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PREFACE

- While reading the Ecclesiastical History of 
Ordericus Vitalis? I became, captivated by the authorfs 
personality as revealed in its pages. I came to think 
of the work as an extension of the man to such an extent 
that Vitalis took on as much life as his history. Thus#
I was led to consider the man as well as the work. This 
twofold approach is not found in previous studies. It 
has been more common to use the work as a mine of infor
mation or to attempt to place it in its historiographical 
context. ' But the character and personal intellectual 
standards of the: man and his philosophy, of history made 
the work what it is and are clearly reflected by it. It 
is these factors which have interested:me.

Ordericus# an astute observer of people and events# 
lived and wrote during the first half of the twelfth cen
tury# a part of the period Charles Homer Haskins called 
a “Renaissance.n In his history# he notes with accuracy 
and detail# though not always with approval# small social : 
changes as well as great monastic reforms. Though not 
fully aware of the total significance of the events he 
recorded#: a signif icance which has only been discovered
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by such recent scholars as Haskins, he knew that learning 
had recently revived in Normandy and that the accepted 
social norms were changing.. Ordericus was a competent 
historian not so much because he could foresee where men 
were going, but because he knew.what they were and are. 
Being a man after the Christian pattern— in the world but 
not of the world— he saw much, but had no need to embrace 
all he saw.

OrdericusT history was shaped by his monastic 
profession. Monastic life gave much time and attention 
to the.practice of the liturgy whose elements of praise 
and prayer had an effect on the historian. If GodTs 
acts are to be praised, they must be known. Here is a 
call for the recording of history which; a good monk 
would not wish to see ignored. .Writing history permitted 
an individual monk to keep idleness and all its dangers, 
at bay by; engaging in a valuable labor as well as to 
praise God and educate his worshippers.

Prom constant reflection on the Scriptures, Or
dericus drew his basic idea of history. One might even 
say, his theology of history; for a Christian cannot 
remain indifferent to history. The very foundations of 
his faith lie in a specific act of God in human history. 
All history since the time of Christ, being a record of



God*s dealings with men# is sacred history in the same 
sense as is the Old Testament® A monk writing of recent 

; events would turn, naturally to biblical parallels since 
the nature, 'of the ;history being recorded is essentially ' 
the same® It is no accident that Ordericus calls his 
work an ecclesiastical history, for the church, the New 
Israel, has7replaced the Jews as the audience to whom 
God speaks in history»

Too little attention has been paid to the ex*- 
tent and nature of biblical influence in medieval his
torians Ordericus displays a pattern of applying the 
biblical view of history to the history of his own times® 
It is a specific type of biblical thought which provides 
a complete and valid .philosophy of history. This appli
cation is not just random reminiscence looking for bib
lical allusions to embellish and beautify the narrative. 
The works of the Deuteronomic historian are the model, 
which Ordericus follows. The whole structure of Orderi
cus * comments on the nature of history reflects a living 
familiarity with DeUterdttomic thought which makes the 
system truly his own. Deuteronomic thought may be old, 
but it is not necessarily tired. The system itself is 
quite simple, and hence also quite flexible. History., 
seen through Deuteronomic eyes is not a march but a
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flow of events| not a sermon, but a dialogue between God 
. and his people <.

Heretofore, adequate consideration has not been 
given to.Ordericusf philosophy of history. In this study,
I will take the position that Ordericus has an identi
fiable philosophy of history drawn from the Bible. Com
parisons will be made to show that Ordericus views his-; 
tory in the same way as the author of the Deuter.onomic 
books of the Old Testament. I do not believe that this 
philosophy of history is invalid# and to substantiate my 
position, I will examine a few of its implications.
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ABSTRACT

The major premise of this study is that Ordericus 
Yitalis has a definite philosophy of history drawn from 
the Deuteronomic books of the Old Testament. As. an intro
duction, a brief outline of the life and work of Ordericus 
is given together with some thoughts on his relationship 
to the time in which he lived. The problem of philosophy 
of history in Ordericus is considered in relation to the 
various systems usually associated with medieval historio
graphy o The basic tenets of the Deuteronomic historian 
are presented and compared with Ordericusf comments on 
history. Sample quotations are used to illustrate 
Ordericus* use of this view of history. Finally, some 
of the implications of Deuteronomic thought are explored 
to demonstrate that this system is not necessarily in
valid. •
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CHAPTER I

A NORMAN MONK

■ The Man -
The few facts which are available about the life 

of Ordericus Vitalis come from references in his Ecclesi-? 
astical History? Concerning his daily life he is almost 
completely silent# including only those facts which help 
explain who and what he is. In the prologue to Book Five 
and in the fourteenth chapter of the same book, Ordericus 
mentions his family and childhood. He tells us he was 
born in 1075 in Attingham .(now-Actham) England, on the 
river Severn, where he received, baptism, and his first 
name from a local priest. His father. Orderilus, was a 
cleric in the. service of the Earl of Shrewsbury. His 
father and the earl, the family patron, had both come ' 
to England with the Conqueror. Nothing is said of his 
mother. At the age of five, Ordericus was entrusted to 
a cleric named Siward who was. responsible for his early 
education. When young; Ordericus was ten years old, his 
father dedicated him to the church. In order to keep 
close family ties from interfer.ing with the monastic with
drawal, Orderilus chose the monastery of St. Evroult in
— /  . i . V ' :'; ::
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Normandy as the house for his son. Thus Ordericus* at 
the age of eleven, was sent across the Channel and was 
received in his new home. Never again did he see his 
parents. When he arrived, he did not even understand • 
the Norman tongue.

He spent the rest of his life as a member of the 
monastic community at St. Svroult, returning to England 
only once, so far as can be documented.^- The memory of 
his English childhood remained with Ordericus throughout 
his life. When he was past sixty, he still considered 
himself an exile in a foreign land. He refers to himself 
several times in the text of his history as "Vitalis the 
E n g l i s h m a n . " 2  When he was received as a novice, his name 
was changed to Vitalis because his English name sounded 
barbarous to Norman ears. His education was continued 
under the novice master at St. Evroult. After he was 
received into the Order, Vitalis gradually advanced through

1. Ordericus Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History 
of England and Normandy, trans. Thomas Forester (London:
H. G. Bohn, l853=5^T4»l6 (11:86)'. (After each reference 
to this work, the volume and page in the Bohn edition will 
be placed: in parentheses following the book and chapter 
reference.) A new edition of Vitalis with both the Latin 
text and a new English translation is currently in prepa
ration by Dr. Marjorie Chibnall.

2. Ibid., 4.18 (11:103)



the minor clerical offices until he was ordained at the 
age of thirty-two.3.

His was a quiet and relatively uneventful life. 
Aside from a few trips*.apparently made to search out 
sources in England and France*^ Ordericus spent his life 
at St. Evroult where he began work on his history about 
1123 and ceased his labors in 1141«3 It is probable that 
he died early in 1142 at the age of .sixty-seven.6

The Context

The monastery of St< Evroult that Ordericus knew 
was founded in 1050 on the site of an earlier house which 
had been devastated during the Norman invasions and had 
become one of the major centers of scholarship in Nor
mandy. Scholarly activities had been encouraged at the 
monastery since Thierri de Mathonville* the first abbot.? 
By the time Ordericus began his work* the library at St. 
Evroult ranked third among the monasteries of the area*

3. Ibid.* 11.30 (1111415)«
4- Remarks by Leopold Delisle, Ibid.* IIixxxiii.■ 

(Future references to Roman, numbered pages in volume IV 
of this work refer to Deiisle?s remarks.)

5. Ibid.* IV* xiiii.
6. Ibid.* IV, xxxii.



behind the collections of Bee and Fecamp, famous houses 
n e a r b y M a n y  of the sources Ordericus used are not listed 
in the twelfth century catalogue of the collection at St. 
Evroulto Since most of them were held at either Bee or
X . . . .Fecamp, it is likely that Ordericus did some book borrow

ing.9
Vitalis was not the only monk in his community to 

produce an original work. The twelfth century catalogue 
contains the titles of a number of works by other members 
of the houseo Manuscript illumination, medicine, and 
music were also cultivated at St. E v r o u l t . A p a r t  from 
the work of Ordericus, the scribal school is perhaps the 
best remembered scholarly enterprise of the abbey.
In its own day St. Evroult was noted for its copyists who 
were sometimes sent out to work in other monasteries.i2

{Chicagos University of Chicago Press, 1939)# p. 242
9. Roger Dale Ray, "The Monastic. Historiography 

of Ordericus Vitalis" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Duke University, 1968), pp. 137-138.

1 0 Vitalis,. IV, .'xx-xxviii.
. 11. .' Thompson, Medieval Library, ■ p. 243«

12. Sir John Edwin Sandys,~ A History of Classical 
Scholarship .;(Cambridge : Cambridge/University Press7T92lT, P e 215 ®.



Vitalis himself evidently copied some of the manuscripts 
that enriched the library at St. Evroult.13

.In spite of the relative seclusion of monastic 
life? which Ordericus felt to be a handicap,there were 
a number of ways in which the world penetrated the cloister 
of St. Evroult. The location, of the abbey near the south
east border of Normandy made access to Chartres and Paris 
fairly easy. As has been mentioned, Bee and Fecamp were 
nearby# as was Lesieux. It has been justly said that the 
abbey was close to the crossroads of Anglo-Norman life.-*-5 
St. Evroult?s contacts in the monastic world were fairly 
extensive. Abbots for monasteries in England and Normandy 
were chosen from among the brothers. There were a total 
of sixty-seven houses in England, France, and Normandy in 
the confraternity for the remembrance of the dead to which 
St. Evroult belonged.There were also colonies of the 
house in southern Italy -̂7 and properties in England.

