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This paper was delivered at the Medieval History Seminar, Trinity College Dublin, in November 

2017.  I plan to revise it for publication in the near future.   

 

Laura Cleaver 

The White Ship Disaster and Cultural Trauma 

 

As some of you will know, earlier this year I spent a month at the Center for Cultural Sociology 

at Yale as part of the SPECTRESS project, exploring Cultural Trauma theory.  As defined by 

Jeffrey Alexander, ‘Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been 

subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, 

marking their memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and 

irrevocable ways’.1  Cultural Trauma is not concerned with traumatic events per se, but rather 

with how and why particular events are adopted by communities as reference points that become 

emblematic of trauma.  For example, the holocaust was not the only genocide of the twentieth 

century, but it remains the pre-eminent example of twentieth-century trauma, and indeed evil, in 

western culture.  Moreover, cultural traumas are not understood as events, but rather as 

‘processes of meaning making and attribution, a contentious contest in which various individuals 

and groups struggle to define a situation and control it’.2 Cultural Trauma theory has emerged 

from cultural sociology, which treats culture as ‘an “independent variable” that possesses a 

relative autonomy in shaping actions and institutions’.3  Within this model, culture is not 

understood as an abstract force; instead cultural sociology’s value for my work lies in its 

commitment to describing in detail the sources in which ideas are coded, together with the 

contexts in which they were created and responded to, in order to assess ‘how culture interferes 

with and directs what really happens’.4  Much of the work on Cultural Trauma has been 

developed in conjunction with the study of modern history, but my research aimed to test 

whether this aspect of cultural sociology might be a useful tool for the study of the Middle Ages.   

My research specialism is the twelfth century, which was a period with plenty of 

documented traumatic events.  Applying Cultural Trauma theory to the Middle Ages has 

particular challenges, not least because the surviving evidence is limited to highly crafted cultural 

                                                             
1 J. Alexander, ‘Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma’, Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity (2004), p. 00. 
2 R. Eyerman, ‘Social Theory and Trauma’, Acta Sociologica 56 (2013), p. 43. 
3 https://ccs.yale.edu/strong-program (accessed 30.11.2017). 
4 Ibid. 
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expressions, whether in art or text.  We cannot interview those who were there about their 

experiences, we have few eye-witness accounts, and those that we do have almost always come 

to us mediated through the work of others, who include authors, patrons, scribes and artists.  

(My recent work on medieval history books has focused on this process of mediation, which has 

in turn informed my thinking for this paper).  If we know about a medieval trauma, therefore, it 

is because it was considered important enough to be written about, and that usually required an 

investment on the part of a community.  Nevertheless, it is possible to identify events that were 

presented in multiple medieval sources as moments of trauma that impacted a community 

beyond the immediate family of those involved, threatening a collective identity.  For my time at 

Yale I decided to look at one of these events, the White Ship disaster of 1120, which was later 

presented as one of the defining events of Henry I’s reign.  [Slide] Although this is now not well-

known outside academia, the medieval accounts of this event have continued to intrigue readers, 

prompting one modern scholar to compare them with modern murder mysteries, and facilitating 

the inclusion of the tragedy in modern historical fiction.5  More importantly for my purposes, 

however, the event was described in a relatively large number of texts crafted in the twenty years 

after its occurrence, and continued to be referenced in texts produced over the following century 

and beyond.  The medieval accounts of the disaster, their relationship to one another, and in 

particular changing attitudes to the event during the Middle Ages are my focus here, as authors 

sought to define and manage the disaster and its consequences.  This is still work in progress, 

and I look forward to hearing your thoughts later on. 

[Slide] On the 25th of November 1120, a ship leaving France for England hit rocks and 

sank as it left the port of Barfleur.  One man apparently survived to provide an eye-witness 

report, but the wreck caused the death of all others on board, and most of the bodies were never 

recovered.  [Slide] The dead included King Henry I of England’s only legitimate son, William, at 

least two of Henry’s many illegitimate children, and many other young members of the Anglo-

Norman nobility.  William had just done homage to the French king for Normandy and been 

married to the daughter of the Count of Anjou, cementing his place in contemporary politics.  

Henry I had travelled on a different ship, and so arrived safely in England, where he later 

received the news.  The events of that night have been reconstructed from the range of medieval 

texts that were written in its aftermath.  These texts included works that can be classified as 

history and poetry.  From at least the thirteenth century the event was also represented in 

                                                             
5 V. Chandler, ‘The Wreck of the White Ship: A Mass Murder Revealed?’, in The Final Argument: The Imprint of 
Violence on Society in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. D. J. Kagay and L. J. A. Villalon (Woodbridge, 
1998), pp. 179-94; the best-known modern fictionalisation is K. Follett, The Pillars of the Earth (1989). 



