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Toddlers, Widows, and Bastards Enthroned.
Dynastic Successions in Early-Modern South India
as Observed by the Dutch”

Lennart Bes

In 1689 the Dutch East India Company received a remarkable letter from a
certain Sadashiva Nayaka, who introduced himself as the king of the south
Indian kingdom of Ikkeri. Beginning his letter with a list of his royal
ancestors leading up to himself, Sadashiva went on to say how beloved he
was by all local chiefs in Ikkeri. Furthermore, he emphasised his manliness,
claiming that even the bravest warriors feared him and mentioning the
inappropriateness of women ruling over men. In short, he was to be
considered the ideal king: a real man, held in high esteem, commanding
kingdom-wide support, and of pure royal descent — and therefore fully
entitled to sit on the Ikkeri throne.!

Sadly for Sadashiva, in the same letter he had to admit that the
throne was occupied by someone else. In fact, for nearly two decades
already, Ikkeri had been reigned by Chennammaji. Surprisingly, this ruler
seems to have had hardly any credentials to qualify as a monarch. To start
with — and to Sadashiva’s horror — Chennammaji was a woman. Besides,
she was the widow of a king who had been installed as a child, later went
mad, and finally was murdered. Moreover, both Chennammaji and her
former husband were said not to be of pure royal blood but born by a slave-
girl and another non-regal woman. Yet, Chennammaji ruled as queen over
Ikkeri, whereas Sadashiva was a powetless pretender on the run. For years,
he had been wandering around south India with a few followers and his
letter to the Dutch was actually a request for military assistance to expel

“ A first version of this paper was presented at the third Encompass Conference at
the University of Colombo in August 2011, and I am grateful to the organisers for
inviting me to partake in it. I also would like to thank Peter Rietbergen, Jos
Gommans, Maaike van Berkel, Jinna Smit, and my fellow imperial explorers in the
Eurasian Empires programme, Marie Favereau-Doumenjou, Liesbeth Geevers, and
Willem Flinterman, for their comments on various drafts. Naturally, the views
expressed here are entirely my own.

! Nationaal Archief, The Hague (hereafter referred to as: NA), Archives of the
Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company, hereafter referred to as:
VOC) (access no. 1.04.02), inv. no. 1463, fol. 437v-441v.
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Chennammaji and become king himself.2 His boasting about all his regal
qualities was meant to convince the Dutch of his rights. But apparently, the
men who should be king were not always the men — or women — who
would be king.

This discrepancy between concepts of legitimate succession on the
one hand, and the reality of succession struggles between rivals and the
enthronement of illegitimate or puppet rulers on the other, is the subject of
this essay. 1 will discuss successions in three eatly-modern south Indian
kingdoms, one of which is the aforementioned Ikkeri, situated on India’s
south-west coast. The other two are Tanjavur and Ramnad, both located at
the south-eastern end of the Indian subcontinent. In all these kingdoms,
there was a preference for primogeniture and legitimacy when a new ruler
ascended the throne. Although traditions were slightly different for each
kingdom, in principle a king was to be succeeded by the eldest son of his
(chief) queen, and rulers often installed their son as heir-apparent during
their lifetime. If such a son did not exist or was too young, the general
tendency seems to have been that the throne went to a brother of the
previous king, again with the eldest one having priority, except in Ramnad
where daughters are said to have had preference over brothers. If such
direct heirs were not available, cousins, uncles, or others belonging to
collateral branches of the family generally would be next in line. Finally,
adoption of a successor was also an option. In sum, it appears that sons had
preference over brothers, elder relatives over younger relatives, men over
women, and biological relatives over adopted relatives.?

But despite these preferences, more often than not it were toddlers,
widows, or bastards who ended up on the south Indian thrones considered
here, rather than the oldest mature son or brother of the previous ruler.
Therefore, my questions are, first, how did dynastic successions proceed,
and second, how did the kingdoms differ from each other in this respect?
Below, I will first briefly introduce the three kingdoms and discuss the
sources this paper is based on. Next, I will specifically look at successions in
each kingdom, describing some of them in detail and considering general

2NA, VOC, inv. no. 1463, fol. 438, 441.

3 See K. N. Chitnis, Keladi Polity (Dharwar 1974) 39-41, on Ikkeri; S. Kadhirvel, 4
History of the Maravas, 1700-1802 (Madurai 1977) 34, note 4, on Ramnad; B. Stein,
Vijayanagara The New Cambridge History of India I, part 2 (Cambridge 1989) 133,
on all kingdoms considered here; R. Burling, The Passage of Power. Studies in Political
Succession New York and London 1974) 58-61, on the Marathas in general.
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patterns. Last, I will offer a few tentative explanations for the differences
between these patterns.

Successors and obsetrvers

All three kingdoms can be considered successor states of the erstwhile
south Indian Vijayanagara Empire. Founded around the 1330s, Vijayanagara
started disintegrating in the sixteenth century, leading to about half a dozen
successors which largely survived into the eighteenth century.* Paradoxically,
most of these kingdoms already came into being as increasingly
autonomous polities at the time when the empire as a whole reached its
zenith in the early sixteenth century. Therefore, the courts of Vijayanagara
and its offshoots were politically and culturally closely related, to the point
of having, to some extent, a common court culture. This applies, for
instance, to various aspects of royalty, such as legitimation, coronation
rituals, and representation in literature, art, and architecture.> At the same
time, the successor states differed from one another in fundamental ways,
including their dynastic origin and geopolitical characteristics.

As for the origin of the three dynasties discussed here, the Nayaka
rulers of Ikkeri arose from local chiefs who first had been incorporated as
vassals into the expanding Vijayanagara Empire and later, as the empire fell
apart, grew more or less independent. Ramnad’s royal house, the Setupatis,
was formed by local chiefs too, but in this case through secession from
another Vijayanagara successor state (that of Madurai). In Tanjavur, the
initial dynasty — also called Nayakas — gained power by ascending
Vijayanagara’s military ranks and attaining an increasingly autonomous
governorship in an area they did not originate from. Tanjavur’s later
Maratha house also consisted of foreigners, who conquered the kingdom in

* For a general work on Vijayanagara and its successors, see Stein, I7ayanagara.

5> See e.g. P. B. Wagoner, “Sultan among Hindu Kings”. Dress, Titles, and the
Islamicization of Hindu Culture at Vijayanagara’, The Journal of Asian Studies 55.4
(1996) 851-880: in particular 868-871; P. B. Wagoner, ‘Harihara, Bukka, and the
Sultan. The Delhi Sultanate in the Political Imagination of Vijayanagara’ in: D.
Gilmartin and B. B. Lawrence ed., Beyond Turk and Hindu. Rethinking Religions
Identities in Islamic South Asia (Gainesville 2000) 300-326: 314; G. Michell, Architecture
and Art of Southern India. Vijayanagara and the Successor States The New Cambridge
History of India I, part 6 (Cambridge 1995) passim; and Stein, V7ayanagara, 130-136.
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the 1670s.¢ With regard to the kingdoms’ geopolitical features, Tanjavur
encompassed a fertile river delta, which was densely populated. Ramnad
was largely situated in a semi-arid region, whereas Ikkeri mostly comprised
an upland wooded zone, apart from a low-lying coastal strip. These two
latter kingdoms were comparatively sparsely inhabited.”

In sum, the political culture of the three courts was shaped by several
factors, including a partially shared legacy of the Vijayanagara Empire, the
various dynastic origins, and the geopolitical aspects of the kingdoms.
Somewhat surprisingly, Vijayanagara and its successors together have hardly
been studied from a comparative perspective so far.® This essay is thus to be
considered an initial, brief attempt to compare one aspect of the court
cultures of three successor states that together cover the abovementioned
range of dynastic and geopolitical diversity.

