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In the prologue to his novel
The Go-Between, British author L. P. Hartley writes:
“The past is a foreign country: they do things differ-
ently there.” For 20 years Jeff Rider, a noted scholar of
French and medieval studies at Wesleyan, has guided
his students in a journey to the past, to appreciate the
otherness of life in the Middle Ages.

Consider, for instance, murder in the 12th century.
On December 29, 1170, Archbishop Thomas Becket

of Canterbury was warned in his bedchamber that four
knights, acting on their own but believing they repre-
sented King Henry II, had traveled from the king’s court
in Normandy to assassinate him. Although those loyal to
him urged him to flee, he did not want to appear a cow-
ard by leaving his room. When the monks reminded
Becket that it was time for him to hear vespers at the
evening church service, he decided to confront his
attackers there. He could have locked the church door,
but he refused. He could have hid in the crypt or the
upper areas of the church, but again, he refused. 

The four knights entered the church with swords
drawn, calling Becket a traitor. They would have pre-
ferred to remove him from the church, perhaps to
murder him outside this sacred place or take him as
a prisoner, but the archbishop resisted mightily. As
horrified clergy looked on, the knights first sliced off
the top of his head, then battered him to the ground
with more forceful blows, and finally plunged a
sword into his skull, sending blood and brains onto
the church floor.

“Thomas Becket clearly chose to be murdered in a
church,” Rider says. “He knew he would become a
martyr by doing so.”

From a contemporary perspective, his choice of
facing a gruesome death rather than escaping might
seem irrational. But Rider believes the archbishop was
acting according to a medieval script that others of his
time followed as well.

“In class I try to help students understand the
milieu in which Thomas Becket was living, to the
point where his actions seem rational,” Rider com-
ments. “If you look closely at his world, you can see
that, in the context of his time, these were not the
actions of a fanatic or a disturbed individual.”

Last spring Rider taught an
undergraduate course on murder in the 12th centu-
ry, a subject he is now researching for an article. The

class served as a perfect introduction to medieval
civilization, and its syllabus included some of the
best historical works of the time. It also focused on
the assassinations of several prominent European
figures, including Bishop Gaudry of Laon in 1112,
Count Charles of Flanders in 1127 (also known as
Charles the Good), and Archbishop Thomas Becket
of Canterbury.

Rider suggests that a model of behavior existed for
these murders, followed by the assassins and the vic-
tims alike, which involved killing the victims in a
church at a religious service in the morning.

“When the criminals were planning their deed,
they used this model,” Rider says. “When the vic-
tim realized that an attempt was being made on
his life, he used the same model to think about
how to proceed.”

For assassins in the Middle Ages, a church was
a particularly effective venue for murder. Clocks
weren’t widespread, so one of the best ways to
locate a victim was at a regular morning church
service. Once inside a church, a victim would find
escape difficult.

“By killing somebody in a church, particularly a
political figure of some kind, such as a bishop or a
count, you were also claiming that your actions were
justified in some way,” Rider says. “It was a very public
place and also a sacred place, so in a sense you were
claiming that God wanted you to commit the murder
because he wasn’t preventing you from doing it.”

According to the medieval political theory of
tyranny, assassination was sometimes justified.
People believed that all rulers, such as counts and
bishops, received their power from God, not from
popular will; they were to use this power to rule for
the common good. If they ruled for their own inter-
ests, they sacrificed their legitimacy and became
tyrants. The murder of a tyrant could be seen as a
justifiable political act.

Once the victim knew someone wished to assassi-
nate him, the medieval script dictated a particular pat-
tern of behavior. He initially resisted or put up a strug-
gle, often using foul language against his attackers, but
once stabbed, he accepted the inevitable. He then called
out to God, the saints, or Mary for protection. 

“It is precisely when you don’t have time to think about
what you’re doing that you behave in the most traditional of
ways,” Rider says. “It is precisely when we believe that
we’re behaving most spontaneously, that we behave most
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generically, in ways that we’ve seen people behave previ-
ously or in ways that we’ve heard about before.”

Rider hopes that this close study of human behav-
ior in the Middle Ages will encourage his students to
reflect on how their own actions in the present may
follow certain prescribed patterns influenced by cul-
tural models. He also urges them to reflect on the dif-
ferences in behavior between then and now.

“In the Middle Ages, people were more oriented
toward actions that happened in public places—rit-
uals and ceremonies and so on,” he says. “We’re
more oriented toward private actions—talking to
people individually, making phone calls, doing
things in private with friends.”

In spite of the differences, Rider believes he
can help students recognize the similarity of
humanity everywhere and at different times.

“I may not comprehend why a person in the
past acted in a certain way at first, but eventual-
ly I may understand him,” he says. “No human
behavior is totally irrational.”