3 
 

imagery, which usually showed the ship in the process of sinking, depicting a moment of great 

activity.6  These sources, and particularly those created in the two decades after the event, have 

traditionally been synthesised and evaluated by historians attempting to establish what happened, 

why, and the consequences of the event.7  My own aims are different.  I am not making any 

claims about what happened on the night of the wreck, or its causes.  Instead, I want to argue 

that although the disaster was undoubtedly traumatic for the families of those involved, it 

became a cultural trauma as it was written about over the next two decades, and was identified as 

a particularly potent cultural trauma only after the death of Henry I in 1135, when the lack of a 

legitimate male heir prompted civil war between Henry’s daughter Matilda and her cousin 

Stephen.  To that end I am first going to attempt to reconstruct the chronology of the earliest 

surviving sources and then assess how the descriptions of the event changed over time.  The 

sceptics in the room will object that such close readings of sources are fundamental to the 

practice of history, and that calling this Cultural Trauma offers nothing new.  I am not 

unsympathetic to the point, but my contention is that Cultural Trauma theory provides a lens 

that can help us to integrate analysis of our sources into the reading of the content in ways that 

may open up new research questions, and shed new light on historiography.  Or to put it another 

way, it does not seem to have occurred to anyone to look at the accounts of the White Ship in 

this way before. 

[Slide] Historical writing flourished in England and Normandy in the early twelfth 

century.  The White Ship disaster was recorded in at least nine histories that were being worked 

on in the 1120s and 1130s, though it is worth noting that it did not appear in every history 

produced in this period.  The challenge is to reconstruct exactly when the surviving accounts 

were written.  There are different kinds of evidence that can be used to do this.  The first is 

internal textual evidence.  Histories include lots of dates, and the last date mentioned provides a 

terminus post quem for the creation of the work, even though a particular section might have been 

drafted earlier, as histories were often developed over a considerable period of time.  The final 

date mentioned in a text is often accepted as a strong indication of the point at which something 

was composed, however, texts might be reworked either by their author or by a later copyist.  It 

is thus also worth taking into account the evidence of the surviving manuscripts, and, where they 

exist, of different textual redactions, as alterations to a text can help to identify earlier states.  

Remarkably, using the textual and manuscript evidence, many of the early accounts of the White 

Ship disaster can be dated relatively precisely.  As the dating is crucial to understanding the 

                                                             
6 Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 26, f. [x];  
7 For example, C. W. Hollister, Henry I (new Haven & London, 2001), pp. 277-8. 
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development of attitudes to the event, I am going to talk you through the key evidence for dating 

these sources.   

[Slide] The earliest surviving account is probably that of Eadmer, a monk at Canterbury.  

His history ends in 1122, and survives in a manuscript now in Corpus Christi College 

Cambridge, that appears on stylistic grounds to have been made in the 1120s.8  It may even have 

been, in part, written Eadmer himself.  A date of composition in the early 1120s therefore seems 

plausible. Eadmer’s account of the White Ship is relatively short, but features some of the details 

that would become standard, including the survival of a single (unnamed) ‘rustic’ witness.9  

Eadmer describes how Henry I’s son William ‘embarked in the company of a large crowd of 

nobles, knights, young men and women. They left the harbour, set out for sea, relying on the 

extremely calm weather, and shortly afterwards, the ship in which they were travelling hit a rock 

and was overturned and all who were in it were swallowed by the waves, save for one [rustic], 

who, it was said, was not worthy of being named, and who survived by the wonderful mercy of 

God.  This news shocked and distressed all who heard it, and struck them in awe at the hidden 

judgements of a just God.’ He goes on to say that the distress of the people was quickly calmed 

by the king’s example, as the king, who had suffered most, consoled himself, acknowledging and 

submitting in humility to God’s justice.  Eadmer concludes with a scriptural quotation from the 

Psalms ‘Let God’s name be praised forever more’.      

Another very early account appears to have been that given by William of Malmesbury in 

his history of the kings of England, though the dating evidence in this case is much more 

complicated.10  William claims that he began this history before the death of Queen Matilda in 

1118.  The text survives in four major recensions, the earliest of which has been identified by the 

text’s editors as having been created in c. 1126.11  Frustratingly, the earliest surviving manuscript 

is missing its final pages, including the account of the events of 1120.  The earliest manuscripts 