In this paper, my research of dynastic successions is chiefly based on
the archives of the Dutch East India Company.® The Dutch maintained

¢ The standard secondary works on these dynasties are all rather outdated and stand
in need of revision; on Ikkeri: K. D. Swaminathan, The Nayakas of Ikkéri (Madras
1957); on Ramnad: K. Seshadri, “The Setupatis of Ramnad’ (unpublished
dissertation, University of Madurai 1976), and Kadhirvel, A History of the Maravas
(Madurai 1977); on Tanjavur: V. Vriddhagirisan, The Nayaks of Tanjore
(Annamalainagar 1942), K. R. Subramanian, The Maratha Rajas of Tanjore (Madras
1928) and C. K. Srinivasan, Maratha Rule in the Carnatic (Annamalainagar 1943). For
a (non-outdated) chronology of the Tanjavur Marathas, see also S. Subrahmanyam,
Penumbral Visions. Making Polities in Early Modern South India (New Delhi 2001) 144-
152.

70. H. K. Spate and A. T .A. Learmoth, India and Pakistan. A General and Regional
Geography (London 1967) 683-687, 700-703, 762-779; F. R. Hemmingway, Tanjore
Gazetteer (Madras 1900, reprint New Delhi 2000) 2-10, 54, 91-92, 146-147; R. R.
Rao, Ramnad Mannal (Madras 1890) 15-22; B. Lewis Rice, Mysore. A Gagetteer
Compiled for Government 11 (London 1897, reprint New Delhi 2001) 367-375, 415-426.
8 But see e.g. V. Narayana Rao, D. Shulman, and S. Subrahmanyam, Sywbols of
Substance. Conrt and State in Nayaka Period Tamilnadn (Delhi 1992), which discusses
the courts of three relatively similar successor states, those of the Nayakas of
Tanjavur, Madurai, and Senji (or Gingee).

° In the future, as part of my PhD tesearch within the Eurasian Empires
programme, I intend to use Indian and Portuguese sources too, in order to study
dynastic successions (and describe them in much more detail) as well as other
aspects of court politics, such as legitimation, ritual, and factionalism. Furthermore,
my research will include Vijayanagara in addition to the three kingdoms discussed
in this essay, and be foremost of a comparative nature, with the main question
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coastal trading stations in all three kingdoms and from there kept a close
watch on the inland courts.!? They generally compiled detailed reports
whenever a throne became vacant and a new ruler was installed. Largely
unexplored, these records have much to contribute to our hitherto limited
knowledge of these occasions, including some entirely unknown, albeit
short-lived, kings. In the historiography on the dynasties in question, so far
mostly based on inscriptions and chronicles produced by the courts
themselves, successions are mostly described as peaceful events. As will
become clear, the Dutch got a rather different impression. They were never
personally present at these courts when successions took place and got their
knowledge from spies, interpreters, merchants, local authorities, and the like,
but these informants were often well-connected to courtly circles.

Besides, the Dutch strived to pursue a neutral policy when it came to
dynastic successions in these three kingdoms and had no real interest in the
outcome of the accompanying struggles, other than the wish that new rulers
— both on and behind the throne — would adhere to the trade agreements
concluded with their predecessors. Reasons for the Dutch to report on
successions in so much detail included the need for local officials to explain
to their superiors how these occasions often led to kingdom-wide disorder,
which in turn affected trade and lowered profits. Moreover, the Dutch
needed to know how the balance of power at the court changed with every
succession. It seems they never attempted to influence the outcome,
however. 1 By and large, they adopted a pragmatic attitude, trying to

concerning the extent to which the legacy of the empire’s court culture lived on in
its successors. See: http://hum.leiden.edu/history/eurasia.

10 These trading stations included Nagappattinam in Tanjavur, Kilakkarai in
Ramnad, and Kundapur/Barcelore (ot Bastur) in Ikkeri. For introductory wotks on
the Dutch East India Company in India and the archival materials this presence
produced, see G. Winius and M. P. M. Vink, The Merchant-W arrior Pacified. The 17OC
(T'he Dutch East India Co.) and its Changing Political Economy in India (Delhi 1991); and
the series of Dutch Sources on South Asia, c. 1600-1825: J. Gommans, L. Bes, and
G. Kruijtzer, Bibliography and Archival Guide to the National Archives at The Hague (The
Netherlands) Dutch Sources on South Asia, c. 1600-1825 I (New Delhi 2001); L. Bes,
Archival Guide to the Repositories in The Netherlands Other than the National Archives
Dutch Sources on South Asia, c. 1600-1825 II (New Delhi 2007); L. Bes and G.
Kruijtzer, Archival Guide to Repositories Outside The Netherlands Dutch Sources on
South Asia, c. 1600-1825 III (New Delhi forthcoming).

11 Tt is doubtful whether they would have been willing and able to do so at all. Such
endeavours would have required large-scale, inland military operations, entailing
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cultivate relations with whoever could protect their trade interests at any
given time.'? Because of this combination of a relatively disinterested
position and more or less first-hand information, I consider the Dutch
reports on successions in the kingdoms in question comparatively reliable,
although this does obviously not remove the necessity to be critical of these
documents and beware of, for instance, exaggerations, mistaken identities,
or even forged stories.!3

As the Dutch presence in these areas began around 1660 and all
kingdoms lost their autonomy about a century later, I will discuss the period
in between. During these hundred or so years, the three kingdoms together
witnessed about thirty successions, of which 1 will highlight a few
representative ones in the sections below to illustrate a number of general
characteristics.

Ikkeri: tactical queens and fingerless pretenders

To start with Ikkeri (also known as Keladi), eleven successions took place
between 1660 and 1760, two of which appear to be mentioned only in the
Dutch records. While this rather high number already hints to an unstable
dynasty, the events surrounding the successions paint a rather grim picture
of Ikkeri court politics. In only two cases the king died a natural death and
was succeeded by an aldult, male, and close relative without too much

high costs without any guarantee of satisfactory results. Even an attempt by the
Dutch in 1746 to occupy the relatively small Ramesvaram Island off the Ramnad
coast, because of a trade conflict, became a failure, as they had no answer to
Ramnad’s guerrilla-like warfare. See L. Bes, ‘Triendship as Long as the Sun and
Moon Shine. Ramnad and its Perception of the Dutch East India Company, 1725-
1750’ (unpublished MA thesis, Leiden University 1997) 72-81.

12'The Dutch East India Company obviously did not pursue this neutral policy in
various other regions in Asia, such as Malabar (in the far south-west of India) and
the Indonesian archipelago, where it was actively involved in the outcome of
succession struggles. For a general overview of relations between Asian kings and
the Dutch, see E. Locher-Scholten and P. Rietbergen ed., Hof en handel. Aziatische
vorsten en de 1VOC 1620-1720 Verhandelingen van het Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-,
Land- en Volkenkunde 223 (Leiden 2004).

13 See also J. Gommans and J. Kuiper, “The Surat Castle Revolutions. Myths of an
Anglo-Bania Order and Dutch Neutrality, c. 1740-60°, Journal of Early Modern History
10.4 (2006) 361-390: 384-389.
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commotion. The nine other successions saw at least four murdered kings
(two of them poisoned), many more killed relatives (and two of them
blinded), four under-aged kings, two widow-queens, and three kings
considered bastards because of adoption or their belonging to an illegitimate
branch of the dynasty — with some rulers combining several of these
characteristics. These struggles usually caused great disturbances in the
entire kingdom, and often generals, royal uncles, merchants, or other
courtiers would emerge as those who really exercised power.!4

A description of three successions that took place in the early 1670s
will demonstrate how such events would proceed. The first succession,
probably in 1672, began with the killing of the then ruling king,
Somashekhara Nayaka, a boy of about fifteen years old. He belonged to a
collateral line of the dynasty and was said to have spent most of his reign
looking after his animals, while leaving politics to his advisors. His death led
to a bloody struggle between supporters of the two lines of the royal house
and the enthronement of a fourteen-year old boy who was a member of the
older branch of the family. Despite his ancestry, however, he was very soon
removed from his position by the rivalling court faction. To make sure he
would never reclaim the throne, his ear and right-hand little finger were cut
off — as a sign of impotence — while his father was blinded. Sadashiva
Nayaka, who two decades later wrote to the Dutch for support to expel
Queen Chennammaji, was probably a brother of this boy.