13. Charles Homer Haskins, The Normans in European 
History (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co.# 1915T# 
p. 1767 -

14. Vitalis, preface (I: 3).
15. Ray# pp. 35-36.
16. Ibid.# p. 6l.
17. Vitalis, 3.5 (1:438).



The abbey was involved in the local feudal system# 
with all the consequent ties to the secular w o r l d . T h e r e  
were even laymen who were feudal vassals of the abbot.19 
Among the brothers at St. Evroult were many men of noble 
birth who had court connections and family ties outside 
the monastery. No less than eight members of the founding 
family of Giroie took the cowel there.20 A number of old 
soldiers who had served in the Norman armies in Italy and 
the Holy Land chose to end their days at St. Evroult.21 
Travelers and pilgrims also stopped there. All things 
considered# Ordericus was in a good place to gather news.

Intellectual center and crossroads that it was# 
however# St. Evroult was still a monastery. And the 
first purpose of a monastery is the service of God. Dur
ing Ordericus$ lifetime# the Cluniac reform of the Bene
dictine Order gained wide influence in Normandy.22 St. 
Evroult used an expanded order of worship of a Cluniac 
type#23 and, at least once# sent a delegation to the

18. Ray# p. 65«
19. Ibid.# p. 68.
20. Ibid.# pp. 142-145.
21. Vitalis# IV# xxiv-xxxv.
22. Haskins# The Normans# p. 165.
23- Vitalis# 3.5 (Is423).



general chapter of the Cluniac Order.^4 Monastic life 
centered on the praise of God through the liturgy. The 
three main duties of monks under the Benedictine Rule 
.were ■work (originally manual labor) s study# and prayer.
Of these# prayer took the most time. Under Cluniac 
practice# services lasted up to six or seven hours a day. 
Scholarly pursuits had to take second place to the regular 
duties each monk' was given in the choir and around the 
monastery. Three to five hours a day were left free for 
study# usually of the Bible or the Church Fathers. The 
reading prescribed by the Rule of St. Benedict was mostly 
devotional in nature and was often done at the rate of 
one book a year. Copying manuscripts was Considered manual 
labor rather than study. Scholarship in the strict sense 
was but a by-product of Benedictine monasticism rather than 
an integral part of the monks* triple duties of working# 
studying# and p r a y i n g . 25

Under these circumstances# it is not surprising 
that Vitalis needed nearly twenty years to complete his 
history. His free time was certainly not great. His 
writing of history was his personal praise of God just as

24. Ibid.# 13.13 (IV?132).
25. Charles Homer Haskins# The Renaissance of 

the Twelfth Century■(Cambridge: Harvard University Press# 
1928)> chapso 1-2, up to p* 46.



the monastic services were a communal praise of G o c L By 
his individual manual labor he fulfilled the monastic duty 
to work and at the same time.avoided the sin of i d l e n e s s ,27 
Thus the character of Benedictine monasticism had its af
fect on both Ordericus. and his work.

The Times
The relationship of Ordericus to the time in which 

he lived is a complex question. There has been a tendency 
to treat him either as a part of the movement which Has
kins called the "Renaissance of the Twelfth Century," or 
as a part of the last flowering of Benedictine monasti
c i s m .  28 Because modern scholars have given major atten
tion to the concluding chapters of Haskinsf book in which 
he discussed the rise of the new science# the importance 
of his earlier chapters on the role of monasteries in the 
cultural revival seems to have been overlooked. This is 
unfortunate because it is precisely,the revival of

26. Ray Co Petry#, "Three Medieval Chroniclers: 
Monastic Historiography and Biblical Eschatology in Hugh - 
of St. Victor# Otto of Freising# and Ordericus Vitalis#" 
Church History# XXXIV (Sept. '1965.) > p. 2&3.

27. Vitalis# 5.1 (11:111-112).
26. Jean Leclercq# The Love of Learning and the- 

Desire for God# trans. Catherine Misrahi^Tbew^YorkT^Hew, 
American Library# 196l)# chap. VIII# pp. 153-186.



monasticism in the late eleventh and early twelfth cen
turies that gives impetus this Renaissance« We should con
sider Ordericus, who was writing during the first half of 
the twelfth century, to be in the mainstream of both 
traditions.

There are certainly elements from both traditions 
to be found in the Ecclesiastical History. Indeed, his
tory writing itself has been claimed by both sides. Jean 
Leclercq says, it is one of the standard literary genres 
of monastic culture;^ and Haskins devotes the eighth 
chapter of his work to the twelfth century revival of 
"historical writing." Roger D. Ray, in a recent study, 
takes the premise that Ordericus? history is the very 
last product of monastic historiography. He goes so far 
as to say that Ordericus? work can only be understood as 
a product of monasticisim— i.e., that it was written by a 
monk for monastic use as a source for both individual 
and g r o u p  m e d i t a t i o n . 30 But even so, Ray takes pains to 
show Ordericus? degree of objectivity and critical 
scholarship which are more characteristic of the new than 
the old historiography.^*** In an almost parenthetical

29° Ibid., pp. 156ff.
30..Ray, preface. ■



remark, he further admits that, n . v « in the best in
tellectual tradition of sthe twelfth-century Renais
sance, v Ordericus was indeed scholarly, seeking the trut 
about history with deliberate- methods drawn ultimately 
•from classical antiquity -"32 But we must ask, has the 
author lost sight of his major premise? Not really- 
What is indicated here is not poor planning or shifting 
purpose on Rayfs part, but the futility of trying to 
separate the monastic revival from the larger context of 
the twelfth century revival in which Haskins has placed

Monasticism and'the twelfth century revival can 
only be separated artificially- They existed side by 
side, and there are indications of their interaction. 
Though--Ordericus was a conservative, monk, he neverthe
less perceived the significance of the small and quiet 
changes taking place not only in the Church of his day 
but also in society at large. He does not approve of. 
the new fashions in dress partly because they imply that 
frivolity and love of novelty are gaining the upper 
hand.33 Ordericus realizes that the quality of life in

32. Ibid., p. 204» ’
33V Vitalis, C.10 (III477)..
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his day is changing. Even in the religious orders, the 
“moderns,f are not like the ■ “old fathers«“ It is necessary 
to record these changes, he feels, precisely because they 
are more than passing fads. Future readers, he says, 
will wish to know how the ancient fashions had “lately" 
changed.34 Nor do the changes represented in the revival 
of learning in Normandy escape his notice. Bee, he says, 
is the center of activity. But the revival itself dates 
from the arrival of Lanfranc in Normandy about 1042.35 
Surely this sort of observation indicates that Vitalis 
was aware that he lived in a time of change and revival. 
Though he remained a monk in his personal tastes and 
habits, he made use of the new scholarly tools and sources 
of information offered by the revival.

During the twelfth century, scholarship left the 
cloister for the cathedrals and universities. Yet monas- 
ticism by no means sank into permanent oblivion. Rather 
monastic reform eventually took firm hold. Indeed, Ber
nard of Clairvaux, a leader, of monastic reform, has been 
offered as the man who, more than any other, epitomized 
the twelfth c e n t u r y E v e n  into the thirteenth century

34. Ibid., 8.26 (111:40}.
35. Ibid., 4.7 (11:40j,
36. Martha Jane Teel, Twelfth Century Characters 

and Characteristics (Boston: Four ̂ ea^ons™Co7T~19WJ7*~ : . 
passim. '



the university and the cloister existed side by side and 
influenced one another« I doutit that it is coincidence 
that Thomas Aquinas, the man who tamed:Aristotle,.was a . ■
monk, and a rnopk f rom one of - the new orders <,

The Product
Finally, let us take a brief look at the product 

of Ordericusf long labors« What motivated Ordericus to 
. undertake the task?What is his Ecclesiastical History 
actually about? Vitalis mentions several reasons for 
writing his history. The value of his labors as a way
of praising God and keeping busy have already been noted.37
Ordericus also feels that recording information of his 
own times for future generations is a proper duty»
However, he actually began his work at the request of 
his a b b o t »3^ His Original plan was to write the history- 
of his own abbey, but this task was later enlarged to in
clude a history of Norman affairs=39 m  the preface to 
his history, Ordericus declares that he hopes to if »- . „ . -
search out and give to the world the modern history of 
Christendom., . \n He does precisely that.

37° See above, p. 7®
30. Vitalis, preface (Ik3)®



In scope the work is almost encyclopedic» All 
Norman affairs were covered, whether in Normandy, Italy, 
Sicily, England, or Palestine» There were few major 
events or countries which Ordericus failed to mention. 
Affairs in Ireland, Spain, Norway, Denmark, Scotland, and 
Wales were discussed. Space was given to political and 
literary history in addition to church affairs. All of 
society found a place in his history“-feudal families, 
monasteries, bishops, peasants, city dwellers, kings, 
dukes, and even robbers.