                                                             
8 MS 452. 
9 RS pp. 288-9. ‘Willelmus enim, filius regis Henrici, cujus in superioribus operis hujus nonnullis meminimus, 
patrem suum a Normannia in Angliam regressum sequi gestiens, navem ingreditur, copiosa nobilium, militum, 
puerorum ac feminarum multitudine comitatus. Qui mox portum maris evecti miraque aeris serenitate freti 
freto illapsi, in modico navis qua vehebantur rupem incurrens eversa est, et omnes qui in ea residebant, 
excepto rustico uno et ipso, ut ferebatur, nec nomine digno, qui mira Dei gratia vivus evasit, marinis fluctibus 
sunt absorpti. Quae res multorum mentes exterruit atque turbavit, et de occultis justi Dei judiciis in 
admirationem concussit. Eo tamen citius sedata est in plurimorum animis hujus turbationis immanitas, quia 
animum regis, quem maxime hoc infortunium respiciebat, videbant virile animo se agentem, et aequitati 
judiciorum Dei, cui nemo resistere potest, haec summisso gestu et voce attribuentem. In his namque se 
consolans humili spiritu et ore dixit, quod omnibus Christianis in cunctis eventibus suis dicendum fore 
intellexit, “Sit,” videlicet, “nomen Domini benedictum in secula.” [Psalm 71:17] Amen.’ 
10 Sig pp. 246-7. 
11 GRA Vol. 2 pp. xvii, xxii [etc.] 
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with the account of the White Ship appear to date from the second half of the twelfth century.  

In this context, it is noteworthy that the text’s editors observed that William describes events ‘as 

though the king were already dead’.12  Given that William repeatedly reworked his histories, I 

think it is possible that his account of the White Ship was originally written in the 1120s, but 

subsequently revised after Henry I’s death, which might explain some of its unusual features.  

William’s account differs from Eadmer’s in important respects.  William of Malmesbury claims 

that the sailors were drunk, that they were urged on by the heir to the throne, and that when the 

ship hit rocks he was put into a boat, but was then killed trying to return to the White Ship to 

rescue his half-sister.  William of Malmesbury’s text has been analysed for his use of classical 

literature, notably Virgil’s Aenid.13  Moreover, most unusually amongst the early accounts, 

William invests the event with national significance, declaring ‘No ship that ever sailed brought 

England such disaster, none was so well known the [whole] world over’.14  This might have been 

inspired by his desire to cast the event in the light of classical literature, but it might also be the 

result of later editing. 

[Slide] Also probably datable to the later 1120s or early 1130s are histories by Hugh the 

Chanter, Symeon of Durham, and Henry of Huntingdon, and the entry for 1120 in the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle.  Hugh the Chanter’s text ends in 1127, though the only surviving complete text is 

in a manuscript of the fourteenth-century.15  (A collection of excerpts survives in a late-twelfth or 

early thirteenth-century manuscript, but in that volume the White Ship is not mentioned.16) 

Symeon of Durham’s account appears not in his well-known history of the church at Durham, 

but in a history of the kings of England, which ends in 1129.  This survives in a single, 

complicated manuscript, perhaps datable to the middle of the twelfth century, now in Cambridge 

(shown here).17  In addition to a list of names of the famous dead, Symeon notes that the ship 

contained 140 soldiers, 50 sailors, and three naval commanders.   

Henry of Huntingdon’s text, like William of Malmesbury’s, survives in a series of 

different recensions, two of which end in 1129.18  The earliest manuscripts of the first recensions 

appear to date to the second half of the twelfth century, though I have not yet consulted these.19  

                                                             
12 GRA Vol. 2 p. 354.  
13 [NB on William’s use of classical tropes – Revue Benedictine 1993 Vol. 103] 
14 GRA, I, p. 760-1, ‘Nulla umquam fuit navis Angliae tanta miseriae, nulla toti orbi tam patulae famae’. 
15 Hugh the Chanter, The History of The Church of York, 1066-1127 ed. C. Johnson, M. Brett, C. N. L. Brooke and 
M. Winterbottom (Oxford, 1990), p. lv. 
16 Ibid., p. lvii. 
17 CCCC MS 139. 
18 Greenway pp. lxvi-lxvii. 
19 Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 33.5.4; Aberystwyth, NLW, Pentiarth MS 382. 
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The next recension ends in 1138.  It thus seems likely that the account of the White Ship was 

created in the 1120s or early 1130s, and these versions make no reference to the death of Henry 

I.  Henry of Huntingdon’s account of the White Ship expanded upon that found in the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicle.  [Slide] The Chronicle text survives in a manuscript known as the Peterborough, or 

E, version, which features a major change in style at 1131, and this, together with the fact that it 

must predate Henry of Huntingdon’s work, suggests that its account of the White Ship was 

written in the 1120s.  In addition, Henry of Huntingdon returned to the subject of the White 

Ship in a letter known as De contemptu mundi, which Diana Greenway has argued on textual 

grounds was first created between May 1133 and August 1135, that is at the very end of Henry 

I’s life, before being reworked after Henry’s death.20  Here the death of William serves as an 

example of ‘men nurtured in the lap of luxury whom we have seen brought down at the last to 

the greatest misery’.21  The texts about the White Ship by Hugh, Symeon, and Henry are all short, 

and appear to have been created independently, with no obvious debt to another source, apart 

from Henry of Huntingdon’s use of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.22  We will return to their contents 

presently. 

