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Of the many additions made by the canons of Rouen cathedral to the Anglo-Saxon 

manuscript known today as the Benedictional of Archbishop Robert, the shortest is a 

list of 17 persons who are recorded as having been either ‘summoned’ (vocandi) or 

‘excommunicated’ (excommunicandi). Although known to scholars for almost two 

centuries, the list has never been analysed to any great extent, despite the fact that it 

not only contains the earliest Norman register of excommunicates in existence, but is 

also apparently unique within the history of the Anglo-Norman realm. This paper 

examines the list in detail for the first time, and addresses some of the most 

fundamental questions concerning the rationale behind its creation, its place within 

the history of excommunication in ducal Normandy, and the identity of the people it 

names. It will also be argued that the first (and largest) part of the list, the entirety of 

which is traditionally dated to the reign of Robert Curthose (1087–1106), was most 

likely compiled during the reign of his father, William the Conqueror (1035–87). 
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Among the oldest surviving manuscripts that once belonged to the medieval library of 

Rouen cathedral is an Anglo-Saxon codex, known traditionally as the Benedictional of 

Archbishop Robert.1 Produced at Winchester towards the end of the tenth century, the 

manuscript came to the Norman capital at some point during the first half of the 

eleventh, probably through the agency of Robert, archbishop of Rouen (989–1037).2 

Long recognised as a chef-d’œuvre of English writing and illumination, the 

manuscript contains various additions made to the original contents by its Norman 

owners.3 The shortest of these is a list of 17 persons to be either summoned or 

excommunicated, which is found on the verso of the final folio.4 Although known to 

scholars for almost two centuries,5 the list has never been analysed to any great extent, 

most likely because the names it records appear at first glance to be from among the 

middling and lower ranks of medieval Norman society. But if these men and women 

are sometimes of limited social standing, the importance of the source in which they 

appear more than compensates for such shortcomings. It not only contains the earliest 

Norman register of excommunicates in existence, but it is also unique, as far as this 

author is aware, within the history of the Anglo-Norman realm. The aim of this paper, 

therefore, is to examine the list in detail for the first time and to try to identify the 

people it names. Traditionally dated to the reign of Robert Curthose (1087–1106), it 

will be argued below that its genesis most probably lies in the reign of his father, 

William the Conqueror (1035–87). While it is acknowledged that the study of a 

potentially ‘unique’ source has its limitations in terms of our wider understanding of the 

practice of excommunication in the Middle Ages, it nevertheless offers the opportunity 

not only to examine an aspect of medieval life that, with regards to Normandy, has yet 

to receive the attention it deserves, but also to put into better context both the list and 

the people it names. 
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Excommunication was the most serious sanction the medieval church could 

wield against its members. With a history stretching back to the earliest Christian 

communities, the ritual involved the exclusion of those found guilty of some crime or 

misdemeanour from both the religious and secular world until amends had been made 

for the fault committed. Although the importance with which it was regarded began to 

wane in the later Middle Ages,6 for many it remained an extremely serious business, 

sometimes prompting a visceral reaction in those at whom it was threatened,7 and was 

described by at least one twelfth-century canonist as tantamount to being exiled from 

the kingdom of God and given over to the Devil.8 It was a sentence that could be 

pronounced in a highly choreographed ceremony with solemn and fearsome reserve,9 

but was also a weapon that could be threatened in the heat of the moment, as at least 

two eleventh-century Norman bishops are known to have done.10 Its history has been 

the subject of much recent scholarship,11 although it has hitherto been little studied in 

relation to ducal Normandy.12  

 

[Printer: Plate 1 to be placed near the start of the next paragraph. Caption 

follows.] 

The list of excommunicants (Rouen, BM, MS Y 7 Omont 369, fol. 191v). Image 

taken from Wilson, ed., Benedictional, plate VI. 

Plate 1.  

 

Given the sombre nature of the punishment it records, the list under 

consideration here, which is printed in an appendix to this article, is unprepossessing. 

It is only six lines in length, and is consigned to the lower portion of the folio on 

which it appears. It is not rubricated or otherwise entitled, and is written in as many as 
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four different hands, none of which displays any remarkable features. These appear in 

sequential order, confirming that the list was not the product of a single sitting, but 

was added to over the course of time. All the hands date, however, from the late 

eleventh or early twelfth century. The first is responsible for all the names, except the 

last, in the first four lines. It is distinguished by its capitalised F, the crossbar of which 

extends only to the right; its lower case single-storey g, the reverse-c tail of which is 

not attached to the bowl, and its squat uncial d, which is used consistently throughout. 