The history is divided into thirteen books. The 
present arrangement is not the order of their composition, 
but the result of later editing as the work grew. Book 
One contains a life of Jesus and a summary of universal 
history to the year 1141• It is made up chiefly of lists 
of church councils, kings, emperors, and popes. Book Two 
gives an account of the lives of the Apostles and the 
main disciples, the life of St. Martial, and. a history of 
the popes to 1141» Book Three deals with the history of 
the abbey of St. Evroult, its restoration after the devas
tations of the Northmen and the families of its main 
benefactors. Events in the reign of William the Conqueror 
and the lives of the most famous abbots of the period are 
the subjects of Books Four and Five. Book Six enumerates, 
the possessions of the abbey and gives an account of St.
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Evroult’s life. Book Seven contains a brief history of 
the Carolingian and Capetian kings and the affairs of 
William Duke of Hormandy and King of England, including 
his death and funeral. The reign of William. Rufus in 
England is the subject of Book Eight. The First Crusade 
is the topic of Book Mine. Book Ten deals with the close 
of the reign of William Rufus and the beginning of the 
reign of Henry I. The last three books are concerned 
wifh events during the reign of Henry I and the reign 
of Stephen up to 1141*

In writing his history, Ordericus used a variety . 
of source materials. The Latin Church Fathers^ are 
quoted along with some classical poets.W- Scripture^ 
and Augustine's "Harmony of the Gospels"^ furnished the 
main sources for the life of Jesus. Saints' lives^ are 
abridged or copied for their inspirational value. Bede, 
Orosius, Eusebius, and other early historians are cited.^

40. Ibid., 1.22 (I;G3-S4).
41. Ibid., $.1 (11:111-112).
42. Ibid., 1.4 (Is 11) et passim.
43. Ibid., 1.22 (IsS3).
44. Ibid., 1.13 (1:472-479).
45. Ibid., 1.22 (I;83.-84).
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Decrees of church councils,charters,^ parts of the 
Annals of St. Evroult,4-̂  poems,epitaphs,50 and other 
miscellaneous documents are preserved in the text of the
Ecclesiastical History. Later historians are also used for
example Balderic of Dol and Marianus Scotus. Some of his 
accounts are those of an eye witness, either Ordericus
himself or someone he knew.

The work of Vitalis is highly individual in na
ture. Traits which were part of his character are re
flected by his methodology and influenced his judgment 
of events. Being a devout monk and a servant of the 
church, he assigned first importance to ecclesiastical 
affairs. Devotional literature of all types found its 
way into his history-~e.g., miracle stories, lives of 
saints, and accounts of the transmission of relics. Any
one who had withdrawn from the world at so young an age 
could be expected to be somewhat contemptuous of worldly 
matters. This contempt was exhibited .in Ordericus*

46. Ibid., .12.21 (mi?--18) and 5.5’ (11:125-130).
47. Ibid., 6.5 (II2253-258),
48. Ibid., books 3» 5, 6 passim 
49- Ibid., 8.10 (11:479)-
50. Ibid., 1.23 (1:125-126).
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opinion.of the manners of the age in which he lived. He 
felt# for example# that people# both clergy and laymen# . 
put too much faith in vain# worldly glories and sought 
only their own g a i n , 51

Vitalis* critical standards were personal. He 
accepted or rejected ora,! information on the basis of his 
own estimation of the character of the n a r r a t o r , 5 2  Al
though he did not repudiate tradition# he was cautious 
in using material from sources pronounced apocryphal.
When used# they were included mainly for their devotional 
value rather than as historical material.55 Ordericus 
was. also thorough in his work. If he was without de
tails.# he attempted to supply them from, reliable sources|
but if he could not# he remained silent,54 When possible#
he made trips to look for original sources,55 He was 
aware of certain chronological and textual problems which 
were as present in his time as they are today,56 Some 
sources he considered more reliable than others# and he

51, Ibid,# 4,13 (11:73),
5 2 , ibid,# 6,19 (111:3),
53, Ibid,# 2,6 (1:253),
54, Ibid,# 2#19 (1:370), '
55, IbMy# 4.16 (11:36) .
56, Ibid,# 2,19 (1:370), .
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made a conscious effort to use the best ones. He pre
ferred the accounts of eye witnesses when oral sources 
had to be used. In the absence of eye witnesses, he 
considered most credible the information provided by per
sons of ugoodn c h a r a c t e r . 57 He also was aware that some 
authors wrote biased accounts in order to gain the favor 
of their king or master and were therefore not completely 
reliable.5$ When he copied from other works, he was care
ful to give the source and to state whether he was re
producing. it or taking excerpts from it. He would have 
preferred, he says, to write about miracles and other 
manifestations of divine grace, but miracles had almost 
ceased in his own day. He therefore turned his pen to 
giving an honest account of "things as they are."59

' As a historian! Vitalis turned to advantage the 
two things he felt to be the greatest handicaps to his 
writing of history. Confined to the cloister by his vows 
as a monk, he was not free to travel, as he remarked in 
the preface of his history. He therefore turned to local 
affairs, and in doing so# preserved an amazing amount of 
detail on the society in which he lived. The cloister

57. Ibid., 6.9 (11:28$).
5$. Ibid., preface to Book III (12375)«

, 59. Ibid., 3.10"(II;430). :
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was one of the best places to meet, travelers' and gather 
news, especially of recent events .in the immediate area.
'He. took full advantage of this.situation. Because he 
was a foreigner, he felt handicapped in writing Norman 
history. Yet# he turned his English background, to good 
use in writing about English history.for the instruction .. 
of his Norman readers = ̂

The most remarkable trait of Ordericus was his 
sure sense of history. Not only.was he aware that the 
events of his generation were important, but he was also 
able to pick out the most significant and dramatic of 
them for extensive treatment. Although much of his work 
dealt with miscellaneous detail, it was, nevertheless, 
dominated by the affairs of men like.William the Con
queror .and Henry I of England, and by events such as the 
First Crusade. Feudal wars took up a great deal of 
space, but the Crusade, the only war he felt had any 
justification, occupies a whole book. This sense of the 
historical value of current events led him to record the 
history of the day for posteritySs use.

Having given some attention to the times and the 
man which produced the Ecclesiastical History, I will 
devote the remainder'of this study to a consideration of

60. Ibid., 5.19 (11:204)'.



three important questions which have thus far received but. 
scant attention from znedievalists-~namelys What is Order- 
icus? philosophy of history? What are its sources? And 
how valid is his philosophy?



CHAPTER II

AM ATYPICAL HISTORIAN

Placing the Ecclesiastical History in its proper 
place in medieval historiography has been a thorny problem. 
The work will not fit easily into the pattern usually 
associated with the historical writing of the period. As : 
a result, when the question is not ignored» an attempt is 
sometimes made to forcefully carve a niche for Ordericus 
within the accepted tradition.

Traditions in Medieval Historiography
The main stream of medieval historical thought is 

usually construed as a system of periodization and a 
philosophy of history, derived from the works of St. .Aug
ustine and his disciple Orosins. Both Augustine’s City 
of God and the Seven Books' of History Against - the Pagans 
of Orosius are apologetic in origin and. are systemati
cally structured to illustrate the unfolding in history, 
of a vast divine plan. Ordericus, is not, a part of this 
tradition, and should not be forced into a place in which 
he does not belong.

20



Let us now examine this hypothesis * Therefore? we 
shall inquire whether there is a second tradition running ; 
through medieval historiography which is more congenial to 
Ordericus than the Augustinian-Orosian type of apologetic 
history.

First? the schemes of periodization most frequent 
in medieval historiography do not appear in Ordericus. 
There are two major systems Ordericus must have known but 
does not use. One is the Augustinian scheme that divides 
history into six ages whichparallel the six days of crea
tion. Since Ordericus begins the Ecclesiastical History 
with Christ? all of the material covered falls within the 
sixth age? which is supposed to run from the birth of 
Christ to the end of the world. Ordericus gives scant 
mention to this system. It is of no real importance to 
the work as a whole.^ Perhaps he considered it irrele
vant . Ordericus also neglected the other popular system? 
which followed a standard interpretation of the vision of 
Daniel in dividing history into four successive world em
pires. Orosius? whom Ordericus used as a source?2 and 
whose work was in the library at St. Evrouit,^ used this

1. Petry (p. 284) suggests that Vitalis does make 
use of this periodization of history. Ray? his student?
(p. 123)•disagrees with him on this point. '

2. Vitalis? preface (1:1). '
3. Ibid.? IV, xii. . .
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jSjstem.o J-Je equated August in ef s sixth age with the era of 
the fourth and last empire# that of Rome° Ordericus was 
enough of an individual in his thinking and in his acade
mic standards not to be bound to accept another’s system 
of thought# no matter how highly regarded. '

As a matter of fact# there is little formal period- 
jzatlon in the Ecclesiastical History. The various books 
end as much at convenient breaks for a story-teller# such as 
the death.of William the Conqueror#^ as they do at events 
or dates that are historically important. Sometimes# 
starting points are wholly arbitrary. For example# Or
dericus begins Book Five with the year 1075n not for any 
historiographical reason but because that was the year of 
his own birth.5

The length of a given book was at least in part 
determined by how much could be written in a season be
fore work had to stop because of the cold.^ Thus it can 
be said that for Ordericus# history is a continuous pro
cess. It is not divided into segments' by the actions of 
men or some inner logic of the flow of events. The only 
implied division in the Ecclesiastical History is the

4 q Ibid.# 7.15 (IIg403-423)«
5» Ibid.# 5.1 (11:113).
6. Ibid., 4°20 (II5110).



author*s decision to start his narrative with the coming 
of Christ o This event for the Christian is the supreme 
action of God and can be viewed as a dividing line in the 
story of man * s, relationship with his Creator.