After the boy and his father were eliminated, a new, adult king
(belonging to the older branch too) was installed, referred to as Kasiyya
Bhadrayya by the Dutch. But before long, probably by 1673, he fell out with
his initial supporters and was beheaded — together with his son, just in case
that boy turned out to be another pretender to the throne. Now, with three
kings killed or expelled, some stability finally set in, under the rule of a
woman. When Somashekhara, the first of the three kings, had been killed,
his widow was supposed to commit sa# and die with him on his funeral pyre.
She pretended to be pregnant, however, and was thus able to postpone her

14 In addition to relevant references in other footnotes, see e.g. NA, VOC, inv. no.
12306, fol. 35, 191-193, 203-204, 338, 449, 496, inv. no. 1240, fol. 532-533, 544, 584-
587, 603, inv. no. 1268, fol. 1113, 1115v, inv. no. 1274, fol. 172v, inv. no. 1295, fol.
264v-266v, inv. no. 16006, fol. 98v, inv. no. 1607, fol. 90v, inv. no. 1694, fol. 75-76,
inv. no. 1838, fol. 178v-179, inv. no. 2432, fol. 79, inv. no. 2433, fol. 443v-444,
505v, inv. no. 2435, fol. 2233v-2234, inv. no. 2461, fol. 21v, inv. no. 2857, fol. 306,
inv. no. 2928, fol. 93, inv. no. 2929, fol. 248.
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death. In the meantime, she allied herself with the military commander
Timmanna — who also seemed to harbour royal ambitions as he had himself
addressed as Nayaka of Ikkeri and who came into conflict with her later on
— and she grew so powerful that no one dared to remind her anymore of the
duty of sati. In the course of the 1670s she emerged as the ruler of the
kingdom, especially after Timmanna died in 1677. This woman was Queen
Chennammaji, whose reign horrified Sadashiva Nayaka so much. But
despite his view on female rulers, Chennammaji remained in power until she
passed away in 1697 and was one of the longest ruling monarchs of Ikkeri.
Nevertheless, in what seems to have been an attempt to legitimise her
position, she soon adopted a three-year old boy (the future Basavappa
Nayaka) to have him crowned king of Ikkeri and ‘reign’ beside her — a real
toddler on the throne.!>

Ramnad: meddlesome neighbours and hand-raising commoners

In the kingdom of Ramnad, things were not much different when it came to
successions. Like Ikkeri, Ramnad experienced eleven successions between
the 1660s and 1760s, and these, too, were characterised by violence and a
colourful range of pretenders to the throne. Just five kings died a natural
death; the others were killed, imprisoned, or expelled. Unlike Ikkeri,
however, widows never became rulers, but young boys — and even a
suckling — increasingly often did. From the 1730s onward, the throne was
almost permanently occupied by three minors, who commenced their reign
at the age of, respectively, five years, thirteen years, and two months.
Illegitimate pretenders also stood a good chance of becoming king, as two
in-laws of the royal family and one bastard son ruled Ramnad in the eatly
cighteenth century.’® As in Ikkeri, often the most powerful figures at the

15 See e.g. NA, VOC, inv. no. 1246, fol. 1619-1620, inv. no. 1288, fol. 635-638yv, inv.
no. 1291, fol. 586v-587v, inv. no. 1295, fol. 264v-266v, inv. no. 1308, fol. 642v-643,
inv. no. 1329, fol. 1331, inv. no. 1406, fol. 913, 915v, 920v, 923v, 931v-932, inv. no.
1474, fol. 210v-213, 329-331v, inv. no. 1593, fol. 7-7v, 864, 872v, 876-876v, 901,
928.

16 See e.g. NA, VOC, inv. no. 1295, fol. 144-144v, 707v, inv. no. 1302, fol. 613, inv.
no. 1788, fol. 1493-1493v, inv. no. 1805, f. 1039v-1040, inv. no. 2026, fol. 834-835,
inv. no. 2044, fol. 94v-95, inv. no. 2046, fol. 762-762v, inv. no. 2158, fol. 948v-950v,
inv. no. 2337, fol. 1541v-1543v, 1579-1580v, inv. no. 2733, fol. 18-18v, 33v-34, inv.
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Ramnad court were not the kings, not even when they were adults, but such
courtiers as generals, provincial governors, queen-mothers, and treasurers.!”

If we compare what seems to be two endless chains of chaotic and
bloody successions in Ikkeri and Ramnad, however, one difference stands
out. In Ikkeri, the pool of throne pretenders and their supporters appears to
have been largely confined to the court itself. By contrast, in Ramnad,
frequently people from beyond the courtly circles — or even from other
courts — played a decisive role in the outcome of succession struggles. Local
chiefs living away from the capital as well as neighbouring kingdoms were
often actively supporting rival factions at the court. In addition, it seems
that the common people of Ramnad, or at least their leaders, usually had to
approve of new kings. The Dutch records mention this practice several
times. They speak of kings who needed ‘permission of the community’
(toestemming der gemeente), were ‘publicly introduced to the people’ in the
capital (den volke aldaar publicq voorgestelt geworden), were ‘recognised and
accepted as their legitimate monarch’ (voor haaren wettigen wvorst erkent en
aangenomen) by chiefs from various places in the kingdom, and the like. The
documents also describe a ceremony where courtiers and warriors publicly
recognised the new ruler by raising both hands and worshipping him.!8
Admittedly, some of these occasions may have been orchestrated, but it was
apparently considered important to somehow involve the public when
coronations occurred. In their extensive reports about successions in Ikkeri,
the Dutch never referred to anything comparable.

A series of successions in Ramnad in the eatly eighteenth century
illustrates this involvement of external parties in the court’s affairs. In 1710,
the dying king, Kilavan Setupati, is said to have expressed his wish to be
succeeded by a bastard son, Bhavani Sankara, born of a concubine. But
Bhavani was not considered legitimate by the community and the throne
thus went to a more acceptable relative, Tiru Udaya Tevar (also known as
Vijaya Raghunatha), who was a son-in-law and possibly also a nephew of
Kilavan. Bhavani Sankara fled to the neighbouring kingdom of Tanjavur,

no. 2735, fol. 1052v-1053v, inv. no. 2757, fol. 1474, inv. no. 3082, fol. 1156v-1162,
1453-1456, inv. no. 3348, fol. 399.

17 L. Bes, “The Setupatis, the Dutch, and Other Bandits in Eighteenth-Century
Ramnad (South India)’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 44.4 (2001)
540-574: 556-563.

18 See e.g. NA, VOC, inv. no. 2026, fol. 834v, inv. no. 2158, fol. 950v, inv. no. 2337,
fol. 1543v, inv. no. 2757, fol. 1474.
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but in 1725 — after Tiru Udaya had passed away and the throne seems to
have been briefly occupied by Tanda Tevar, another nephew of Kilavan —
he finally managed to conquer Ramnad with the help of Tanjavur. In spite
of his illegitimate descent, this time Bhavani was even acknowledged
through the hand-raising ceremony by most chiefs. Hereupon, two other
pretenders — Kattaya Tevar and Sasivarna Tevar, both in-laws of Ramnad’s
royal family — fled to Tanjavur. They returned in 1729, also with Tanjavur’s
assistance, now to expel Bhavani Sankara from Ramnad’s throne and both
claim it for themselves. While Bhavani fled to Tanjavur again, Kattaya and
Sasivarna started quarrelling about who was entitled to become the new
king. Each enlisted the support of different local chiefs and warriors, and in
the end this led to a partition into two kingdoms: newborn Sivaganga, ruled
by Sasivarna, and a much-shrunken Ramnad, with Kattaya as king. The
outcome of all these successions was clearly influenced by parties outside
the Ramnad court, such as local communities, warrior chiefs, and the
Tanjavur court.!

Fig. 1: Mural in the Ramalinga Vilasam Palace in Ramnad, probably depicting
King Tiru Udaya Tevar (or Vijaya Raghunatha Setupati) (r. 1710-1725) and some
courtiers as they receive European envoys, possibly Dutchmen (photo by the
author).