For the last 10 years, Rider has worked
on a series of projects related to the assas-
sination in 1127 of Charles the Good, the
Count of Flanders in Belgium, while he
prayed in his church. Rider’s book, God’s
Scribe, deals with Galbert of Bruges, one of
the chroniclers of the assassination. Rider
first learned about Galbert when he studied
at the Catholic University of Louvain in

Belgium in the late ’70s. He was asked to work on
a new edition of Galbert’s journal, which required
him to compare many written copies of the
medieval text in an effort to figure out what the
original version had been.

Galbert of Bruges, who was most likely a cleric in
the fiscal administration of the Count of Flanders,
wrote a diary during 1127–28, the only existing jour-
nal from this time. His journal contains one of the
few contemporary accounts of the count’s assassina-
tion and its aftermath, which included the capture
and punishment of the assassins. Some 160 people
were involved in the murder, including members of
the most important family in the county. The event
was a major scandal and eventually the King of
France intervened to appoint a new count, who
proved so unpopular that the citizens of Flanders
rebelled and installed their own count. Galbert wrote
about all these events in his journal.

“Galbert’s work is particularly significant since we
don’t have anything else like this from the Middle
Ages,” Rider says. “In his journal, we have somebody
who is in the center of things, who’s educated and
knows how to write.

“To have this level of information about this time
and place is highly unusual,” Rider adds. “Because
he’s writing for a whole year, you find depth and kinds
of information you don’t get anywhere else. He
describes architecture, water mills, what people had in
their cellars.”

During the 20th century, most scholars consid-
ered Galbert to be an objective observer who just
copied down what he heard and saw. Rider disagrees.
In God’s Scribe, he asserts that although the book is
written in the form of a diary, it was not sponta-
neously produced. Instead, Galbert crafted his mate-
rial very carefully, introducing a variety of narrative
themes and political ideas. He also used narrative
techniques that are curiously modern, such as imag-
inatively recreating the murder from the point of
view of the assassins.

“He’s an original writer, the only person in the
Middle Ages who thought of writing history in the
form of a journal,” Rider says. “But it is this very
originality that makes it so difficult for us to perceive
his brilliance. His work seems transparent and
naïve. In fact, to achieve that effect requires
immense sophistication.”

Rider notes in God’s Scribe that Galbert’s great
achievement was “the composition of a bundle of
gripping narratives that he managed to recount simul-
taneously within the original journalistic form he had
created.” From Rider’s book, it becomes apparent that
the journal is a meticulously organized history that
was revised thoroughly. 

“You see Galbert thinking about the same set of
questions and problems over a period of time,” he
says. “For instance, when a count dies without an heir,
how does one choose the next count? In the diary, we
witness a medieval person’s thinking over a period of
a year—a rare privilege.”

Rider believes many of us, not just his students,
may learn from studying human behavior and narra-
tives of the past.

“The people in the 12th century were just as sophisti-
cated and intelligent as we are—perhaps, in some ways,
more so. When we understand the stories of the past, we
can understand the behavior of the past,” he says. “But

also by reading stories of the past, we’re making our own
narrative reservoir richer and more complex, and there-
fore we’re able to understand the actions of the present in
a more complex way.

“Imagine how impoverished we would be if we only
read or saw or heard recent stories that were intended
only for us,” he adds. “By reading or hearing stories that
weren’t made just for me, my world becomes richer, and
I can see things from different points of view.”

Rider hopes that when students come to his class-
es, they observe how he interacts with a book and

learn a certain kind of behavior or comportment from
his interaction. He would like them to ask: “Am I
being polite, am I being considerate, am I being open
to that book—or am I trying to dominate it?” He
thinks the way his students interact with a book can
serve as a model for how they interact with people. He
wants them to ask: “Am I being respectful of that
other book and that other person?”

He also hopes his students learn to respect the past.
“I think an awareness of the past first of all pro-

duces humility because you realize that not all ideas

were created in the last 20 years,” he says. “Secondly,
it creates a sense of solidarity with the people in the
past. You realize they were human beings just like you
and there’s a link between you and them. In some
sense, you’re responsible for them because if you for-
get them, who’s going to remember?”

An Enduring Legend
Rider was introduced to the lasting
legend of King Arthur when he was 9 years old
through an illustrated book which he still owns:
King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table,
an adaptation of Thomas Malory’s Le Morte
D’Arthur by Sidney Lanier. It was a gift from a
librarian who was a friend of the family.

Later, as a Yale undergraduate, he discovered how
much he liked studying Arthurian and
medieval literature. He switched his
major from microbiology to compara-
tive French and English literature and
never turned back.

Much of Rider’s research has
focused on the Arthurian legend,
above all the romances of Chrétien
de Troyes, specifically on his Lancelot
and Grail narratives. Chrétien is con-
sidered the foremost French author
of the 12th century and the creator of
medieval romance. He was the first
writer to incorporate the Arthurian
myth into long fictional stories, and
he expanded the myth to include the world of the
court. He also introduced the Knights of the Round
Table, the love of Lancelot and Guinevere, and the
Story of the Grail.

“Chrétien wanted to entertain his audience
through his writings, but he was also a moralist,”
Rider says. “He was trying to study human behavior
and make suggestions about the right way to live.”

