which rubricates the annotations and encloses them in penwork bor-
ders, according them a visual status akin to that of its chapter headings.87 
As noted earlier, to understand what is ‘political’ about a text we must look 
at the context within which it was written and read. Annotations of this 
type provide an insight into the contemporary reception of the text. For 
example, the annotations alongside Book VI. 14–18, which highlight the 
necessity of discipline in leadership, point to a subject that was of interest 
to Becket and Henry II alike, but was also relevant to all. Georges Duby 
suggested that the Policraticus can be read as a ‘speculum curiae’ intended 
for study by the whole court.88 This approaches the truth; the Policraticus 
was not intended as simply a ‘mirror for princes’, but rather is a mirror for 
the whole polity. The following chapters will investigate the political les-
sons which John hoped to impart.
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