19 For an extensive description of the events leading up to the partition of Ramnad,
see Bes, “The Setupatis, the Dutch, and Other Bandits’, 552-556.
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Tanjavur: accommodative brothers and sensible usurpers

Tanjavur is the last kingdom 1 discuss. While it was heavily involved in
Ramnad’s tumultuous dynastic changes, Tanjavur’s own successions
generally proceeded quite smoothly. Eight successions took place between
the 1660s and 1760s,20 which is not much less than in Ikkeri or Ramnad.
But three of these happened within a short and turbulent period (1736-1739)
that appears to be rather uncharacteristic for Tanjavur. Whereas both Ikkeri
and Ramnad regularly saw kings following each other in quick succession,?!
this happened only once in Tanjavur. If we therefore consider this period
atypical and put it aside, we are left with five successions in this century.
These were accompanied by little or no trouble, and only one widow,
perhaps one bastard, and no toddler ever sat on the Tanjavur throne.
Almost all kings died a natural death and were succeeded by either their son
or their brother.22 Therefore, I will examine two successions in the Maratha
house that did cause some friction. At first sight, this may seem odd given
my intention to discuss dynastic developments I regard as representative,
but as this friction was peacefully resolved in both cases, these successions
actually confirm Tanjavur’s dynastic stability.

In the first case, the throne passed in 1711 from the deceased Shahaji
to his younger brother Sarabhoji (or Serfoji), much to the regret of their
youngest brother, Tukkoji. Rather than letting this dissatisfaction develop
into a serious conflict, however, the problem was solved by appointing
Tukkoji as a kind of viceroy of an important province. Initially, this kept
him happy, but after some time he grew frustrated again, especially when
Sarabhoiji, being childless, adopted a boy who might become his successor.
Tukkoji then retired from the court altogether, but still had the decency to

20 Not counting a change of dynasty in the early 1670s, when the Marathas replaced
the Nayakas after a short Madurai-ruled interlude.

2l In Ikkeri: three successions in the years 1660-1664, three in c. 1672-1673, and
two in 1754-1757; in Ramnad: three successions in c. 1673, three in 1725-1729, and
two in 1748-1749.

22 In addition to relevant references in other footnotes, see e.g. NA, VOC, inv. no.
1398, fol. 406v, inv. no. 1411, fol. 96v, 103-104v, 120, 303-303v, 407, inv. no. 2334,
fol. 182v, inv. no. 2350, fol. 118, 438, 578, inv. no. 2351, fol. 3994-3995, inv. no.
2380, fol. 165, inv. no. 2443, fol. 2690-2691, inv. no. 2387, fol. 94-95, inv. no. 2538,
fol. 1619, inv. no. 3077, fol. 433-433v, inv. no. 3108, fol. 23-24, 29-30, 92, inv. no.
88606, fol. 129.
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ask Sarabhoji for permission. This was granted with all due honours, but
when it turned out that Tukkoji was now on his way to leave Tanjavur,
Sarabhoji tracked his brother down right at the border and managed to
make him return to court voluntarily. Rumour had it that it was actually
their mother who kept the brothers on speaking terms. In any case, in 1729
Sarabhoji passed away naturally and Tukkoji finally became king, albeit with
some resistance from a court faction that wished to see Sarabhoji’s adopted
boy on the throne.??

The second case concerns Shahaji 11, the sole king who ascended the
Tanjavur throne through usurpation. His reign lasted only a year (1738-
1739), after which he was imprisoned by courtiers under the pretext that he
was the son of a slave girl and therefore an illegitimate ruler (he may actually
have been the adopted son of Sarabhoji). But his intended successor,
Pratapasimha (or Pratap Singh), claimed he could not possibly become king
unless his jailed predecessor would formally renounce the throne to him.
Upon hearing this, Shahaji 11 had Pratapasimha visit him in prison and told
him: ‘If you do not accept the reign, we shall both loose our heads, but if
we stay alive we can see what will be next, therefore go and sit on the
throne’. This proved to be another example of Tanjavur’s ability to avoid
violence at the court, because now Pratapasimha agreed to become king and
Shahaji II was released and given some lands to live from.?*

To be succeeded

The main concern of this essay has been to determine the discrepancy in
three related kingdoms between the ideal of legitimate succession and the
reality of illegitimate rulers and succession struggles. Yet, the question may
be asked how we are to explain the dissimilarities between successions in
these kingdoms, which after all, to some extent, shared a political and
cultural legacy of the erstwhile Vijayanagara Empire. With regard to the

B NA, VOC, inv. no. 1803, fol. 98, 302v-303, 467-469, inv. no. 1819, fol. 42v, 170v,
inv. no. 1849, fol. 319v-320, inv. no. 1997, fol. 22-23, 18 (2nd numeration), inv. no.
2031, fol. 436-440, 1359, inv. no. 2043, fol. 144v, inv. no. 2147, fol. 4833y, inv. no.
21606, fol. 69-71, inv. no. 8844, fol. 45.

2 NA, VOC, inv. no. 2427, fol. 425, 435-436, 441v, inv. no. 2442, fol. 608-610, 633,
inv. no. 2443, fol. 2034-2036, 2690-2691, inv. no. 2470, fol. 70-72, inv. no. 2471, fol.
51-52. The quote of Shahaji II also in Subramanian, The Maratha Rajas of Tanjore, 44.
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rather striking difference between Tanjavur on the one hand and Ikkeri and
Ramnad on the other, one might argue that during the period in question
Tanjavur was mostly ruled by the Marathas, who originated from western
India and had conquered the kingdom, and therefore its court culture may
have had not much in common with that of Tkkeri and Ramnad, the more
‘direct’ successors of Vijayanagara. But under Tanjavur’s previous dynasty —
the Nayakas, who started as Vijayanagara governors — successions also
appear to have been peaceful affairs that happened few and far between. In
the Nayakas’ case, a period of not less than 140 years was covered by the
reigns of just four kings, each a son of his predecessor, with the obvious
exception of the dynasty’s founder.?>

Hence, the differences in succession politics can perhaps be
explained by various other factors. One of these may be the kingdoms’
societal structure of which the courts were part. As explained above,
Tanjavur was situated in a fertile riverine area, supporting intensive wet-land
agriculture and a dense, largely sedentary population. Already since pre-
Vijayanagara times, it consisted of highly stratified communities, with little
social mobility and a strongly institutionalised and divinely ordained
dominance of kings and priests. This may have limited the influence of
outsiders on dormant tensions at the court. By contrast, Ramnad was
located in a semi-arid region, mostly comprising dry waste lands, forests,
and thorn-bushes. It had a sparse population, of which semi-nomadic and
autonomous herders and warrior bands formed a substantial portion. The
kingdom was thus characterised by more fluid and open social relations,
which might have made access to the court comparatively easy.2¢ These
differences may have been reinforced by the fact that the Setupatis of
Ramnad had local roots and therefore probably held strong—but potentially

%5 Vriddhagirisan, The Nayaks of Tanjore, 24, 34-35, 57-64, 125-130.

% For discussions on different geopolitical zones in (south) India, see e.g. P. G.
Price, Kingship and Political Practice in Colonial India (Cambridge 1996) 9-10; Bes, ‘The
Setupatis, the Dutch, and Other Bandits’, 545-546, 563-566; D. Shulman, ‘On
South Indian Bandits and Kings’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review 17.3
(1980) 283-3006: in particular 288-290, 301-300; J. C. Heesterman, ‘Warrior, Peasant
and Brahmin’, Modern Asian Studies 29.3 (1995) 637-654: passim; J. Gommans, “The
Silent Frontier in South Asia, c. A.D. 1100-1800°, Journal of World History 9.1 (1998)
1-23: 2-4; and B. Stein, ‘Agrarian Integration in South India’ in: R. E. Frykenberg
ed., Land Control and Social Structure in Indian History (Madison 1969) 175-216: 188,
200.

133




Lennart Bes

disloyal — ties with parties outside the court, whereas both the Nayaka and
Maratha houses of Tanjavur were of foreign origin and possibly maintained
a certain distance from the society they ruled over. In this regard we may
remember the reports about the conflict between Sarabhoji and Tukkoji
being solved by their mother, while other influences — either dividing or
reconciling the brothers — seemed entirely absent.