[Slide] The Worcester Chronicle was probably begun in the late eleventh century, but 

changes in the surviving manuscript (now in Corpus Christi College, Oxford) allow the 

identification of discrete stages of work.  The account of the White Ship appears to have been 

created as part of a phase of work completed in c. 1131, and was probably composed before that 

date.  This is based on the final entry in the text proper, and on the lists of bishops at the start of 

the volume, which were erased and reworked after 1131.  The Worcester account appears to be 

largely derived from Eadmer’s text, although it expands on it by giving a list of the names of 

some of the nobles who died.  Worcester also seems to have been the place of origin of a second 

history, known as the Chronicula (which survives in our own collection).  The dating evidence for 

this volume is extremely complicated, but it seems to have been largely produced after 1135, as 

the list of succession to the throne of England at the start of the volume ends with Stephen and 

                                                             
20 Greenway pp. lxxiv, clxviii. 
21 Greenway p. 593. 
22 HoH text in HA: ‘Anno MCXX gratie, omnibus domitis et pacificatis in Gallia, cum gaudio rediit Henricus in 
Angliam. Sed in ipso maris transitu, duo filii regis – Willelmus et Ricardus – et filia regis, et neptis, necnon multi 
proceres, dapiferi, camerarii, pincerne regis, et ricardus consul Cestris, naufragati sunt. Qui omnes, vel fere 
omnes, sodomitica labe dicebantur, et erant irretiti. Ecce coruscabilis Dei vindicta! Deperierunt etenim et 
omnes fere sepultura carverunt. Inprovise igitur mors absorbuit emeritos, cum mare tranquillissimum ventis 
careret. De quibus ita scripsimus: // Dum Normannigene Gallis clari superatis / Anglica regna petunt, obstitit 
ipse Deus. / Nam fragili toruum dum percurrunt mare cimba, / Intulit excito nubila densa mari. / Dumque vagi 
ceco rapiuntur tramite naute, / Ruperunt imas abdita saxa rates. / Sic mare dum superans tabulate per ultima 
serpit, /Mersit rege satos, occidit orbis honos’. P. 466. 
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the history is continued until 1141.  It was thus probably created in the late 1130s and 1140s. 

However, the account of the White Ship in this volume is entirely derived from the Worcester 

chronicle, although it omits the list of names.   

[Slide] Among the early accounts of the White Ship disaster, Orderic Vitalis’ is the 

longest, and has therefore found particular favour with modern historians.  Orderic’s work 

survives in what are probably his autograph manuscripts, from his monastery at Saint-Évroult in 

Normandy.  Yet although Orderic began his work in c. 1114, his text makes clear that the section 

on the White Ship was written considerably after the event.  Most notably, he claims that the sole 

survivor was still alive twenty years later.  [Slide] Although the text’s editor, Marjorie Chibnall, 

thought that this might be rhetorical flourish, two paragraphs after the end of the account of the 

White Ship Orderic refers to Adela of Louvain’s reign as queen having lasted for fifteen years, 

indicating that the text as we have it was written after Henry I’s death in 1135.23 

[Slide] Establishing the chronology of the sources reveals an interesting pattern.  

Although some of the early sources describe the sinking of the White Ship as a shocking tragedy, 

and one which affected King Henry in particular, with the exception of William of Malmesbury’s 

text, it is not usually presented as more broadly traumatic in the texts created before Henry I’s 

death.  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle states ‘to their friends the death of these was a double grief: one 

that they lost this life suddenly, the other that few of their bodies were found anywhere 

afterwards’, but it does not suggest that grief was more widespread or significant.  More 

strikingly, Henry of Huntingdon makes no reference to grief, instead presenting the event as the 

vengeance of a just God on a group of people who were ‘all of them, or nearly all, […] said to be 

tainted with sodomy’.24  The Worcester chronicler, following Eadmer, also refers to God’s 

judgement, recording that the news of the wreck ‘shocked and distressed the king […] and all 

who heard it, and struck them all in awe at the hidden judgements of a just God’.25  One of the 

consequences of invoking divine judgement is that it is linked to a concept of divine control; 

while those hearing or reading about the event might be shocked, these authors remind them 

tacitly that God has a plan, providing a fundamental stability, and thereby helping to mitigate the 

trauma of the event. 

[Slide] In addition, although the Worcester chronicle and Hugh the Chanter described 

the king being distressed, his grief is presented as circumscribed.  In particular, Hugh the 

                                                             
23 OV I, p. 47 Chibnall dates work on Book XII to 1135x7, but also thinks they were drafted in part before 1135. 
24 HoH p. 467. ‘Qui omnes, vel fere omnes, sodomitica labe dicebantur’. 
25 Worcester p. [0]. 
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Chanter claimed that ‘The king was of course smitten by a deep and unrestrained grief, but like a 

wise man he consoled himself, and was consoled by Count Theobald, who had come with him, 

and by others’.26  Similarly, Eadmer suggests that the initial shock was quickly followed by calm, 

and that the king submitted himself to the will of God.  Likewise, Symeon of Durham declared 

that on first hearing the news the king collapsed, but that he then disguised his grief, as if 

contemptuous of fortune. 