. Augustinian-Orosian
As we have seen# Ordericus rejected the standard 

periodization of history in his day. He also ignored 
what was currently the most highly regarded philosophy • 
of history# that of St, Augustine*s City of God, Thus# 
he did. not frame his. history in the August inian mold of 
a gradual march of man toward salvation,^ The concept of 
two, antithetical cities is barely mentioned# and the 
. terminology.,pf an earthly' city and a heavenly city is . 
foreign to Ordericus* comments on history as an ever- 
changing yet.changeless sea.̂  It is possible that Orderi
cus did not use August ihe* a philosophy of history or 
borrow his images because he had not read the City of.
God#7 It is not in the St, Evroult library catalogue 
which dates from:the author*! lifetime# though it was

7, Ray, p. 123•
G, Vitalis, 4.I3 (11:73).
9® Stewart Oost remarks on this possibility in 

"The Historian Ordericus Vitalis**; (unpublished 
thesis. University of Chicago, 1947)# p» 36,



later added to the list He mentions other works by 
Augustine# such as the "Harmony of the G o s p e l s . S i n c e  
he is careful as a rule to mention his sources# it is 
likely he would have done so in the case of a work of the 
quality of the City of God had he read it. Yet simple 
ignorance of the original source cannot fully account for 
Ordericus1 failure to use some Augustinian ideas in his 
work. It was Orosius who taught St. Augustine7s philo
sophy of history to many who did not have access to all 
of Augustine1s works. Ordericus had access to Orosius 
and was familiar with his work# but still did not follow 
the Augustinian system. The suggestion that Ordericus is 
unconsciously Augustinian because he wrote in an Augusti- 
nian age seems a little weak.-*-2 It is true that Orderi
cus used the image of the heavenly Jerusalem# but it is 
very similar to the vision in Revelation which is a 
source Ordericus could easily have u s e d . T h e r e  is no 
mention of an opposing earthly city. As in the case of
Antichrist#14 the image of the New Jerusalem is mainly 
— ,— ~ ~ ™ — - - - - - - - - - -

10. Vitalis# IV,'xi-xiv.
11. Ibid.# 4.13 (I?74)>
12. Oost# p. 22.
13. Vitalis# 4.7 (11:33).
14. See below# page 3G.



literary and does not form a part of the overall structure 
of his work.

The Ecclesiastical Hist pry just will not fit into 
..an llugustinian mold5 and there is no reason why it must.
I can see no other explanation for Ordericus, not using 
the two cities theme-than, the simple fact that he did not 
wish to. His "Augustinian" emphasis on the role of God
in history can.te amply and simply explained by-the fact -
that.Ordericus was a devout Christian and a monk who - 
diligently studied the Scriptures and reflected upon what 
he found there.^5

Universal History
Another medieval pattern into which the Ecclesias

tical History will not readily fit is that of universal 
history. This type of history arose in the Middle Ages 
because the triumph of Christianity insured the accept
ance of the idea of the unity of mankind. The models for 
this type of work come from the histories produced in the
Patristic era.̂  Universal history is directly in the
Augustinian-Orosian tradition. Writers of this school 
simply carry the scheme of periodization and the philo-

15. Vitalis, preface to book III (I2374)* and 
Ray, p. 206«

16. Haskins, Renaissance, p. 227•



sophy of history discussed above down to their own day. 
Such works usually begin with the creation and trace the 
long march of humanity toward eventual salvation. An 
overall system such as the six ages of the world or the 
succession of the four empires, gives universal history 
its specific structure.

If these criteria are used as a definition of 
universal history» then Ordericus? once again, refuses to 
fit the scheme<,"7 By beginning with the birth .of Christ 
rather than with the creation# Ordericus fails to meet 
the first criterion for universal history. Why did he do 
this? It has been suggested that he followed the example 
Of his teacher# John. of' Rheims. There are# however# 
other explanations which are equally plausable. As we 
have already seen# Ordericus was not noted for following 
patterns.

There are other writers whom Ordericus revered 
. „ more than he did John of Rheims. If Ordericus is follow

ing a model at this point, it may well be Bede whom he 
praises as a writer and as a m a n . 3-9 Bede likewise does 
not begin his work with the creation# and like Ordericus#

1?. Ray# p. 123.
- IS. Ibid.
. 19. Vitalis# 4.7 (11:38).
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focuses attention on the church in his own country. It is 
probably Bede1s title that Ordericus borrowed for his own 
work. Ordericusf attitude toward Bede is much more posi
tive ■ than his attitude displayed in the epitaph he wrote • 
for his. formep teacher which describes John as free from 
neither spite nor envy.^O

It is also possible that Ordericus simply had no 
time to incorporate additional material covering the per
iod from Creation to Christ. Since the last books of the 
Eccleslastica 1 History cease, abruptly in 1141* it is usu
ally assumed that the authorvs death dictated the stopping 
point. The fact that the first two books of the history 
are later additions to a work begun on a much smaller 
scale supports this view.2-*- On the other hand, there is 
nothing.inherently illogical about beginning an ecclesi
astical history with the founder of the church. Any one 
of these hypotheses satisfactorily explains the historio
graphical Mabnormality^ of Ordericusf history.

Eusebius-Bede.
If Vitalis cannot be placed in the main stream of 

medieval historical thought * is there not another tradition

20. Ibid., 5-..18 (11:21$).
21. Ibid., IV, xliii-xliv. Also Ray, p. 148.
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of which he is a part? The possible influence of Bede has 
■already been considered. But there is yet another writer 
who entitled his work Ecclesiastical History. Eusebius of 
Gaeserea. I would like to offer the conjecture that here 
is an alternative, to the Augustinian-Orosian tradition of 
universal apologetic h i s t o r y I n  addition to their 
identical titles, there are some significant similarities 
to be found in all three authors indicating the outlines 
of an independent npn-Augustinian system of thought which 
might be called the Eusebius“Bede tradition.

All three writers are strongly biblical in tone, 
with the Old Testament having a place at least equal to 
the New in their reflections = References to Scripture 
are frequent and biblical parallels are suggested by the 
events being considered. In Ordericus this gives history 
a moral significance which other writers of his era do 
not s e e . 22 In the biblical tradition, these writers are 
not systematic in their philosophy of history and,their 
tone is more affirmative than apologetic. The community 
of the faithful, to whom their histories are addressed, 
does not need an elaborate explanation of the biblical 
view of history. However, since the visible church was 
an integral part of human history, it was the real focus

22. Ray, pp. 246-247« -



of attention for medieval historians in the Eusebius-Bede 
tradition. For Ordericus# the church is the real heart 
and moral conscience of the state. Considering the cen
tral place of the church, the title used by all three 
men'takes on new significance. An ecclesiastical history, 
as Ordericus says in his preface, is really a history of 
Christendom. As such it must treat in detail not only 
the church but the whole context in which it operates.

A recent study of Vitalis notes that his use of 
biblical reminiscences to enhance the meaning of con
temporary history distinguishes his work from that of 
such contemporaries as Otto of Freising, Rupert of 
.Deutz, Hugh of St. Victor, and Anselm of, Havelberg.Be
fore this, hypothesis could be either accepted or rejected, 
careful research would be necessary. Such an effort 
might be well rewarded. If correct, this conjecture 
could perhaps improve upon the present confused state 
of the study of medieval historiography by recognizing 
a Eusebius-Bede tradition independent of the Augustinian- 
Orosian.;

The Problem of Philosophy of History in Ordericus
Historians have debated the question of the na

ture of Ordericus? philosophy of history but have not

23. Ibid., p. 230.



found a satisfactory answer. It is by no means agreed that 
he even had one. This study will.take the position that 
he does indeed have a definite and valid philosophy of 
history, even though he makes no systematic or formal 
presentation of it in his work.

Some authors who do not take up the question,;
simply limit themselves to a short discussion of the life

_ (■ ' 
of Vitalis and the value of his; work for the modern his
torian. Even Haskins, who studies Vitalis in more than 
one context— as a Norman writer and as part of the 
"Twelfth Century Renaissance"— does not attempt: to dis
cuss his philosophy of history. The Ecclesiastical His
tory does not fit conveniently into the general" pattern 
for the historiography of the period as Haskins sees it. 
When he claims historians of the twelfth century take 
their philosophy of history from Augustine and their

p7uchronology from Eusebius, Haskins-is partly correct. '
For example, Ordericus, as we have seen, does not make 
use of Augustine. But he does use Eusebius as a s o u r c e . ^ 5  

Stewart Dost, a student of the Ecclesiastical 
History, also feels that there is no particular philosophy 
of history in Ordericus because there is no central idea

24° Haskins, Renaissance, p. 227°
25° Vitalis, preface (1:1).



to .give structure to his random comments. Dost then pro
ceeds to list several ideas» summarized below# taken from 
the work without making any attempt to relate these ideas 
to one another or to consider their relative importance 
for the author. Dost# whose summary includes most of the ' 
ideas usually presented in a brief consideration of Qr- 
dericus1 thought# maintains that Vitalis wrote history 
for the instruction of the present and for both the in
formation and instruction of posterity and to pass docu
ments and information on to future historians through the 
pages of his'history. An additional reason for writing 
history is the praise of God. Through his history# Or
der icus offers his own praises and accomplishes a worth
while monastic labor that aids him in his personal quest 
for salvation. God# who orders and directs history# 
knows far better than men what should be done# wrecks 
the plans of those who oppose his will# and uses history 
to reward the just and punish the unjust. These actions 
of God in history provide lessons which may be either 
general and. subtle or specific and open. Specific ac
tions# however# are the exception rather than the rule.
The ways of God being basically inscrutable# one must 
not probe too deeply into things that.cannot be known. ■
'If a lesson is not.immediately obvious# the meaning may 
be intended for posterity. For Ordericus# who sees his



own ;t'iiae as "Less than ideals the Devil appears to be stir
ring up as much trouble and- general confusion as possible. 
Moreover, miracles are few and far between, and this 
means that the nvil time of Antichrist is at hand.^6

At - f irst glance, it is, true, there is little, 
structure to the comments Ordericus makes about the na
ture of. history. He even appears to contradict himself. 
For example, the statements that Antichrist is at hand 
and that he is writing his history for the benefit of 
future generations are not easily reconciled. Where 
then is his real sympathy, with posterity or eschatology? 
Another uneasy truce seems to exist between the idea that 
the actions bfOod are revealed in history and that his

• . X

ways are; inscrutable.. Can both statements be true? Cer
tainly this appears.to be murky thinking on the part of 
Ordericusv..How can Such a man be said to have a philo
sophy of history?