In the case of Ikkeri, possible links between geopolitics, dynastic
origin, and court politics seem harder to discern. With the major part of its
territory lying in a wooded upland zone with a low population density and
its royal house having local origins, one might suppose the situation to be
somewhat similar to that of Ramnad, but although these two courts shared
their dynastic instability, we have seen that in Ikkeri disturbances usually
originated at the court itself, unlike the various influences that came from
beyond the court in Ramnad.

Obviously, this matter awaits more research, and the suggested
reasons for the different succession patterns are largely suppositions, which
I hope to address in future, together with other possible explanations. At
any rate, it is clear that in Ikkeri and Ramnad, unlike Tanjavur,
primogeniture and royal blood (either by birth or through marriage and
adoption) played only a limited role in the outcome of successions. Royal
blood was only a first necessity to partake in the struggle for the throne, and
primogeniture served as just one of the many possible additional assets to
claim kingship. Often, other factors proved decisive, such as personal skills,
connections, and mere luck.

Finally, another question remains unanswered: what happened to
Sadashiva Nayaka, the throne pretender who possessed so many qualities to
become king of Ikkeri and yet was outsmarted by Queen Chennammaji?
His request for military assistance was politely turned down by the Dutch,
as it was by the Portuguese and several Indian powers. All the Dutch did
was lending him a small amount of money, presenting him some minor gifts,
and allowing him to camp at one of their trading stations for a few days.?’
Sadashiva had no choice but to continue wandering around south India and
devising new strategies to become king — but apparently lacking the right
connections and a healthy dose of luck, he would never be one.

27NA, VOC, inv. no. 1474, fol. 210v-213.
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and had been in a position to loan money to support a campaign
against the Welsh in 1104.

Such indications of his canniness are intriguing reminders that
the Marshal did not live in a heroic society, whatever the Histoire
might try to persuade us. Earlier in the twelfth century the
highest of Norman aristocrats, Waleran, count of Meulan, did
not find it beneath him to take an active interest in the wine trade
which passed through his lands on the way to England, and the
herring fleets that used his ports.** Such great men did not
market their own produce, but in forming close relations with the
men who had the skills to do it for them they entered a world that
some of them did not seem to find uncongenial. The world of
commerce had its own excitements and dangers, and for the
magnates with resources to exploit it was one way to accumulate
the sacks of coins that made so much else possible. The Marshal
was alert enough to his commercial interests to indulge in town
development to improve his lordship of Leinster, with boroughs
developed or improved at Kilkenny, Carlow and New Ross.

If nothing else, the Marshal’s friendly relations with mer-
chants, burgesses and his own household clerks should remind
us, if we need reminding by now, how two-dimensional was the
Histoire written to commemorate his life. Generations of
romantically-inclined historians have long overstressed the
military element in aristocratic life (for which the Histoire is in no
small part to blame): it is as if we judged today’s upper class only

- by their doings at Badminton, Klosters, Henley or on the golf-

links. It is arrogant to assume that the twelfth-century aristocracy
was less complex than ours, simply because it is so remote from us.

32 The Beanmont Twins 1986 185-9.
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Chapter 7

THE CHIVALRY OF THE
MARSHAL

The Marshal was a paragon of the military virtues of his day. We
do not just have to take the word of his biographer for that. He was
tutor-in-arms to the heir of the kingdom of England for a dozen
years; prized captain of three successive Angevin monarchs; and a
{generally) successful commander in the field. These things we
know from sources other than the Histoire, so we need not doubt
what it says. The Marshal was a great practitioner of what his day
and age called chevalerie; but what he meant by the word and what
we read into it are two different things. Several writers have had
much to say about the Marshal not just as a soldier, but as an
example of what they see as an early pattern of ‘chivalry’ and
knight-errantry. In a recent study John Gillingham has picked
apart what modern historians have had to say about the Marshal’s
career as a soldier, and offered his own assessment.! He presents
us with quite a different Marshal, one that I find rather more
convincing than the Marshal of Sidney Painter and Georges
Duby. The following chapter, therefore, is very much in Mr
Gillingham’s debt.

Sidney Painter had a vision of the Marshal as a warrior which
seems at times to have owed more to Sir Walter Scott’s Joankoe or
The Talisman than the Histoire. He cast William in the role of the
‘knight-errant’, 2 man solely guided for much of his life by the

“pursult of glory and honour, as he understood it. He saw a man

who followed the classic career as described by the thirteenth-
century statesman and writer, Philip de Navarre (or Novara); first
acquiring renown, then settling down to lands, a wife and
respectability. Honest man that he was, Painter admitted that his
1 J Gillingham ‘War and Chivalry in the History of William the Marshal’ in

Thirteenth Century England 11 ed. P R Coss and S D Lloyd Woodbridge 1488
1-13.
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category of knight-errant was ‘somewhat arbitrary’ but we were to
understand that it should be taken to mean *a knight imbued with
chivalricideals’. But what were those ideals? Painter was less than
faithful to his text. Despite the delight of the Histoire in the
Marshal’s freebooting on the tournament and battlefield, which it
regards as a perfectly respectable activity, Painter condemns the
profit motive in warfare as ‘unknightly’.?

He also depicts the Marshal as a_pursuer — albeit an incompe-
tent one — of the cult of courtly love. The Histoire, however,
provides little evidence for this. It does not ignore women, it even
(as Mr Gillingham points out) credits Countess Isabel with an
important role in her husband’s council (a role that the charters of
herself and her husband go some way to confirm). But it does not
venerate women particularly. William Marshal had a good deal of
respect for his sisters; he made a point of visiting them on the rare
occasions that he was in England in his early career. He was also
deferential and polite to the noblewomen before whom he
performed his deeds in the tournament. Women came within the
bounds of his courtliness, for if they were not possible patrons
themselves, they had husbands who were. He was, besides, a
well-disposed man and on one occasion, at the firing of Le Mans,
he had his squires assist an old lady whose house was burning
down with all her goods inside. Perhaps he did not see the irony
that it would not have been necessary at all if his colleagues had
not set light to the city in the first place. But that is the extent of his
‘chivalry’ as Painter wanted to understand it. The Marshal saw
nothing to admire in the woman he caught eloping with a clerk. He
was as stringently moral on that occasion as the priggish Philip de
Navarre would have wanted. There is nothing in the Hisioire of the
sensuality and playfulness of Andrew the Chaplain or Béroul, the
Marshal’s contemporaries. Their ‘advanced” notions were far
beyond the conventional morality of the Marshal and his men.
The suggestion that the Marshal might have committed adultery
with the Young King’s wife is greeted with genuine horror and
outrage. The Marshal prided himself on his sound principles.

To the author of the Histoire, therefore, women are (like the
Marshal’s own mother) assets and objects of material promotion;
delightful, gentle and beautiful it is true, but still pieces in the
game of ambition. The Histoire has a limited time to spare for
women, Not one comes through as a developed character in her

2 Painter’s particular blindness on this topicis just as apparent in his subsequent
French Chivalry Baltimore 1940).
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own right, unlike the women of Chrétien’s romances. 1t paints a
man’s world, a world of violence, comradeship and high politics.

The only traces of the world of romance are the adjectives

borrowed to depict women from the vocabulary of the stock
romance. Few women had any business in the real world of the
Marshal’s mesnie, and they were a positive menace to its emotional
life. There men fed their need for security and companionship by
fixing their affections on the iconic figure of the Marshal, their
impassive lord and father, sinking their insecurities in the
brotherhood of serving him. The chasm in their lives that his death
opened up could not be filled, although the Histoire itself was an
attempt by his bereft men to summon up a wraith of the Marshal,
so that not all of what had once been was lost to them.

Romantic knight-errant the Marshal was not. He had a
transparent horror of being without a patron in his landless,
younger days. He needed a household in which to base himself; a
master to follow, someone to pay for his horses, arms, the clothes
on his back. The sort of knight that Painter described was a less
than respectable character, the sort of knight who haunted the
wastes and forests of the contemporary romances with a band of
like-minded souls; ambushing respectable knights and their ladies
in most unsporting packs, until they ended up at the wrong end of
the lance of the hero, who unfailingly dispatched groups of up to a
dozen of them at a time, as in a twentieth-century western or space
opera.