Most strikingly, all the early sources follow the account of the White Ship disaster with 

the news that Henry I married again, and these events are often presented consecutively in the 

narratives.  Henry of Huntingdon attributed the marriage to the queen’s beauty, and wrote a 

poem in praise of her, but William of Malmesbury explicitly stated the obvious; that the king was 

‘looking impatiently for fresh heirs from a new wife’, and Henry chose a young bride in the 

teenage Adela of Louvain.27  Thus although the event was traumatic for the court community, as 

William of Malmesbury noted, changing their vision of the future,28 its immediate consequences 

were limited, and the king acted quickly to try to provide another legitimate heir for the 

kingdom.  Although the heir to the throne was dead, it was not impossible that Henry I might 

yet be succeeded by a legitimate son.  The inclusion of the White Ship in these histories indicates 

that it was seen as a traumatic event, but these early writers appear to be trying to manage 

responses to a situation that potentially had significant consequences for the rule of England. 

In contrast, Orderic Vitalis’ account places great emphasis on the grief of the king and 

court.  He claims ‘Henry fell to the ground overcome with anguish, and after being helped to his 

feet by friends and led into a private room, gave way to bitter laments.  Jacob was no more grief-

stricken for the loss of Joseph, nor did David utter more bitter laments at the slaying of Amnon 

or Absalom. As so great a ruler lamented, all the people of the realm could give reign to their 

tears, and this mourning lasted for many days. All in common still lament the sudden loss of 

Prince William, whom they had considered the lawful heir of the English realm with the flower 

of the English nobility’.  In contrast to the earlier suggestions that the sodomites got what they 

deserved,29 Orderic presents a picture of destroyed hopes, and moreover describes this as a 

tragedy for the whole kingdom.  He continues ‘Great lords and humble folk wept for their lords, 

children and kinsfolk, acquaintances and friends; maidens for their betrothed, loved wives for 

                                                             
26 Hugh the Chanter, pp. 164-5.  ‘Rex autem nimrum gravi et immoderate dolore percussus, tandem per se, 
sicut sapiens homo, et per comitem Teobaldum, qui cum, eo venerat, et per alios consolatus est’. See also p. 
xxii. 
27 Futuros heredes ex nova coniuge iamiamque operiens. 
28 Iuuenculi ergo morte cognita res mirum in modum mutatae; See also Hugh the Chanter. 
29 [For write up think about concepts of perpetrator and victim]. 
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their dear husbands’.  It has been suggested that Norman authors were more emotive about the 

loss of the White Ship than the conquered English, but this seems to me a false distinction.  

Orderic was, after all, an Englishman in Normandy, whilst William of Malmesbury was famously 

the son of a Norman and an Englishwoman.  Instead, I think Orderic’s reaction can be explained 

by the change in political circumstances brought about by Henry I’s death, which had finally 

ended the potential for a smooth transition to a legitimate male heir.  When Orderic describes 

Henry’s marriage to Adela he notes that she ‘flourished in the kingdom for fifteen years as 

queen’, tacitly acknowledging that her political significance ended with Henry’s death because she 

had produced no son. 

[Slide] Although Henry of Huntingdon’s de contemptu mundi takes a very different 

approach to the event, treating it as a moral warning against expectations of future greatness, I 

think that it too captures a shift in attitudes at the end of Henry I’s reign.  By this point Henry 

and his new queen had been married for over a decade without producing an heir.  (Incidentally, 

Henry’s fertility appears to have been the issue, as Adela went on to have a large family with her 

second husband).  In this context it is striking that Henry of Huntingdon presents this work as 

an account of old men reflecting on the foolishness of the world, and of youth in particular.  

Although Henry does not present the White Ship disaster as a tragedy, he does suggest that it has 

broader significance than its impact on the king and court, by using it as an example of 

unexpected, and important change.  His second example in the relevant chapter of this work also 

pertains to the question of succession, as he describes how Henry I’s nephew William Clito, who 

many expected to inherit the throne after the events of 1120, having been successful in battle, 

‘perished from an injury caused by a small blow on the hand’.  Thus once again collective 

expectations were confounded, although this event received much less attention from medieval 

writers. 