Students relate easily to Chrétien’s The Story of
the Grail because it is a coming-of-age narrative
about a young man.

Hidden Treasure: 
An Arthuriana Collection
The Nathan Comfort Starr Collection of
Arthuriana at Wesleyan is considered one of the top
four Arthurian collections in the United States. The
other three are housed at the Newberry Library in
Chicago, the Cleveland Public Library, and the Watkinson
Library at Trinity College in Hartford. Unfortunately, the
collection is also one of the Wesleyan Library’s best
kept secrets, largely unknown to students and faculty,
because it has not yet been catalogued. 

This rich collection of books, pamphlets, and ephemera
relating to the tales of King Arthur and his compatriots
contains more than 700 items, combining both popular
culture and sophisticated materials. The collection was
given to Wesleyan in 1981 by Nathan Comfort Starr, an
Arthurian scholar who studied at
Harvard and taught at several univer-
sities during his career. In his freshman
year at Harvard, he took a course in
King Arthur and the legend with
Professor G. H. Maynadier. Starr loved
the course and did very well in it, which
led to a lifelong passion for all things
Arthuriana. He was the descendant of
one of Middletown’s founding families
and a close friend of then University
Librarian, Wyman Parker; their friend-
ship was cemented through their
mutual interest in book collecting. 

The Starr Collection’s strengths
reside in English and American ver-
sions of the legends, but it also has important materials
from France, Germany, and other countries.

Among its highlights are a signed copy of William
Morris’s Syr Perecyvelle of Gales by Perlesuaus (Kelmscott
Press, 1895; see illustration above), which he presented to
one of his best friends, the famous pre-Raphaelite artist,
Edward-Burne Jones; and a second edition of Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s History of the Kings of England (1517). 

The collection is remarkable for its popular culture
items. “This is a way people can study how the legend is
still alive in marketing and advertising as well as in the
popular imagination,” says Suzy Taraba ’77, university
archivist and head of special collections. One notable
piece is a graphically striking 1928 King Arthur’s
Playbook in pristine condition, an activity book for chil-
dren that was part of a series to introduce young people
to historical periods and figures. Other items include a
circa 1935 Avalon cigarette package, matchbooks from
King Arthur themed restaurants, and editions of popular
20th-century literature in English, such as the novels of
Mary Stewart (The Crystal Cave) and T. H. White (The
Once and Future King).

Do you have an opinion about this topic? 
Please write us at letters@wesleyan.edu.

“Chrétien begins his story by suggesting that
being a good knight means performing certain
deeds and behaving in a certain way,” Rider says.
“But he ends up suggesting that being a good
knight means being a good human being, which
has more to do with your moral status—your rela-
tionship with God—than with your ability to defeat
enemies in battle.

“Chrétien was a brilliant writer by
any standards,” Rider adds. “He’s
particularly good at playing with the
reader’s expectations—those of
modern readers are much the same
as those of medieval readers. He
sets us up constantly to think some-
thing will happen and then it does-
n’t—or something else entirely
unexpected happens.”

For at least 150 years, scholars
have tried to figure out the hidden
meanings, some great significance,
behind these stories, particularly the
Grail story.

“Personally I don’t think there are any hidden
meanings in his work,” Rider says. “This was part
of his playing with us, his ability to use certain sym-
bols to give his stories an enigmatic aura. If you love
detective novels and enjoy seeing how stories are
put together, you will love Chrétien’s work.”

Over the years Rider has taught classes in both
French and English on various aspects of the
Arthurian legend. They are often full, which is
unusual for courses in medieval French literature.
The legend has continued to fascinate and resonate

with contemporary audiences in adult and chil-
dren’s literature and in films. The myth even figures
prominently in a current hit Broadway show,
Spamalot, which is based on the popular film
Monty Python and the Holy Grail (which Rider rec-
ommends for its use of the Arthurian themes).

“The Grail story remains popular because it
seems to offer a hidden meaning that will answer
everybody’s questions if you find it,” Rider says.
“The Lancelot and Guinevere story remains inter-
esting for its representation of absolute, uncondi-
tional love and what that can do to people and to
a society in which it occurs.”

Rider thinks such stories provide models for
organizing our experience, which is why the
Arthurian tales have retained their power for so
long. King Arthur’s myth shows how bad things can
happen without any forewarning.

“Arthur is a hero who has endless success in
battle,” Rider says. “Nothing in the structure of
the story prepares you for his sudden fall, which
seems absolutely unjustified. It’s a frustrating,
unsatisfying story so you want to go back and
redo the ending. Even now, we have filmmakers
trying to improve the tale and make it right. In a
sense, you can’t because there’s always going to
be that tragic end.”

Rider notes that the story also creates a tremen-
dous sense of nostalgia for its readers. 

“Arthur almost conquered Rome, almost cre-
ated this universal peace,” he says. “This was
where you got the notion of Camelot from in the
’60s; a perfect world seemed almost feasible for
a moment.”
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