Duby’s view is even less in accord with what the text has to say,
indeed at one point, as Mr Gillingham caustically butjustly points
out, Duby has to invent a more grandiose setting for the Marshal’s
knighting than the text actually provides, to support his views on
the centrality of {‘adoubement in aristocratic society, Duby, like
Painter, sees William Marshal as essentially a simple knight. He
goes further. He tries to maintain a view that William Marshal
‘was blessed with a brain too small to impede the natural vigour of
a big, powerful and tireless physique’ (to employ Mr Gillingham’s
translation). We can concede Duby the physique, but ‘he has
misjudged the intellect that guided it. How could he describe one
of the most successful courtiers of his age as a man of ‘few thoughts
and brieP? The Marshal had to have a vigilant sensitivity tuned to
every tremble in the mood of the court, an ever-ready h.umour to
help deflect envy and malice, and a certain deviousness if humour
failed. Above all he had to have self-control; how otherwise could
he have survived? No-one was likely in his own day to have rated
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the Marshal alongside a John of Salisbury, or even a Walter Map,
but that is not to deny the man his due. He was no lucky bonehead.
H?:Mas an astute, alert and cool-headed soldier and. (_:5.)_urtlréx_i2 nota
milifary genius or a' Machiavelli, but a great proficient in the field
and the council chamber, and no man’s fool.

THE TOURNAMENT

Let us look at the evidence. What is the chivalry the Marshal
displayed in the tournament field? From around the age of
twenty-one to the age of thirty-seven William Marshal was an
habitué of the tournament. The Histoire lists sixteen tournaments
in which its hero participated between 1167 and 1183. The rise of
this sport to respectability was very much a feature of the
Marshal’s own lifetime. Meetings of knights for the purpose of
military games are first mentioned in France in the early twelfth
century, but little is known of these early tournaments. They were
probably informal meetings of vigorous, military-minded free
men, but not patronized by the higher aristocracy. They acquired
a bad reputation as undisciplined riots. Kings and popes moved to
ban them, in the latter case because they were a distraction of
Christian energy from the Crusade. For a good century and more
they occupied the same place in the view of the establishment as
rock concerts or Stonehenge solstice-worship does now. Henry i of
England would not allow them to be held in his kingdom, but as
the Histoire indicates, permitted them in the Marches of Nor-
mandy and in Anjou.

It was during Henry 1’s reign that the tournament became a
more respectable aristocratic pursuit. This was partly because the
fact of being a knight had become more generally regarded, in
northern France and England, as a social distinction rather than a
military calling. But also, as Duby points out, the organization
and sponsorship of great tournaments was a means for the great
duke or count to pose as a leader of the nobility. In Stephen’s reign
in England we first hear of a magnate, Hugh de Mortemer, being
killed at such a meeting. In Normandy in 1 167, as the Histoire tells
us, William de Tancarville thought it a desirable thing to lead his
mesni¢ around local Norman tournaments. By the time William
Marshal was the master of the Young King’s mesnie, tourneying
was all the rage and it occasionally found great patrons around

northern France; Philip, Count of Flanders, being the chief of
them,
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Most of the tournaments were still small affairs, a score or two of
knights divided for the purpose of the game into two informal
teams. Such meetings were advertised by word of mouth and
chiefly attended by local knights and people like the Marshal,
professionals who drew much of their income from captures and
ransoms. At the height of the season in France, in late autumn, a
determined knight might get to one every two weeks. In such
circumstances in the later r170s William Marshal and a Flemish
acquaintance, Roger de Gaugy, decided to milk the circuit for
everything it was worth. They came to an agreement that they
would team up and split the profits from the captures they made
on their own account over the next two years. They were
meticulous, they had to be, since the money they earned in this
way made no small difference to the degree of aristocratic display
they could flaunt. The Young King’s kitchen clerk, Wigain,
undertook to keep a tally of their captures (probably rather a relief
for him to be doing something other than totalling the consump-
tion of capons), which survived to be seen by the Marshal’s
biographer. In ten months Wigain’s tally amounted to 103
knights. On his deathbed, the Marshal recalled with mingled
regret and pride that he had taken as many as 500 knights prisoner
on the field. If he was right one can only marvel at the obstinacy of
the knights who were willing to place themselves in front of his
lance; confirmation of the old belief that there is one born every
minute.

But some meetings were different, great affairs and festivals,
drawing hundreds of participants from all over France and
England, some even came from Secotland. It is on these that the
Histoire gives us the greatest detail. On such occasions great
magnates from all over the Anglo-French world would converge
on the chosen field, lords from the area comprehending Scotland,
England and the Marches, Flanders, Anjou, Poitou, Normandy,
Brittany, Champagne, Burgundy, Picardy and the area then
called ‘France’, what we now call the Ile-de-France, the region
ruled directly by the king. In the Marshal’s day, this was as far as
the tournament enthusiasm had spread. Few subjects of the
emperor, no Italians, Navarrese or Spaniards are mentioned in
connection with a tournament.

The patron of the great tournament would host and organize
the gathering, feast his great guests and offer token prizes to the
best knight on the day. In the case of Philip of Flanders, on one
occasion he equipped with some generosity the Young King and
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his men who appeared at a tournament in the county of Clermont
without the ironmongery of war. The tournament patron, whether
Count of Flanders, Duke of Burgundy or the lesser Counts of
Clermont, Beaumont-sur-Oise or Dreux, clearly expected to gain
something from this considerable outlay. No doubt Duby is right
to suggest that it was done as much to assert their dignity against

the growing power of the French monarchy, by providing bread”

and circuses for the knights, as for pleasure. But one should not
avoid the more simple cause of the patronage of tournaments: its

usefulness in promoting the status of great magnates against each

other, as much as the king,

The Marshal owed his position and favour with the Young King
to his infection of the boy with the lust to tourney. Duby’s
description of the Marshal as the ‘team manager’ of the Young
King’s tourneying mesnie has a certain validity, although player-
manager would be nearer the truth. The king’s continuing favour
to William depended on unbroken success, and the Marshal did
his best to provide it. He exerted himself'to attract into what was a
basically Anglo-Norman mesnie the most distinguished knights of
Flanders, France and Champagne. Such men could name their
own price to enlist under English colours for the season, This was
very much a transfer fee market. When in 1183 the Marshal had
informally parted from the king, a number of dukes and counts
promptly offered substantial inducements for him to join their
service. We have seen the evidence that he did in fact accept Count
Philip’s offer before his recall to his estranged lord.

Others have well described the sort of things that happened on
the tournament fields of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.’ I see
no reason to go into any great detail here and I will simply
summarize some of the main points they have made. The
tournaments of the Marshal’s day differed very little from war.
The same weapons and tactics were used, the same greed for
captives and ransoms is evident. About the only thing that
distinguished the tournament from war was the fact that the death
of a participant was a cause for regret in the tournament. The
tournament also allowed the participants to withdraw into
roped-off safe-areas called recets, Otherwise they were occasions
when no holds were barred.

As a sport, tourneying was a most dangerous activity: in the
level of violence the participants suffered, it was rather like
horseback American football with sharp sticks and no referees.
3 See bibliography of this chapter, page 211,
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There were some elements of it which make the sporting analogy
as irresistible to me as it was to Duby. There were teams dressed in
the same colours and there was a decided team spirit about the
game, with captains, team chants (the war-cry) and regional
loyalties. In a great tournament, as at Lagny in 1180, teams were
grouped into their nominal place of origin by nations: English,
Bretons, Flemings, Normans, and so on. In other ways, though,
the analogy is inadequate to describe more than the underlying
spirit of the tournament. There was no formal objective to be
achieved. The winning side was the one which chased the other
from the field, or that which amassed the greater number of
captives at the end of the day’s fighting. Also, the individual went
in for it for more than the satisfaction of team-spirit and
co-operative endeavour, he went into it to fill his purse.

Few rules governed the tournament field, apart from the feeling
that it was generally bad form to slip away from your captor once
his attention had been drawn away, or steal the horses taken by
another man. The most regulated part of the business was the

taking of ransoms. A man once taken must undertake to pay a
ransom, but that done should be allowed to rejoin the field if he feit
up to it. The Histoire is very hot against bad sportmanship where it
involved ransom, and very particular that it be paid. On the other
hand it is willing to balance this punctiliousness with admiration
for the knight, as William Marshal is said to have been at Joigny
who tempered industry with largesse. At Joigny, the Marshal took
numbers of prisoners as usual, but is said to have distinguished
himself by grandly giving away his winnings.