So far, I have focused on a particular kind of writing; narrative history.  However, both 

Orderic and Henry of Huntingdon’s works incorporated poetry about the White Ship, suggesting 

that it was explored in a variety of literary forms.  Henry explicitly claims the verses in his text as 

his own work, while Orderic attributes the poem in his history to a ‘well-known’ poet.30  Both 

sets of verses develop the general themes of the two histories.  Orderic’s verse includes 

references to tragedy and grief, including the weeping of dukes, and introduces a further 

concern, that the souls of those who perished may be damned.  Henry’s poem, in contrast, 

presents the events as being brought about by God and apparently sides with the waves, 

                                                             
30 See OV, I, p. 109. 
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concluding ‘Thus the victorious sea crept through the last plank and drowned the king’s 

offspring and the honour of the world perished’.  [Slide] In addition, a third poem survives in a 

manuscript now in Brussels.  The text’s editor observed that the poem is in two discrete parts, 

which are made clear in the use of different metres and a change in the size of the opening initial 

to each line half way through.  The first part, like Orderic’s work is emotive, including the claim 

that ‘England weeps’ (Anglia fkt), and describing the waves claiming young and old men and 

unstained maids alike.  It also presents William (without naming him) as the kingdom’s only 

hope, and describes his watery tomb among the fish and weeds.  The second part deals with the 

inevitability of death in much more general terms.  The date of the poem (or poems) is unclear, 

but the manuscript seems to date from the second half of the twelfth century.  I am no expert on 

poetry, but the existence of these verses demonstrates that the White Ship disaster was not only 

considered a subject of interest to those writing history in the twelfth century, and suggests that 

it was widely known about and commemorated.  

[Slide] By c. 1140, therefore, those interested in the White Ship disaster potentially had 

access to a wide range of source material, and the accounts given in the Worcester Chronicle and 

Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum continued to be copied in the second half of the 

twelfth century.  The surviving manuscript evidence suggests that the Eadmer/Worcester 

narrative was available in monasteries in central England, while copies of Henry of Huntingdon’s 

work were available from the north of England to Normandy.  William of Malmesbury’s work 

was also widely distributed in England and France.  Some of the ideas in these texts appear to 

have been mined by later authors working on history, but the significance of the event seems to 

shift over time.   

In contrast to the works by Henry of Huntingdon and William of Malmesbury, Orderic’s 

text seems to have had very limited circulation, and thus it is unlikely that his text was the key 

factor in any shift in attitudes.  Instead Orderic appears to have captured changing opinions.  

[Slide] However, Orderic’s work was known to another monk in Normandy, Robert of Torigni.  

In the late 1130s, during his time at Bec Robert reworked a history of the Dukes of Normandy 

(the Gesta Normannorum Ducum) that had previously been worked on by Orderic.  Robert 

expanded this history up to the death of Henry I, and included an account of Henry’s children.  

Unfortunately the chapter about the White Ship is now missing, apparently having been removed 

before the work was copied.  The surviving text about William elsewhere in the work is short, 

stating that he ‘died prematurely when he had just reached the age of a youth. For one day, when 

he was crossing from Normandy to England, his ship struck a rock at a very dangerous place at 

sea between Barfleur and Southampton, called Catteraz by the local people, where he himself 
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and many of his father’s magnates perished by shipwreck. This was the only occasion on which 

the good fortune of the most excellent king was clouded for a while, while on all others fortune 

cheerfully smiled upon him’.  Robert therefore appears to continue the line taken in the earlier 

sources, and not that found in Orderic’s Historia Ecclesiastica, that although the White Ship was a 

tragedy for the king, it was not the defining event of his reign. 

The importance of existing sources for the creation of histories in the latter part of the 

twelfth century is also demonstrated in the chronicle worked on by Robert of Torigni.  The 

chronicle survives in a copy made in c. 1156 for the monastery at Mont Saint Michel, to which 

Robert had recently been appointed as abbot.  The entry for 1120 is short, almost entirely 

concerned with the White Ship, and largely derived from Henry of Huntingdon’s history.  It 

records that during the channel crossing, by the divine judgement of God, two of the king’s sons 

William and Richard, his daughter and nephew, and many other nobles and courtiers drowned’.31  

Robert once again made reference to an account of the tragedy in verse, repeating just the final 

lines of Henry of Huntingdon’s poem ‘Thus the victorious sea crept through the last plank and 

drowned the king’s offspring, and the honour of the world perished’.  In condensing the poem 

to these lines the event is reduced to the death of the heir to the throne, and presented as being 

of universal significance.   