It is true that all of these themes are mentioned 
by Ordericus, but not all are of equal value to him. As 
will be seen, a simple listing is not adequate to explain 
Ordericus? philosophy of history. There is a difference 
between a grocery.list and a recipe. There is one theme 
which, runs through all the comments that Ordericus makes

26. Gost, pp. 24-36.
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on the ..nature of history and the meaning of the events he 
observeS"-the biblical premise that history is ordered 
and ruled by God.^7 In this sense, all history is es- 
, sentially: the same. The epitome of historical writing 
for Ordericus is the Bible. In the Old and New Testa
ments are contained the best available examples of' what

• pdto avoid and what to desire. Besides being the primary 
examples of history, the Scriptures are also perfect 
topics for personal reflection and meditation.29 Since 
all history has meaning, a historian should also reflect 
on the. meaning of current events. This is an important 
part of the method Ordericus used in writing his history. 
This idea:' gives a unity to Vitalis1 view of history, 
though at first glance he does not appear to have a.cen
tral hypothesis.

When the idea that God is the ruler of history 
is recognized as Ordericusf central premise, a certain 
amount of structure is automatically established. There 
is also a hierarchy of importance among the various ideas 
expressed by Ordericus. This hierarchy aids in resolving 
the apparent contradictions mentioned above and serious

27. Vitalis, 9.1 (IIi5S).
.28. Ibid., 7.16 (11:423).

29. Ibid., preface to book III (1:374).



.thought will show that in each case one of the ideas takes 
precedence. .

Let -us consider the tension between posterity and 
eschatoldgy. If history is ruled by God, the problem of 
eschatology need not be acute. God acts now, in this 
world, so one need not wait for the next to meet him. - A 
certain amount of trust is implicit in this view of his^ 
tory. Since God is wise, the Last Days will not come be
fore their time. Can a historian who writes for the edi
fication of posterity and who hopes that his work will 
serve future historians as a source document^® really be
lieve seriously that the Last Days are near? It would 
indeed be unusual for a genuinely millenial age to pro
duce history intended for the future. The New Testament 
writers may have felt that there was little time left 
when they wrote down the story of Jesus'. But their works, 
were written for friends, In the case of Luke especially, 
and as an aid in telling the story to as many as possible 
before the end. There is no emphasis on a remote posterity 
in the Gospels. The references to the last days or to 
Antichrist in Order!cus are not numerous, and in general

30. Ibid., 5.1 (Ilg125).



they are not d e v e l o p e d .31 They are more rhetorical than 
philosophical„

By contrast, Ordericus fairly often mentions his 
hope that his work will be of use to posterity and to 
future historians. In the prologue to his history, he 
places himself clearly in the line of historians from 
the earliest days, such as Bede, Eusebius, and Orosius. 
He plans to write a history of recent events so that 
11 . . ... .as the history of the past has been handed down 
to us by preceding writers, so also a relation of what 
is going on around us should be transmitted to future 
generations by the pen of contemporaries."32 This idea 
recurs in conjunction with Ordericus? remarks, on the 
reason for his activity and the value of history.

In the Introduction to Book Six, Ordericus la
ments the fact that fear of criticism or laziness has 
caused many would-be historians to keep silent. The da
mage to posterity is permanent and therefore unforgiv
able. Without the necessary sources of information on 
the past, men cannot understand what has happened. To 
the ignorant, events.that could be understood through a

31. Ibid., 5.1 (II:114)»
' 32. Ibid., preface (1:3).
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study of history are regarded as strange and u n u s u a l . 33 
These and other remarks on the necessity.of preserving 
an outline of history for posterity show far more con
cern on the part of the author' than his mention' of Anti
christ.

Thus, it can be suggested that this seeming con
tradiction in Vitalis is not one that disturbed the author 
at all. He was aware that the last days were foretold, 
but was not really threatened by the immediate possibi
lity. He used the image of Antichrist occasionally, but 
this is not a serious preoccupation in the way that the 
information of posterity was. Considered from the above 
viewpoint, Petry?s statement that Ordericus pivoted the 
Ecclesiastical History on biblical eschatology is ques
tionable.34 Ray, Retry’s student, also feels that es
chatology is not a central concern for Ordericus.35 
Vitalis mentions but does not really use, several of the 
major themes attributed to medieval historians. Here, 
in the case of eschatology, we see yet another example 
in which a second look reveals that in Ordericus the vi
sion of history as a human drama ruled wisely by God, is

33. Ibid., 6.1 (11:240).
34° Retry, pp. 225-226.
35« Ray, p. 248.



really a central theme which takes precedence over all 
others and makes the use of the standard philosophy of 
history unnecessary.

. What, happens to the tension between a God revealed 
in history and an inscrutable God.when one takes a second 
and closer look? It must be kept, in mind, first of all,, 
that Ordericus is writing history and not theology. The 
question of God’s nature and the extent to which he cap 
be known traditionally belongs to theology. It is not 
necessarily relevant to the historian. It is the acts 
of God and not his nature for which Ordericus searches 
in the records of the past. What is most important for 
him is not what these acts reveal about the nature of 
God .but what these acts teach men. By heeding the les
sons of history one learns not what God is like but how 
to behave. In this sense, the study of history is a 
-very practical discipline, providing moral precepts ra
ther than, theological dogma. History is concerned with 
what God has said and is saying to man. In a sense, a."
historian is trying to -listen’1 to God.

Ray’s recent and thorough study points out very- 
well the strong biblical strain in Vitalis’ view of his
t o r y . 36 The possible influence of Eusebius and Bede has

36. Ibid., pp. 225-226. . .
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already been discussed. Ray suggests these authors might 
be models for Vitalis, though not as part, of a connected 
tradition.37 The monastic tradition, to which Vitalis 
-belongs, also has a strong preference for biblical in
terpretation of h i s t o r y . 38 History, as Vitalis ssesc if,, 
consists of GodTs relations with man expressed in terms 
of the moral, value of human a c t s .39 However, Ray believes 
the Psalms are the source of the conception of history 
expressed by Ordericus. In the Psalms many of the doc
trines Ordericus uses, such as divine providence and.God’s 
judgment and redemption of man through history, are ex
pressed. As in the Psalms, Ordericus simply affirms them. 
'Their daily recitation made the Psalms a part of the very 
life of every monk. Because his monastic audience al
ready -knows them so intimately, nessays” on such doctrines 
are unnecessary.^8

While it is true that there are such references 
in the Psalter, there is a direct source for these ideas 
in the Old Testament which was an important part of monas
tic life. - The Old Testament, like the Psalms, is Holy

37. Ibid., pp. 120-121, 226-227.
38. Ibid., pp. 226-227.
39. Ibid., p. 246.
40. Ibid., pp. 220-221.



Scripture read and reflected upon by monks.individually . 
and communally through the -lessons read in the liturgy.
Not only that> the Old Testament is history— sacred his-' 
tory. What more logical source for a devout monk? The 
Psalter makes historical.(as opposed to devotional or 
artistic) sense only to one who knows the story of Is
rael presented in the Bible. To one familiar with the . 
Old Testament, essays on the doctrine of providence would 
also be superfluous. History is an important and in
tegral part of Holy Scripture. Fully half the bulk of 
both Testaments is given to the presentation of histori
cal material.4-1 Would a student of the Bible need to 
look any further than the Bible Itself for an adequate 
and. highly flexible philosophy of history or for a fir- ; 
mer justification of the importance of the study and 
writing of history?' ;I think not.

41. In the Old Testament: the Pentateuch, Joshua, 
Judges,.Samuel, Kings,.and Chronicles. In the New Testa
ment % the four Gospels and Acts.



CHAPTER III

A DEUTEROI'JOMIC HISTORIAN
- Let us now consider which elements of biblical 

thought Ordericus uses in his history. In their present 
form, many different writers were responsible for the 
historical books of the Old-Testament. Consequently, 
these books reflect various systems of thought. In 
reading the.Ecclesiastical History, I am struck by the 
similarity of the thought in many of its passages to 
the views of "the Deuteronomist," the writer responsible 
for the majority of the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, 
Judges, Samuel,.and Kings. Thus, the adjective which, . 
in my opinion, best describes Ordericus* view of his
tory is "Deut eronomic. **

The Original Deut eronomist 
The material in these Deut eronornic books covers 

the history of Israel from the Mosaic period to the fall 
of the nation in 5$7 B.C. It is usually assumed that ■ 
the Deuteronornic historian recast Israel’s "historical 
memories" just prior to that date and put the interpreta- ' 
tion of Israel*s history into a form that became definitive

. 40
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for later writers. The great prophets of the eighth and 
■ seventh', centuries, such as Elijah, set the tone for inter
preting event's, which the Denteronomist later traced 
through.all of Israel’s history up to his own time.^

Actually, the .phrase "theology of history".is 
more appropriate to the Deuteronomic system than "philo
sophy of history." It is sacred history that is being 
recorded. The records of the past disclose God’s actions 
in events and reveal the development of his purpose for 
Israel. The real starting point in this relationship is 
the Exodus, and the Sinai covenant. At the heart of the 
covenant is the law which is given to Moses. Ignoring 
this law amounts to breaking the covenant or falling.away 
from God. This offense is the central evil in Deuteronomic 
thought. Israel will possess the Promised Land only so 
long as the law is kept. For this reason, the Deutero
nomic formula for success and failure is a basically 
theological one: " . . .. obedience to Yahweh’s commands 
will be rewarded with victory and1 prosperity; disobedi
ence. will bring the divine judgment of suffering and fail
ure.. "2 This precept is not something dreamed up by a

*1. Bernard W. Anderson, Understanding the Old 
Testament (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., 
19577, p. 71.

2. Ibid., p. 72.
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detached philosopher; it is lifted almost directly from 
the Third Commandment where God declares to Israel# " . . . 
I the Lord yoar God am a jealous God# visiting the ini
quity .oft^e-fathers upon the children to the third and 
f ourth generat ion of those who hate me# but showing 
steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep 
my c o m m a n d m e n t s v l?3 It is t h e  obstinate turning away from 
God on the part of the people of Israel that causes the 
recurring cycle of success and defeat that the DeUterono- 
mist observes in the history he relates« Only when Is
rael- is United in loyalty to God and to a leader he ap
points# either a king or a judge# does the nation prosper. 
When the laws are not kept# doom and defeat result.