Men conducted themselves on the twelfth-century tournament
field with the same brutality and ruthlessness as they did on the
battlefield. Since the main justification for the activity was that it
offered an authentic training ground for war, we must not be
surprised at this. There was no particular objection to deploying
whole companies of foot-soldiers to assist in the action, as was
done at the town of Anet on the Norman border in 1176. The
French baron, Simon, castellan of Neauphle, drew up 300 footmen
to cover the retreat of his team. It says a lot for the quality of
armour by this date that William Marshal and the Young King
were able to ride the foot-soldiers down with impunity. William
took advantage of the situation by grasping Simon de Neauphle’s
reins as they passed him (his preferred method of capturing
knights). He and the king rode away, towing Simon behind. He
could do no more than flail around helplessly, deprived of his
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reins. Unfortunately for Simon, he came into contact with a low
beam as William dragged him along and was knocked off his
horse. When William finally drew rein and looked behind him, he
saw only an empty saddle and the king, convulsed with laughter.

Some of the other tactics described as used in tournaments also
appear distinctly unsporting, until we remember that the tourna-
ment field was no less than a rehearsal for battle. When
tournaments began, they began with a general onset of the two
sides. When the massed ranks met with a thudding crash, their
ranks would often disintegrate and a confused mélée follow. The
most successful company was that which kept close together in the
charge and whose cohesion survived into the following scrum. But
Philip of Flanders’ favourite tactic was to avoid the shock of battle
altogether; keep back his men until the tournament had become a
milling throng of individuals and small, lost groups; then ride in
on the fight in a disciplined company and mop up captives at will,
‘The Marshal observed the Count in action. Liking what he saw,
he introduced the same tactic to the Young King’s team. At a
subsequent tournament the Young King pretended that he did not
want to join in and held back from the fray. Later when all the
teams were engaged he charged in on the count of Flanders’ men
with great success, This ploy afterwards became the basis of the
English team strategy.

THE BATTLEFIELD

The tournament being what it was, we can expect even less of the
chivalry of Sidney Painter on the battlefield. Here was a place of
real seriousness. Indeed, it was the field of war that gave the
aristocracy the only warrant for its privileges in the stock view of
contemporary writers. They fought for Christ and for justice while
the clerks offered intercession with God. The peasants who
worked to provide the necessities for both had to console
themselves that they were the foundations of the two shafts which
held up the sky.

The Marshal and his class had ways of alluding to their reason
for existence. On surviving impressions of the Marshal’s seal he
appears represented, as do almost all of his lay contemporaries,
garbed as a knight on horseback. The common image of aris-
tocracy in the late twelfth century was a military one. Since
William 1 had his new seal cut after conquering England it had
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been thought increasingly suitable for a great man or ruler to be
depicted as a horse-soldier. It did not happen all at once. There
was a different, older, idea that a lay lord should be shown in
civilian dress, the military display confined to the sword that was
to represent his power to discipline the evil-doer. Some seals and
all tomb-effigies preserve this more pacific and judicial aristocra-
tic image until the Marshal’s time. But in general, from the
early-twelfth century onwards, it was the atms and accoutrements
of a knight which automatically identified the aristocrat. The
association of ideas had advanced so far by 1200 that just to be a
knight was recognized as qualifying for inclusion in a superior
social group. In the Marshal’s own lifetime this idea had advanced
to the point where a knight, however poor, could still expect to be
addressed as sieur or messire; a form of public deference extended in
the first half of the century only to earls and barons.

Since the great aristocrats had for many generations made war
their profession, this conjunction of ideas is by no means odd. The
oddity lies in the newer idea that the knight was himself noble just
from taking ~~t;ha rite_of yassage of dubbmg, this partxcular
association of . ideas was. a novelty, and it appeared in the
Marsha1_§_ own lifetime. He would not have been averse to the
idea, however. It was partly through people like himself that the
idea came about. Younger sons of barons, such as he was, would
have bridled at the thought that they were not as noble as their
father. If they took up the profession of arms it did not alter their
status, and their presence would enhance the status of the men of
meaner origins they associated with in the mesnies in which they
were employed.

On his seal (and his alleged tomb) we see the Marshal garbed as
a knight would have been at the close of the twelfth century. He
wears the flowing surcoat on which in real life his arms would have
been stitched or embroidered. Beneath are the fine-meshed mail
hauberk and leggings which protected him from spear-points,
arrows and the sharp edge of swords. Beneath that, we know,
would have been a buff-leather or quilted under-robe to deaden
the shock of blows which reached his body. About his shoulder, on
a thong, was his shield, a construction of wood and boiled leather,
painted over with his arms; lighter and smaller than the great
kite-shaped shields of the Conqueror’s army. On his head was a
mail coif, like a balaclava, and over that, by 1200, it would have
been customary to wear a light iron cap, less confining than the
older helmets with nasal which remained the fashion until the end
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of Henry 1r’s reign. For full protection in battle and tournament,
however, the great helm would have been worn that is depicted on
the Marshal’s seal. It was an enveloping iron bucket with eye-slits
and ventilation holes punched in it, laced tightly to his shoulders.
The Histoire has the Marshal wearing one in the 1170s, but that is
perhaps an anachronism; they do not seem to have been in full
fashion till King Richard’s reign.* His sword and light, ashwood
lance completed the Marshal’s war gear.

The Marshal at war was a formidable and, we might also say,
colourful figure: robes of yellow, green and red linen or silk, the
polished steel helmet, gilded clasps and jewels flashing in the
sunlight; one could hardly imagine a more impressjve _military
peacock. The effect of a whole, uniform company of such creatures
must have been a quite deceiving sight. No wonder that the young
Perceval, brought up in ignorance of the world by his mother in a
Welsh forest, was made by Chrétien de Troyes to fall in love with
such military magnificence at first sight, and mistake the first
knights he met for angels.” Contemporary writers, such as Jordan
Fantosme, preserved stirring descriptions of the effect of a
twelfth-century army on the observer. It is colour they often pick
on, the overwhelming effect of the strong colours — red, blue and
white —at a distance. Then there is the added effect of the uniform
accoutrements of the disciplined companies (conrois or constabu-
laria); the shields, the fluttering pennons and thickets »f lances,
which hypnotized the eye. In terms_of visual effect, at least, the
twelfth century fielded more formidable armies than had been
seen in western Europe since the time of Theodosiiis.

We can only wonder, in the moralizing strain adopted by the
older and wiser Guy of Warwick, home from the wars and alone on
a tower of his castle as the sun went down, whether all this
glamour was justified by the result.® Indeed there is nothing

4 'The gyeat helm, as opposed to the lighter helmet, is represented on the seal of
Richard 1 cut for him in 118g. However an early version of the great helm, an
iron cap with a metal mask attached to the front (rather like the Sutton Hoo
helmet), was carved ¢.1160~70 on the military tomb effigy of William Clito,
Count of Flanders, at the abbey of St Bertin, St-Omer, see F Sandford 4
Genealogical History of the Kings of England and Monarchs of Great Britain London

1677 17; E Warlop The Flemish Nubility before 1300 (4 vols) Courtrai 1975-61pl.
fac. 139.

5 Le Conte de Graal l.125-52,
6 Gui de Warewic 11 11.7568-74.
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glamorous in the warfare described by the Marshal’s biographer.
It is a prosaic business of siege, calculated brutality, waste and
trickery. The pattern of the warrior most admired by William
Marshal was his father, John. It would seem from the Hisigire that
the Marshal instructed his young followers in war in examples he
drew from his father’s life. To William, his father provided an
admirable example of a captain and lord. If John Marshal was so
admirable as a soldier, then we have in his son’s stories of him the
particular qualities that he admired.