[Slide] Unlike Orderic’s work, Robert of Torigni’s chronicle was disseminated in both 

Normandy and southern England.  Among his readers was Ralph Diceto, Dean of St Paul’s in 

London, who appears to have worked on his history in the 1180s and 1190s.  Ralph called his 

work an ‘abbreviation of chronicles’ and the account of the White Ship appears in the section 

identified as predating Ralph’s own memories.  Ralph distils Robert’s text further, simply 

recording that ‘William the king’s son drowned.  King Henry took as his wife Adela daughter of 

the duke of Lorraine, who was consecrated by Ralph, archbishop of Canterbury at Windsor’.32  

More strikingly, William is omitted from the account of events leading up to the wreck.  By the 

end of Henry II’s era, the political circumstances of 1120 together with the causes and details of 

the White Ship disaster were no longer relevant; its significance was solely the loss of the heir to 

the throne.  Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the event still made the cut in the abbreviated 

                                                             
31 Rex Anglorum Henricus, omnibus domitis et pacificatis in Gallia, cum gaudio rediit in Angliam. In ipso vero 
maris transitu, divino Dei judicio, licet occulto, duo filii regis Willermus et Ricardus, et filia regis et neptis, 
necnon multi proceres, dapiferi, camerarii, die fesivitatis sanctae Caterinae naufragi sunt. // Sic mare dum 
superans tabulata per ultima serpit, / Mergit rege satos, occidit orbis honos. 
32 Willelmus filius regis submersus est. Rex Henricus duxit Adeliz filiam ducis Lovanniae, quae a Radulfo 
Cantuariensi archiepiscopo consecratus est apud Windlesorum’. 
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history, even though by Ralph’s time Henry II and his four sons posed a rather different 

succession problem. 

Another history to feature the White Ship created during Henry II’s reign, and indeed for 

Henry II, was Wace’s Roman de Rou.  This brings together many of the themes found in the 

earlier sources, and scholars have noted the parallels with Orderic’s account, although it is not 

directly taken from it. 33  Wace returns to the story of Henry I’s immense distress, stating ‘He 

suffered grief; he could have none greater’, and describing the counsel of one of his advisors, this 

time identified as William de Tancarville, who is given the following speech: 

My lord, get up! Go and eat, do not delay any longer! You would make your enemies 

happy if you continued to grieve. They would be delighted by your distress. Women 

should lament and weep, women should express sorrow, but you should take comfort 

and advise us all.  Those who are dead and have drowned will not live because one 

mourns them, a son cannot recover a father, nor a father a son by displaying grief.  There 

is no escape in tears. Get up at once and go and eat! The sorrow is intense, the loss great, 

but you would regret showing any sign of it’. 

Wace continues, ‘Because of what the chamberlain said, the king got up and sat on the bed: he 

ordered his food to be brought and had his barons dine with him. In the sight of other people he 

showed no sign of sorrow for his son. He took his pleasure with, and devoted his attention to, 

noble and beautiful women and courtly maidens; this is a game which brings much pleasure’.  

Wace was probably writing in the 1170s, by which time the event was slipping from 

contemporary memory.  As with Ralph’s account, the focus is now only on the loss of the heir to 

the throne, but Wace seems to go back to some of the early accounts to shape a narrative that is 

as much about how kings should behave as it is about past events.  Strikingly this passage is 

placed at the start of the account of Henry’s reign, and so out of chronological order.  It is thus 

presented as a comment on the king’s character when faced with trauma, rather than primarily as 

a historical event.   

[Slide] We are not richly endowed with histories from the reigns of Henry II’s sons 

Richard and John, so for the next sources we jump forward in time.  Roger of Wendover worked 

on a chronicle at St Albans that ended in 1235.  This text was subsequently reworked by Roger’s 

successor Matthew Paris in a set of well-known manuscripts, but Roger’s text was also copied 

                                                             
33 OV, I, p. 114 ‘but similarities in his and Orderic’s accounts of the wreck of the White Ship could well be due 
to oral information originating with the sole survivor, and since there are some contradictions it cannot be 
assumed that Wace saw Book XII or any of the later books.’ Rou ll. 10173-262. See also Burgess edn. 
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independently and survives in its unadulterated form in fourteenth-century manuscripts.  Roger 

appears to have made use of a range of earlier texts, including Robert of Toringi’s.  He also 

repeats Henry of Huntingdon’s claim that everyone, or almost everyone, involved was implicated 

in sodomy.34  To Roger’s account, Matthew Paris added some marginal notes, associating the 

events with a prophecy attributed to Merlin, in which the ‘lion’s whelps’, here interpreted as the 

children of Henry I (with long effeminate hair) should be shaved, or transformed into fish.35  

The reference to prophecy helps to embed the event in a larger historical framework, and 

suggests a degree of inevitability.  At the same time, Matthew added an image of the sinking ship, 

with the passengers shown on board and plunging into the sea, together with the rubric ‘Note 

danger at sea’.  The use of a visual image serves to draw attention to the incident, further 

emphasising its significance in the broad mass of history. A century after 1120 the White Ship 

disaster was still identified as an important historical event, not least because it was recognised as 

what we have come to describe as a “turning point”.  A projected view of the future had to be 

dismantled in favour of another one in the light of an unforeseen event, however, this is now 

framed by prophecy, which serves to balance any sense of trauma. 