Deuteronomic Thought in Ordericus
In the following paragraphs# a number of compari

sons will be used to illustrate the close affinity Vitalis 
has for the Deuteronomic. view of history. There are two 
main features to this Old Testament philosophy of history 
that mark it as unique and that also occur in the Ec
clesiastical History. First,'history is seen as a medium 
through which God acts to reward his followers and chas
tise those who oppose his will. This means that the qual
ity of the actions of a man or nation determines their

3 o Exodus 20;5-6 (R.S.V.)'.



future to a certain . extent. Second#, there is an overall
pattern to the flow of history. God calls his people ■
(either Israel or the.Church) to follow and obey him, but
they.refuse. For Israel# the initial call, centers a round
the 'Exodus and the Sinai covenant. For the Church# it is
Christ who issues the call.. The Deuteronomic pattern has
been summarized as follows by an Old Testament scholar:

According to the Deuteronomic view# the history 
of the period followed a neat pattern. Israel’s 
ups and downs illustrated the basic theological convict ion of the Deut eronomic historian: obedi
ence, to Yahw eh leads to welfare and peace; dis
obedience leads to hardship and defeat. This 
lesson of history is illustrated graphically in 
the rhythm of eventss

1. The people of Israel did what, was evil 
by forsaking Yahweh# who brought them out 
of Egypt# and by turning to serve the gods 
of the surrounding peoples.
2« Therefore Yahweh’s anger: was kindled, 
against them, and he delivered them into 
the power of their enemies# who oppressed 
them. ;
3. In their affliction# the people cried 
out in penitence. So Yahweh# moved to pity# 
raised up a judge who delivered them from 
their enemies. Throughout the lifetime of 
the judge# the land enjoyed rest.
4« However# when the judge died# the peo
ple fell back into idolatry. Therefore the 
anger of Yahweh was kindled against Israel 
and he sold them again into the hands of their plunderers.4,
This cycle is repeated many times in the Deutero

nomic books, Let us look at one short example in the words' 
of the Deuteronomist. In the campaigns of Joshua, not all

4« Anderson# p,• 95«
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of the peoples hostile to Israel- are driven out of the land
of Canaan. The purpose of these„remaining nations was to
test'IsraelTs loyalty to God. If the Hebrews could'live
among other nations,and keep the laws: of God, all would
be well. Unfortunately, they failed miserably, and brought
disaster on their own ..heads by forsaking. God.

So: the people of.-Israel dwelt among the Canann- 
ites, the Hitt it es, the Arnorites, the Perizzites, 
the Hibites, and the Jebusit.es; and they took 
their daughters to themselves for wives, and 
their own daughters they gave to their sons; 
and they served their gods.

And the people of Israel did what was evil 
in the sight of the Lord, forgetting the Lord 
their God, and.serving the Baals and the 
Asheroth. Therefore the anger of the Lord was 
kindled against- Israel, and he sold them into 
the hand of Cushanrishathaim king of Mesopo
tamia; and the people of Israel served Gushan- 
rishathaim eight years. But when -the people 
of Israel cried to the Lord, the Lord raised 
up a deliverer for the people of Israel, who 
delivered them, Othniel the.son of Kenaz,
Caleb?s younger brother. The Spirit of the *
Lord came upon him, and he judged Israel; he.: 
went out to war, and the Lord gave Cushanrish
athaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand; and 
his hand prevailed over Cushanrishathaim. So 

■ the land had rest forty years. Then Othniel 
the son of Kenaz died.

And the people of Israel again did what was 
evil in the sight of the Lord. . .- .<

And so the cycle continues through the centuries. 
One after another, judges and kings strive to bring Is
rael back to God, only to have the people return to their 
evil ways as soOn as leadership is removed.

5. Judges 3S5-12A. (R.S.V.),



litalis-.phrases this, .,slaw of historyt? in his own
wayf marveling that men do not pay heed to so obvious and
inescapable a command.

Such is the'Almighty’ s sure and immutable law. 
Recompense is graciously promised to righteous 
doers, 'While transgressors, are .threatened, with 
fearful vengeance for their crimes. Every page - 
of the sacred writings sets forth this mercy ■ 
and severity, so that.they are as clear as light 
to every well informed mind. It is, 'therefore, 
surprising that the human heart is so. prone to 
evil, and covets present and fleeting advan
tages more than future and everlasting rewards, 
when it is known that all things are open to 
the view of the Almighty, and that nothing can 
escape the penetration of the divine scrutiny.&

A similar cycle to the one found in the Deutero- 
nomic books— -one of reward and punishment, obedience and 
disobedience— can .be seen in the comments Vitalis makes 
on many of the events he observes.., Ordericus sees four 
stages in the recurring pattern of God’s attempt to re
deem and direct human actions. The cycle, begins with 
prosperity and political success which cause a general 
corruption in both church and state. Seeing the evil 
that abounds in the land, God, in the second phase of 
the cycle, calls on the people to repent of their past 
misdeeds and to reform their private and public life.
When the greater part of them obstinately persist in 
their iniquity, the divine anger takes its course in the

6, Vitalis,. 8.8 (II;469) .
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third stage of the drama. In the ensuing times of adver
sity# the people finally realize their errors and repent. 
Once the price has been paid, the people are free to be
gin anew in their relationship with God and in the poli
tical order. Unfortunately, the memory of the works of 
God in history is not always long, nor is it automatically 
.passed on from one generation to another. "The faith of 
the fathers does not necessarily become the faith of the 
sons."7 So the cycle may, and does, repeat itself at 
longer or.shorter intervals of time.

Let us observe Ordericus as he traces this pat
tern through the events that surround the coming of the 
Normans to France. In chapter one of the Third Book, we 
hear of the success and corruption of the Franks and the 
subsequent decline in holiness» Without proper leader
ship, the nation ignores God’s laws.

The kingdom of the Franks having been, by God’s 
favour, highly exalted above the neighbouring . 
nations, and widely extended by the triumphs of 
the Frank kings, Pepin, Charlemagne, and Lewis 
the Pious, avarice, pride, and lust, began to 
prevail excessively among all ranks of men, from 
the highest to the lowest, plunging them into. 
the depths of. iniquity, and causing them to 
rebel against the Author of their salvation, • 
whose commandments they no longer obeyed. Both . .
the. clergy and laity of every degree, infected 
with these disorders, fell from their former

7. Anderson, p. 95•
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virtue, and yielding to the seductions of the 
world, the discipline for which they were once 

' remarkable, became enervated and extinct.^
In spite of this behavior, God patiently tries

to turn the course of events and bring his people back.
into harmony with; him. He calls on men to obey his
laws once more and avert impending disaster.

Still the divine compassion long spared the 
guilty, calling them to repentance in various 
wayso The penitent mercifully snatched from 
the snares of iniquity obtained pardon, while 
those who perished in their evil courses in
curred the infliction of the scourge of the 
divine anger.°

Since all persuasion is in vain, God resorts to direct 
action to coerce men to repent. The punishment may take 
the form of plague or natural disaster, but invasion and 
political overthrow are the classic forms of chastise
ment in both Ordericusf history and the Old Testament.
In the case of the Franks, it is the pagan Normans who 
bring home the judgment of God.

In the time of Charles, king of the Franks, 
surnamed the Simple, Bio.rn, also called Iron
sides, son of Lodbroc, king of the Danes,

• accompanied by Hasting, his tutor, and. a 
numerous band of young warriors, issued from 
their homes like a sword from the scabbard, 
for the destruction of the nations. Suddenly 
sweeping over the shores of France, like a 
whirlwind rising from the sea, and reducing 
to ashes towns, cities, and holy ministers.

8. Vitalis, 3-1 (15378)
9. Ibid., 3.1 (1:378-379).



for thirty years the invaders and their con
federates harassed the.Christians with continual inroads,10

When the people return to God* it is again the Normans who 
fulfill God’s purpose. Now a Christian people due to the 
baptism of Rollo#. the. Normans; are the- means, of restora
tion for the people in the areas they had conquered.H 
The Norman rulers., especially/ William the Conqueror, took 
such pains to restore the area thats12

The barons of Normandy, moved by the zeal for
holy religion which they observed in their

■ princes, were eager to imitate them, and
animated themselves and their friends to 
similar undertakings for the good of their

• souls. They vied with each other in taking
the lead in such good works, and in the li
berality with which they made ample endow
ments. The most powerful nobles held them
selves cheap if they had not on their domains 
some establishment of monks or clergy provi
ded by them with whatever was necessary for 
the service of God. •

Ordericus does not confine himself to the safety 
of broad generalities in applying this pattern to history. 
Nations have no monopoly on evil or on God’s attention 
and judgment. Specific acts of individual men also bring 
God’s anger on the man himself or on his descendents.
Henry I of England was a ruler very much admired by Ordericus,

1°« Ibid., 3.1 (1:379).
11. Ibid., 3.1 (1:379).
12. Ibid., 3.1 (1:380-381).
13. Ibid., 3.1 (1:382).



who gives him the epithets "father of his country" and 
"lion of j u s t i c e . Y e t  his sins, promiscuity among 
others, account for the wreck of the Blanche-Nef in the 
English Channel, The disaster was caused by the foolish 
and drunken carelessness of the ship’s passengers and 
crew, who tempted fate by making fun of the blessing 
given to the ship before it sailed. Henryfs beloved 
son and heir, William, was drowned.Besides this 
heavy loss, two more of Henry’s children, Richard and 
Matilda, were killed along with the cream of the young 
•nobility of the realm. Only two out of some three hun
dred on board survived.