Two of these features are found together elsewhere in the Benedictional, but the more 

angular nature of this text means it is impossible to state with certainty whether the 

same scribe was responsible.13 The second hand, noticeably thicker, in which only the 

last name of the fourth line is written, is not found elsewhere in the manuscript, with 

its sloping forked wedges on the top of ascenders, and its lower case single-storey g, 

whose tail comes out of the back of the top compartment with a pronounced curve, 

serving as useful points of comparison. Similarly, the capital G of the third scribe, 

which has a crossbar that distinguishes it from the spiralform equivalents of the first 

hand, with which it shares a number of common features, cannot be seen elsewhere 

among the later additions to the Benedictional, while only the capital M of the fourth 

scribe, who wrote the last three words of the list, is distinctive enough to compare 

with other hands in the manuscript.14 If, however, we are unable to identify either the 

individual scribes or their other works, the various hands can be placed within the 

family of scripts produced by the scriptorium of Rouen cathedral in the late eleventh 

and early twelfth centuries.15  

 Establishing the list within the wider history of excommunication also 

ostensibly poses few problems. From at least the sixth century onwards, canon law 

stipulated that those who had been excommunicated by one bishop were not to be 
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received by others,16 a precept whose enforcement can only have been envisaged 

through the recording and circulating of the names of excommunicants among 

neighbouring bishops, while the requirement that lists of excommunicates be nailed to 

church doors, which was first instituted by the Council of Ravenna (877),17 was 

copied into the Decretum of Burchard of Worms.18 If we cannot state with certainty 

that these precepts were known in eleventh-century Normandy, the influx of such 

material into the Norman capital had been going on for some time,19 while nearby 

abbeys, such as Le Bec, had become important centres for the teaching of canon law, 

where influential canonical collections, such as the Collectio Lanfranci, were 

compiled.20 Moreover, twelfth-century library catalogues record the presence of 

Burchard’s work both at Le Bec and at the abbey of Fécamp,21 while the archbishops 

of Rouen during this period also took steps to regulate certain aspects of 

excommunication, as we shall see.  

If there is a problem, it is that examples of these mandates being put into 

practice are hard to find anywhere in Europe, still less within Normandy itself. 

Bishops might occasionally write to one another concerning the excommunication of 

a troublesome parishioner,22 but examples of the sharing of specially compiled lists 

seem not to have survived, while there is apparently only one reference from this 

period to the practice of the nailing a list of excommunicants to a church door, which 

is recorded in a letter of Gerbert of Aurillac dated to 994.23 Moreover, lists or registers 

of excommunicants are apparently unknown for France and England during this 

period,24 and when names are recorded, they are usually incorporated into 

excommunication formulae, as is the case for those found in a tenth-century pontifical 

— a category of service book in which the Rouen manuscript is itself sometimes 

placed25 — from the cathedral of Sens,26 or in the lost cartulary of the cathedral of 
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Elne.27 No known equivalent to the Rouen list survives for Normandy itself, either in 

terms of a straight list or of names embedded into a formula. Rouen cathedral 

possessed five benedictionals by the second quarter of the twelfth century, but all 

except that considered here have been lost.28 Circumstances in the other Norman 

dioceses are little better, with the earliest pontificals and benedictionals dating from 

the late twelfth century onwards.29 It is impossible, therefore, to determine whether 

the insertion of such a list within a manuscript of this nature represents a practice 

standard within the eleventh-century Rouen community, or whether it is simply an 

aberration. 

But if it is difficult to place the list in a broader historical context, the 

incorporation of such a record into a manuscript of this nature is itself somewhat 

understandable. Liturgical cursing was, after all, the other side of the benedictional 

coin, while excommunication formulae can be found inserted into other early 

medieval English manuscripts that by the eleventh century were in Norman hands.30 

The presence of the list in a manuscript of this nature also corresponds with what we 

know of many excommunication formulae in France and England during this period, 

the overwhelming majority of which are not found copied in the category of book one 

might at first expect.31 In Normandy itself, the earliest known formula of 

excommunication was once found in a Fécamp manuscript, now lost,32 which seems 

to have been written in the first quarter of the eleventh century.33 Like other such 

contemporary texts, however, this formula never actually uses the verb ‘to 

excommunicate’ (excommunicare),34 but threatens rather ‘to curse’ (maledicere) or 

‘to separate’ (separare) malefactors from the church. It is instead in the surviving 

ducal and ecclesiastical charters of Normandy that the first mentions of 

excommunication can be found, where it is typically used in conjunction with the 
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threat of anathema to dissuade those who might violate an agreement or disturb a 

donation.35 The threat itself is most often addressed generally, invariably in a sentence 

that begins with a phrase such as si quis (‘if anyone’).36 Some charters, however, 

record a warning delivered in the first person, normally by a member of the 

episcopate,37 although it was not unknown, as in other parts of Europe,38 for laymen 

in early eleventh-century Normandy to themselves menace excommunication,39 or for 

them to signal that their donations were protected by excommunication by making the 

sign of the cross upon the parchment.40 Certain acts also record that the threat was 

delivered verbally to those present, and while this duty was often performed by a 

bishop,41 it might also be carried out by the duke.42  

Although the idiosyncrasies of Norman charter production may account in part 

for what appears to be an ad hoc approach to excommunication,43 the overall picture 

in the duchy nevertheless remains far from that in late Anglo-Saxon England, where 

efforts were made to codify the penalty of excommunication, and where the same 

excommunication formula was transcribed verbatim into numerous charters.44 If, 

moreover, excommunication was often threatened in Normandy, it has been argued 

that the threat was not a particularly useful means of deterrence.45 Eadmer, for 

example, records that William the Conqueror would not allow any of his magnates or 