[Slide] By the thirteenth century the emotion of the event was largely stripped away in 

accounts of the White Ship, to be replaced with drama.  This seems also to describe a group of 

genealogical histories from the early fourteenth century.  In two of these manuscripts, Henry I’s 

reign is represented with minimal explanatory text, instead being reduced to an image of the king 

with clasped hands, an image of the shipwreck, and circles representing Henry’s sons William 

and Richard, and his surviving daughter Matilda, and two of her sons.  At the bottom of the page 

a line records that Henry reigned for 35 years and 3 months and is buried at Reading Abbey.  

Here the White Ship becomes the defining event of Henry’s reign, even though it did not entirely 

disrupt the genealogy, which continued through Matilda.  In this history Henry’s entire reign is 

viewed through its conclusion with no male heir, and so the key event of the reign is identified as 

the loss of William in the wreck of the White Ship.   

                                                             
34 Rex Henricus, omnibus in Gallia domitis et cunctis in Normannia pacificatis, cum gaudio ad Angliam 
transfretavit; sed filii ejus Willelmus et Richardus, et filia ejus ac neptis, Richardus quoque consul Cestrensis, 
dapiferi, camerarii, pincernae regis, ac multi proceres cum eis, in mare naufragium pertulerunt, qui omnes vel 
fere omnes sodomitana labe impliciti dicebantur; ita igitur miserabiliter cuncti perierunt, quod communi 
fidelium sepultura caruerunt, atque mors improvida immundos absorbuit, mari tranquillissimo existente. 
35 Matthew adds date ‘septimo kalendas Decembris’, and marginal notes: Nota periculum in mari; Hos 
appellavit Merlinus calamistratos, id est, effeminatos; Hos vocat Merlinus, scilicet alios Normannos, quasi 
rasos et recokillatos.; S. Lewis: ‘By means of a double-entendre Matthew is here referring to Merlin’s prophecy 
that “the lion’s whelps [Henry’s sons] shall be transformed into fishes of the sea.”’, p. 99.  
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Such an account of Henry’s reign would, I think, have surprised those writing in Henry’s 

lifetime, even though the later accounts drew upon the ideas set down in the 1120s and 1130s.  

One of the potential advantages for using medieval sources to refine thinking about cultural 

trauma is that we can see ideas develop over long time-frames.  But what can medievalists take 

from this?  The medieval accounts of the White Ship disaster fit the definition of cultural trauma 

because they represent investment by a community, including patrons, authors, and scribes, in 

their production.  They also seem to align with the idea that cultural traumas emerge over time, 

and that their meaning is not fixed.  With the notable exception of William of Malmesbury, the 

early accounts place emphasis on consolation, restraint, and the potential for a new heir to 

mitigate the disrupted vision of the future.  As time passed, and hopes for a new heir faded, 

authors returned to the White Ship, while it was still an event in living memory, now presenting 

it as a great, widely felt, emotional trauma, in the case of Orderic, or as a warning not too build 

too much on young men, in the case of Henry of Huntingdon.  As time passed, copies were 

made of many of the early narratives, but new histories began to condense events.  In this 

process the White Ship was re-evaluated in the light of its consequences in 1135.  The potential 

political disruption caused by the White Ship disaster became a reality after 1135, and the trauma 

was expressed in new ways around this time.   

I am not claiming that cultural trauma theory is an exact science, but in addition to 

offering ideas to conjure with, it does remind us about some important principles for historical 

research.  These include thinking about the circumstances in which sources were produced, and 

reading what they actually say, rather than what we think they should say in the light of our own 

hindsight.  In particular it prompts us to think about our sources as part of webs of social 

meaning, encompassing those involved in the creation of a record, the debt of that record to 

existing sources and the contribution of the making of a record to a body of available ideas.  

That the sources provide conflicting details is frustrating if we want to use them to try to 

reconstruct what happened, but is illuminating if we want to understand what the event meant to 

the makers of the record.  In that context, I am aware that I have more to do in terms of 

thinking about these passages in the context of the wider histories, and as rhetoric.  For example, 

I suspect that historians have often given rather too much value to the reference of the eye-

witness survivor, even though he is a consistent element in the different accounts.   

We are left with the question of whether culture can bring about change, as well as 

documenting it.  Did the writers of these histories think that they could influence contemporary 

or future opinion?  The role of historical writing as a moral warning for future generations was a 

popular rhetorical trope.  Moreover, charting changing accounts of a single incident over time 
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demonstrates how much some sources are indebted to others.  Particularly as events pass out of 

human memory, records play a powerful role in shaping ideas, which can, in turn, inform 

actions.  In particular, written accounts can disrupt the evolution of attitudes.  When Roger of 

Wendover came to compile his history he did not only use the most recent sources, but went 

back to ideas found in Henry of Huntingdon.  But did the creation of the early accounts of the 

White Ship help to maintain political stability during Henry I’s reign?  That will have to be a 

question for another paper, but it might also be a starting point for our discussion.     

 

  