Courage, particularly in adversity, was plainly one quality to
emulate. Although the Histoire does not admire failure, it could at
least praise the desperate stand of John Marshal in Wherwell
abbey in 1141, holed up in a tower, engulfed in flame and
spattered with molten lead. It was not his fault that he was in such
a pass. He was there because the Angevin army he had joined was
defeated, and he had for once done the generous thing and covered
the retreat of the empress. Such was the reward for the truly
self-sacrificing chevalier; he was sacrificed. The Histoire preferred
that its heroes did not get in such desperate straits. It admired far
more the cunning that could turn possible disaster to triumph.
John Marshal was admired for his address in luring the dangerous
mercenary, Robert fitz Hubert, into captivity in his castle, under
smiling assurances that he was in fact planning an alliance with
him. The Histoire chuckles over John’s dawn ambush of King
Stephen’s force, just as it emerged, unarmed, from its base to
destroy him; fooled by his deceptive assurance that he had too few
men to resist the king. Most praise went to John for edging out of a
losing military situation by a strategic capitulation; putting aside
his wife and taking instead the sister of his great enemy to form an
alliance. William Marshal himself was a by-product of this
particular stratagem, son of this politic marriage.

Like father, like son. John Gillingham has described better than
I can the various deceptions and brutalities that the Marshal
perpetrated in his long, military career. The Marshal’s wars were
not usually the sort of full-dress affairs for which tournaments
were the preparation. “The kind of war William fought — and by
definition this was the kind of war the best knights fought — was a
war full of ravaging, punctuated quite often by attacks on
strong-points but only rarely by pitched battles.”” The Histoire
describes seventeen sieges, but only three or four battles (depend-
ing on how seriously Drincourt is taken as a battle). The Marshal,
7 Gillingham 12.
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only took the field in two pitched battles in all his long life.

The chevauchée (the word is employed by the Histoire) was the
principal horror that war inflicted on the land. It was the
systematic pillaging and burning of enemy land by a raiding
column of knights and sergeants. It enriched one side at the
expense of the other, and put pressure on the enemy. Although, as
Mt Gillingham points out, there is good evidence that the author
of the Histoire was well aware of the idea of the war of attrition and
the pressure of economic damage on resources, such warfare was
also a denial of the enemy’s lordship: he could not protect his
people and this was a grief to him {as the plundering of
Netherwent by the Welsh was a matter of grief to the Marshal).
There was otherwise no feeling that this, the seedy side of war, was
anything but honourable.

Self-control in battle, as much as in the king’s hall, was also
admired in this age. It was a more sophisticated age than it is given
credit for being. By the twelfth century warfare was the professed
occupation of an aristocracy that was also becoming literate and
articulate. It was a century that saw for the first time for a long
time magnates as well as kings who turned to the pen and the
written word for the purposes of propaganda, administration,
correspondence and, indeed, amusement. Even the Marshal did
not escape the influence of this movement although, unlike
Geoffrey fitz Peter and many of the court of the kings he served, as
well as the kings themselves, he was not in any way literate. It may
be that the Marshal was untypical among his generation in being
unlettered; in which case his biography (again, the product of a
lettered laity) may have grossly distorted our picture of the barons
of his day. There is every reason to see the twelfth century as the
first in northern Europe since the eclipse of Rome in which there
was an aristocracy which prized learning amongst its members as
much as military proficiency,

A military aristocracy that also cultivated and admired learning
was going to find much to interest it in that earlier age. Mr
Gillingham, in his writings, has proven how widespread amongst
the twelfth-century aristocracy were the maxims of Vegetius, the
fourth-century writer on warfare. Intelligent, instructed soldiers
would fight with more considered and mannered tactics than the
popular picture of all-in knightly mélées would accommodate.
Head-down charges, as we have already seen on the tournament
field, were not the way that the leading captains won the day.
They held back, deceived their adversaries and probed for a weak
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point before committing themselves. Only then could the morale
of the well-disciplined mesnie be used to full advantage. The same
was true on campaign. All was feint and movement. A full-scale
battle was rarely entered on, for the result might be uncomfortably
decisive and irretrievable. Battles, as at Lincoln in 1217, were for
desperate men. Otherwise, as when a determined Count Baldwin
of Flanders met King Philip of France in 1197 outside an invested
city, one did not fight unless the odds were overwhelmingly in your
favour. Philip drew off from the belligerent Flemings and lef:t th.e
city to its fate. The Histoire did not criticize him for this, it
complimented him on his sense. Again, the Histoire co'ndemned the
Emperor Otto for unnecessarily taking on the retreating F r?nch at
Bouvines in 1214. Ifhe had just waited he would have obtan}ed as
good a result as if he had met and destroyed the French. As.lt was
the emperor’s decision, and its unexpected result, cost him his
throne and lost Normandy to John for goed.

The Marshal knew, partly from his father and partly from
experience, the burden of one of Vegetius’s maxims as well as if h'e
had read it: ‘courage is worth more than numbers, and speed is
worth more than courage’. As at Cilgerran in 1204 he knew the
value of surprise and the confusion it might cause. To achieve it,
he and his contemporaries would march at night, pretend to
disperse to deceive the enemy to do likewise, or use the unconge-
nial winter season to stage unexpected strikes and raids.’ There
was a premium placed on disciplined and reliable reconnaissance
to try to minimize the danger of being caught off guard.. The
Marshal time and again gave lessons on this. Local intelligence
and informers were a necessary complement to scouts. As much as
could be was done to avoid being taken off guard by the enemy.

This was the way that men fought in the twelfth century if thr?y
were wise and experienced. Warfare the“n‘y_z;rs‘_r;g_t:chivalrops’ in
quite the way Painter and Duby would have us b_eheve. The ‘:'VOI'-d
‘chivalry’ (chevalerie) appears a couple of times in ‘the h{z;to’zre: it
describes the action of knighting, and it describes virtuosity in the
military games outside Winchester in 1141. The adjectx\‘fe. for
proper and commendable conduct in the Hi..ttazrfe, as Mr Gilling-
ham points out, is corteis (courtly); it is an adjective associated b_y
the author with God himself. Used at a more mundane level it
appears when King Richard fell in with one of the Marshal’s
schemes for deceiving Philip and ravaging his lands; he congratu-
lated William with the compliment that he was molt corteis. The
twelfth century was such an age that could equate ingenious
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trickery and stern attrition with the word ‘courtly’; and it did so
because those were the qualities that it admired: sterness to an
enemy and cleverness in the craft of war. Giving the enévmy a
sporting chance was a perversion of a later age. William Marshal
would have gaped at the chivalrous French captain at the battle
of Fontenoy who invited the English line to open fire first, and

would have judged the catastrophic result to be no more than the
man deserved.

JROSEW:

Chapter s
LABONEFINVATOUT

The Histoire does not in general worry too much about the
Marshal’s spiritual state. He was a good man, and God loves good
men. The Marshal’s soul only occupies the author’s attention at
the point he and his paymasters would have considered appropri-
ate: his deathbed. Nonetheless it is surprising, and unaccountable,
that he does not mention any of the Marshal’s several, expensive
religious foundations, save one. Curiously, the one foundation
inspired by the Marshal that the author does see fit to place in his
narrative is one that cost him little. After the sea-battle in the
Channel in 1277 that destroyed the French fleet, the Marshal
expressed a wish that a hospital might be built at the port of
Sandwich. It was to be dedicated to St Bartholomew on whose
feast day the battle had been fought. However it was neither built
on Marshal lands nor with Marshal funds, but with the prize-
money taken from the French, T can only guess that the hospital’s
foundation escaped the editor’s knife because it made a neat full
stop to the story of the battle that saved Henry ur's throne. The
Marshal’s other religious foundations were but unnecessary
digressions to the author.

But pious grants aside, the text of the Histoire is nonetheless
saturated by remembrances of God, even between deathbeds. We
may take this as an accurate reflection of the degree of open
religion displayed by the Marshal’s circle. There was no mocking
{except of the household clerks) nor was there indifference. ‘God
for the Marshal!” was the cry of the Marshal’s men. God was ever
present and was particularly to be called on in a crisis, or at the
lowest level, invoked in oaths (‘By the Sword of God!” was an
fittingly military one used by the Marshal). The narrative has
occasional asides which demonstrate a strong sensibility of the
workings of God in the world: ‘My lords, itis no nonsense that God
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