William the Conqueror had little military success 
during the last thirteen years of his reign, Ordericus 
attributes this to William’s consent to the Execution of 
Earl Waltheof, a popular English noble, for treason, of 
which he was innocent. Miracles that occurred at the 
Earl’s tomb indicated that he was indeed a martyr to Nor
man cruelty. This explains the chastisement of those who 
caused his death.-*-6

14. Ibid., 12:47 (IV:102).
15. Ibid., 12:25 (IV:33-40).
16. ibid., 4:17 (11:104).
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Perhaps the best example of the Deuteronomic strain

in Ordericus is the comment he makes on the death of young
Prince Richard, son of Robert Curthose and grandson of
William the Conqueror, in a hunting accident in the New
Forest. A sin committed by William in establishing the
New Forest comes home to roost in a most dramatic way.
God’s vengeance here seems to last as long as' the forest
itself, and reaches to the proverbial third generation.

Learn, now, my reader, why the forest in which 
the young prince was slain received the name of 
the. New Forest.. That part of the country was 
extremely populous from early times, and full 
of well-inhabited hamlets and farms. A numer
ous population cultivated Hampshire with un
ceasing industry, so that the southern part of 
the district plentifully:supplied Winchester 

■ with the products of the land. When William 
the First ascended the throne of Albion, being 
a great lover of forests, he laid waste more 
than sixty parishes, compelling the inhabitants 
to emigrate to other places, and substituting 
beasts of the chase for human beings, that he 
might satisfy his ardour for hunting. Two of 
his sons,.Richard and William Rufus, as well 
as his grandson Richard, of. whom we have lately 
spoken, perished in this forest;, and appari
tions of various kinds were- seen there, to the 
great alarm of some persons; and in this way 
the Lord manifested his displeasure that con
secrated churches had been ruined to make a 
shelter for wild beats.-*-'

Such vengeance is by no means confined to kings. The 
line of William Fitz-Osbern, one of William’s prominent 
nobles who oppressed the English, failed to maintain its

17. Ibid., 10.13 (11 1:260),
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position in that land. William is killed in battle .after 
killing so many others.. One son, William, inherits his 
father’s Norman lands and leaves E n g l a n d . T h e  other 
son, Roger, heir to the English lands,.is forced to for
feit, his property because of his involvement in a rebel
lion against king William I.-*-9 Even his daughter goes 
into exile with her husband who was also involved in the 
plot. The fate of this family evokes the following com
ment from Ordericus, complete with a parallel drawn 
from the. Old Testament book of Judges l

Truly the world’s glory droops and withers 
like the flower of grass, and is spent and 
scattered like smoke. Where now is William 

; 'Fitz-Qshern, earl of Hereford, the. king’s 
lieutenant, high-steward of Normandy, and the 
valiant commander of the royal troops? He was, 
without exception, the first and greatest of 
the oppressors of the people of England, and 
amassed an enormous fortune by his exactions, 
causing the ruin and death of thousands by his 
severities. But the righteous Judge, who 
seeth all things, rewards every man according 
to his deserts. Miserable fate! Earl William 
falls, and the bold warrior receives the pun
ishment he deserves. Many had fallen by his 
sword, and by the sword he himself was sud- 
denly cut off. After his death, before five 
years elapsed, the spirit of discord stirred 
up his son and son-in-law to hostilities 
against their lord and kinsman, the same 
spirit which wrought in the Schechemites 

. against Abimelech whom they had set over

18. Ibid., 5:13 (11:191)-
19. Ibid., 4:14 (11:78-83).
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them after slaying the seventy sons of Jerobaal.
I have thus correctly described the crime for 
which the'race of William Fitz-Osbern has so 
entirely disappeared in England, that, if I 
mistake not, the slightest trace of it cannot 

■ there be found.
For comparison, here is the Deuteronomic parallel to which
Ordericus is referring. Abimelech ascends the throne of
Israel by murdering sixty-nine of his seventy brothers,
and pays for his crime with an inglorious end. The
city which helped him gain power is razed by the same
man it had elevated. In this story, divine retribution
is complete and relatively swift*

Abimelech ruled over Israel three years.
And God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech 
and the men.of Shechem; and the men of Shechem 
dealt treacherously with Abimelech; that the 
violence done to the seventy sons of Jerubbal 
might come and their blood be laid upon Abi
melech their brother, who slew them, and upon 
the men of Shechem, who strengthened his hands 
to slay his brothers.- And the men of Shechem 
put men in ambush against him on the mountain 
tops, and they robbed all who passed . . .

On the following day the men went out into . 
the field's. And Abimelech was told. He took 
his men . . .  and laid wait in the fields . . .  
and he rose against them and slew them. Abi
melech and the company that was with him rushed 
forward and stood at the gate of the city. . . .
And Abimelech fought against the city all that 
day; he took the city, and killed the people 
that were in it; and he razed the city and 
sowed it with salt . . . .Then Abimelech went to Thebez, and en
camped against Thebez, and took it. . . .
And Abimelech came to the tower, and fought

20. Ibid., 4.14 (11:83-84).
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.against it. . . . And a certain woman threw an 
upper millstone upon Abimelechfs head, and 
crushed his skull. «. . . Thus God requited the 
crime of Abimelech, which he committed against 
his.father in killing his seventy brothers; 
and God also made all the wickedness of the 
men of Shechern fall back upon their heads. . . . .

Besides the cyclical pattern in the above, examples 
of Ordericus Vitalis5 view of history, it is important to 
note that rewards and punishments are administered by God 
in this life as well as in the next. This is the major 
premise of the Deuteronomic h i s t o r i a n . 22 Without this 
element, historical study loses a whole dimension of sig
nificance. Because God acts in history to make his 
judgments known, there is a didactic value for men in 
history. Reflection on. past and .present events becomes 
a religious rather than an academic occupation. In the 
final chapter, some of the implications of the Deuterono
mic view of history revealed in Ordericus Vitalis will 
be discussed.

21. Judges 9:22-25? 42-25> 50-57 (R.S.V.).
22. Anderson, pp. 94-95»



CHAPTER IV

. A REASSESSMENT OF DEUTERONOMIC THOUGHT

Biblical scholars have long been aware of the im
portance - of history in the Judaeo-Christian" tradition and 
.of the influence the Deuteronomic material had in the 
forming of the Hebrew religion. Modern scholarship seeks 
to understand the Old Testament by restoring its histori
cal context» When this is done, it is possible to trace 
the historical development of Jewish thought, but the 
method tends to limit the consideration of any part of 
Scripture to its place in the Hebrew tradition. Medieval 
scholars have studied the use and influence of various ■ 
books of the Old Testament in later periods, especially, 
the Psalter and the Song of Solomon. But, little attention 
has been paid by either group to the influence of biblical 
historical thought. As we have seen, Ordericus Vitalis 
embraced the basic tenets of Deuteronomic thought in his 
own historical work. There may well be other cases. Per
haps biblical historical thought has a life of its own 
beyond its immediate historical context.



Rejection of Deuteronomic Thought
In the recent past, the Deuteronomic:view of his

tory has been rejected quickly, as too simple to account 
for the complexity of events. Even the events in the 
history of pre-exile Israel which suggested the original 
thesis to the Deuteronomist reflect a complex political 
situation to which this simple system cannot do justice.'*' 
A moment? s ref lection will show that simplicity in it
self is not always a disadvantage or a symptom of naive 
thought. A complex theory is difficult to verify and is 
far more precarious than:a simple one because one in
valid element or one dounter-example can destroy a whole 
system. The very, complexity and interdependence of a 
sophisticated philosophy of history' can be its worst 
weakness. On the other hand, the greatest .advantage, of 
a simple system can be its very simplicity which allows 
a measure of. flexibility. Particularly when dealing 
with such a puzzling item as history, a rigid interpre
tation is risky. I do not believe that the simple struc
ture and affirmative tone of the tenets of Deuteronomic 
thought imply an inescapable rigidity. . A reassessment 
of some of the implications of the basic premises of the 
Deuteronomist reveals that they do provide all that is 
required for a complete philosophy of history.

1. Anderson, p. 96.



Some Implications Evaluated

One'problematic element in Deuteconomic thought 
that is often rejected as arbitrary is the vision of fu
ture generations paying for the-sins of their ancestors« 
This is a frightening situation. An arbitrary and- wrath
ful God who punishes the innocent seems to be revealed,by 
the promise in the Third.Commandment. However, that is 
really a theological phrasing of observed fact <,2 It is 
hot a religious truth, but an attribute of life itself. 
Any deed, good or evil, has consequences in the future. 
The fact that those consequences may continue beyond the 
life span of the original actor does not change the truth 
of this observation. While the phrasing of the idea; in 
theological terms may make God appear frightful, it is 
the facts themselves which are awesome. The authors of 
Greek tragedy knew the terror that could come from being 
forced to deal with the consequences of past actions.

i -Orestes, for example, is not spared suffering because he 
did not create the situation he is force to face.

The intrinsic validity of a Deuteronomic philo
sophy of history does riot blind Ordericus to the role of 
human nature and human emotions in history as the follow
ing. examples show. It is the greed of Fulk, count of

2. See above, p. 37•
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Anjou, for the possessions of Duke Robert of Normandy that 
almost leads to war. Hostilities are averted only by the 
insistence of a cardinal.3 It is as much the love of 
novelty as genuine zeal for reform and religion that 
swells the ranks of the new Cistercian Order.^ Richard 
Fresnel, a neighbor of St. Evroult, builds an illegal 
fortress and takes to ravaging the countryside in his. old 
age, when he ought to have some sense, because he is so • 
upset over the "injudicious counsels" of his wife.5 Such 
events may be the occasion of chastisement, but they are 
initiated by very human actions and emotions.

Ordericus is likewise aware of the temptations 
which events present to embellish the truth and turn his
tory into "well-feigned tragedy" or "humorous comedy," 
but he refuses to do so. The simple truth will do a far
better job of bringing home the lesson God is teaching

6through history than any work of art or fancy could. He 
also refrains from, excessive sermonizing.? Comments are 
usually confined to introductory or concluding statements

3. Vitalls, A.13 (II;76-77). 
. 4. Ibid., 3.26 (111:46).
5- Ibid., 12.13 (111:471).
6. Ibid,,. 6.16 (11:422),
7« Ray, p. 230..
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■ of books or chapters, and do not clutter up the narrative 
of events. For Ordericus, the lessons of history are 
sufficiently obvious to make extensive commentary un
necessary.

If the Deuteronomic premise that God rewards and 
punishes men in history is taken seriously, the implica
tion that the present determines the future must be con
sidered. We are faced here with another conclusion drawn 
from life itself. Choices are not always reversible. 
Selection of one alternative from a group automatically 
excludes others. One may repent of a choice, but he 
never returns to the original situation. What the Deu- 
teronomist says here in theological terms is that men 
must live with the consequences of their choices.

God’s action in history as seen in Ordericus or 
the Old Testament,, however, should not be confused with 
predestination in the Calvinist or strict August inian 
sense. It is true that God constantly speaks to men 
through historical events, but men never lose their 
freedom of action completely. The choices a man makes 

. are his own. There is no divine blueprint for the fu
ture which the course of events gradually reveals and 
which will be carried out regardless of the actions of 
men. There is flexibility and freedom of action for both

■ protagonists in the drama of history. ”No large designs



transcend and shape its course from above; rather God is 
among men and in events stamping each new experience, as 
it comes up, with censure or b l e s s i n g . T h i s  view of 
the role of God in history is better described by the con- 
.cept of "providence,^ which has often been confused with 
predestination. Divine providence does not imply the 
rigidly fixed, predetermined ends for men and nations 
that predestination does. True amendment of life can 
change one’s ultimate fate under the Deuteronomic system. 
The providence of God means just that--God provides for 
his people. Immediate needs are answered as they arise 
in a flexible and creative manner. Circumstances will 
effect the form of action taken by God. He may provide 
water from a rock or rnana in the wilderness. He may
reward and encourage one dedicated to his service. He

= ' ' ■ ■ . • 1
may use adversity to humble the proud or call the wilful 
back to the path of virtue. Here is a dynamic God who 
acts in the ever-present and always changing flow of 
history. This is the God of the Hebrews and of the Pa
tristic Church. Here again Ordericus continues ideas 
almost as old as history itself into the present as liv
ing realities.

8. Ibid., p 247.



60
There is no hypothesis- of human improvement built 

into the Deuteronomic view of history. Humanity remains 
the same in spite of the passage of time. God, of course, 
is changeless. These facts make, history essentially homo
geneous. The protagonists of the drama, God and mankind,, 
remain essentially the same through the ages. This is 
true primarily of ,?falien”' men, or those who do not do 
the will of God. . Ordericus sees in the story of history 
no evidence that matters have improved in the long.course 
of time. For him the driving force behind the cycle of 
history is the same as for the Deuteronomist. Men turn : 
away from the laws of God and pursue the joys of the 
world, they break the laws of God.

As the ocean never remains in a state of complete 
rest, . . . so this world is in a constant state 
of turmoil from the tide of events, and is al
ways presenting new forms of sorrow or joy. Thus, 
endless altercations are constantly arising and 
proceeding to extremities among those unsatis
fied worldlings, whose wishes the world itself 
is insufficient to satisfy. While each strives 
to be first and endeavours to tread under foot ■
■ his rivals, the law of God is broken in the dis-.
■ regard for justice, and human blood is shed 
without mercy in the struggle to obtain what 
every one covets. This is abundantly shown by 
the records' of ancient history, and modern re
ports tell the same tale in our very streets and villages.9

9. Vitalis,. 4-13 (11:73) .



Why is this so? Why is there no improvement? Ray 
suggests that for Ordericus# ” » ..» history?s human fabric 
is precisely its trouble« If history were not so much a 
story of human, will, it would be a better story to tell.n-*-̂ 
Perhaps he is right, but.it is also true that the human • 
part of history is the very reason for its existence. If 
manls will were returned to perfect - harmony with God's 
will, history would cease. In Eden there is no history.
So history as such pertains to man out of touch with God... 
Hence, the attempts at communication by God; and hence, 
its value for men. -

In the Deuteronomic view, history is open-ended. 
There is no foreordained conclusion. We have said that 
history is qualitatively the same in all ages. It is 
the arena of God's actions in any era, not just in bib
lical times. Ordericus laments the infrequency of mira
cles, but still finds God very much active in the history 
of his own times. The events Ordericus observes teach a 
lesson that can be read by contemporaries and will also 
speak to future generations if faithfully recorded. Be
cause history is open to God, the future is open to men.
A man’s fate is in his own hands. •' Ordericus even finds

10. Ray, p. 299.



it puzzling that more men do not perceive and act upon the 
lessons of history.
\ How frequent are the.revolutions of unstable . 

fortune, and how constant are the changes and 
disturbances in the state of worldly affairs I 
The man is blinded by his folly, who sees such 
things passing under his observation, and, does, 
not reform his life, trusting in that which a 

. turn of the wheel will take from him.11
A system which presents such an opportunity for improve
ment avoids both the gloomy pessimism of Ecclesiastes 
and the naivety of systems grounded on an ideal that im
plies progression. Hope and gloom are both possible 
within the Deuteronomic framework. Such moods arise 
from circumstances, from the choices an individual makes, 
rather than from the nature of history itself. The Deu
teronomic cycle is not inescapable. It need not repeat 
itself if men choose to return to God.

For Ordericus, history is as much human as it is 
divine. It is to men that the lessons of history are ad
dressed. Mankind forms half of a dialogue that is his-• 
tory. Human actions and motivations are not at all for
eign to the scheme of history presented here. God.may •' 
show himself through human action as well as through any 
other means. It is humanity, collectively and indivi
dually, that is judged and rewarded by God in all ages.

11. Vitalis, 8.24 (111:25-26).



Thus,' the character sketches which have been so much ad
mired are not an oddity. They are fully consistent with 
all that has been said about Ordericus? thought. Inter
est in the individual is also a characteristic of the 
Christian tradition of which Ordericus is a part. God 
is no respector of persons. What matters before him is 
not a man’s wealth, fame, or social rank, but the quality, 
of his life. This frame of mind made objective comment 
on those in high places possible for Ordericus in a

1 Oremarkable number of cases. As noted previously, the . 
human element in history is necessary for its very 
e x i s t e n c e . I t  may be a story of human wilfulness and 
rebellion, but it is also a record of God’s, call, to men 
to return to obedience. History is both human/ and■di
vine - ~ a dia1ogue..between God and man. .Seen in this 
light, history is also sacred.

The ultimate significance of history for Deutero- 
nomic thought is not determined by its humanity. History

12. The notable exception of. Henry I may be due 
to Ordericus’ having met him. In chapter forty-three of 
the-Eleventh Book we learn that, he spent the feast of the 
Purification at St. Evroult in 1113. He was admitted as 
a member of the society after examining the monks’ way of 
life. Before departing, he drew up a charter for the • 
monastery to protect its possessions. Upon leaving, he 
presented a gift to the; monks.

13 ■ See above, p. 36 °
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has meaning because God reveals himself in it through his 
actSo From the days of Abraham, history has been a ve
hicle of revelation. The idea of.nsacred history" is as 
current for Ordericus as it was for the writer of the 
Deuteronomic books. For this reason, the churches cen
tral place in his work is of more than sentimental sig
nificance. The past as sacred history is addressed to 
the church, to Christendom. ■ Because of the significance : 
of history for the present and for posterity, truth is 
a necessity. Ordericus strove.for honesty in his work. 
False information not only causes confusion, but hides 
God's lessons from future generations. A study of the 
- work of Ordericus VitaMs reveals a man of the Deutero
nomic and prophetic stamp who looks at history with the 
eyes of faith. Consequently, like the writers of the 
Old Testament, he sees God at work in the immediate pre
sent .

In summary, it can be said that for Ordericus, 
history is a tool of God. Careful study of the past re
veals the acts of God and the lessons he is trying to 
teach to men. Those who study devoutly will gain in
sights beyond the merely practical ones usually assoc
iated, with the study of history. For Ordericus, history

14o Ray, pp. 149-15I-



is not ’’philosophy teaching by example” as has been 
claimed,-*-5 but God teaching by example. Small wonder 
Order!cus felt his. studies would benefit his soul. In 
this context, Ray’s comment that history is seen by 
Ordericus as ’’totally immanent” acquires a new depth. 16 
A God immanent in history is very different from the 
fearsome judge waiting for a man’s death to square the 
accounts. From what happens to him in this life, and 
from the course of events around him, a man can obtain 
a hint about the state of his own progress in his per
sonal quest for salvation. Here is ’’sacred history” in 
the. Hebraic sense continued beyond the confines of the 
Bible into the very life and times of the author. In 
addition to the concept of God teaching his people, the 
idea that he deals directly with individuals, as ex
pressed in the Bible, is extended to events in the lives 
of great and small men of the author’s own day. How 
very exciting one’s own times can be if viewed in such 
a light! No wonder Ordericus was both zealous and care
ful in observing, recording, and interpreting current 
events. The Deuteronomic philosophy of history of

15o James Westfall Thompson, A History of His--' 
torical Writing (New York: Macmillan Co., 1942), p° 145°

16. Ray, p. 247°
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Ordericus Vitalis contributed substantially to the value 
of his work by enhancing the meaning of the history he 
recorded. ■
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