officials in England to be excommunicated without his consent, irrespective of their 

crime,46 and it is likely he pursued a similar policy in Normandy itself.47 In the 

neighbouring county of Anjou, Fulk le Réchin, count of Anjou (1067/8–1109), 

continued to attend church despite being excommunicated, a fact that did not escape 

the attention of St Anselm, who wrote to the abbot of Saint-Florent de Saumur in 

protest.48 The complaints of the chroniclers of King Stephen’s reign as to the inefficacy 

of excommunication are well known.49 Moreover, since forgiveness is a central tenet of 
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the Christian faith, those who had been excommunicated could always earn their 

absolution through a gift, or some other act of contrition. William fitzOsbern and Roger 

II de Montgommery, for example, were excommunicated for pillaging the lands of the 

abbey of Saint-Pierre de Préaux, but made amends by granting a small parcel of land 

along the banks of the Andelle,50 while a certain Robert, son of Bernard, who had been 

excommunicated for burning four houses and a wine press belonging to the abbot and 

monks of Saint-Étienne de Caen, was able to receive absolution with the gift of, 

among other things, 40 solidi from Le Mans.51  

Excommunication was not only used, however, as a means to protect transfers 

of property, or to dissuade the theft of a precious item, such as a manuscript.52 The 

proclamation of the Truce of God at the council of Caen in October 1047 was 

strengthened by the menace of excommunication for those who would violate it.53 

However, as a letter of Archbishop Maurilius of Rouen (1055–67) suggests, its 

enforcement in this regard did not always run smoothly. Here the Norman metropolitan 

can be seen reprimanding one of his suffragans for having excommunicated a monk 

of Fécamp, who, although guilty of violating the Truce, had not had the Rule of St 

Benedict properly applied to his case.54 This letter is among the first documents in the 

duchy not only to discuss the proper exercise of excommunication, but also to hint at 

a move towards greater episcopal control over this particular form of punishment, as 

was the case in many other parts of France at this time.55 A near contemporary text, in 

which John, bishop of Avranches (1060–7), makes Rannulf, abbot of Mont Saint-

Michel (1053/5–84/5), his archdeacon, is even more explicit in this regard, since it 

includes a section instructing the abbot not to speak to those whom he knows to have 

been excommunicated by the bishop, nor to attempt to excommunicate persons living 

outside Mont Saint-Michel, without first having consulted him.56 It was to be this same 
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prelate who, as archbishop of Rouen (1067–79), would for the first time incorporate 

excommunication as a punishment within the duchy’s canonical legislation,57 while his 

successor, William Bona Anima (1079–1110), would further tighten episcopal control 

over excommunication by threatening to punish priests who excommunicated without 

the bishop’s licence.58 

Before studying in greater detail the identity of the people named in the list, let 

us first look more closely at its language and its structure. As has already been noted, 

the names are divided into two categories, namely the vocandi and the 

excommunicandi. While the latter is easily understood, the use of the verb vocare, 

which can be translated and interpreted in various ways, is more problematic. Are we 

to understand that these individuals were called to face charges relating to 

excommunication, or had they been summoned for some other purpose in relation to 

those named among the excommunicated? Should we also consider the list, or at least 

its first part, to be original, or was the first scribe merely copying into the 

Benedictional the text of another document that has since been lost, while the other 

scribes simply added names to a memorandum whose format was convenient to their 

needs? John Gage, the first person to print the list, which he erroneously dated to the 

reign of Henry II, did not remark on the distinction between its various parts, simply 

noting that it contained the names ‘of persons to be cited, and of other persons to be 

excommunicated’.59 Likewise, Jacques-Paul Migne, who printed the list among the 

documents he associated with John of Ivry, bishop of Avranches and archbishop of 

Rouen,60 does not explicitly comment on the matter, but both the title under which the 

list is printed (Nomina excommunicandorum) and its index entry (Monachi pecuniam 

habentes excommunicantur) suggest that he considered everybody named therein not 

only to be monks, but also to have either been excommunicated or summoned to 
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answer excommunicable charges.61 H.A. Wilson, the modern editor of the 

Benedictional, is as mute on the point as John Gage,62 while Charles Haskins, who 

associated the list with depredations carried out on ecclesiastical lands during the 

reign of Robert Curthose, refers elliptically to the notice as ‘the list of 

excommunicates’, without indicating whether this description applies to the whole 

document or not.63 The catalogue entry for the Benedictional, compiled by Henri 

Omont, is equally ambiguous.64 The list has largely escaped the attention of more 

recent scholars, but those who have examined it have not only followed Haskins in his 

dating, but have assumed that the first part of the document represents a ‘list of people 

to be summoned for excommunication’.65 

In terms both of dating the list and of gaining a better understanding of how 

we should understand this particular use of vocare, one of the more important 

identifications that can be made of the persons it names is that of William de Vernon, 

who appears among the vocandi.66 Not to be confused with William I de Vernon (fl. 

1107–1166), son of Richard de Redvers (d. 1107),67 this William, whose first 

appearance dates from around 1044,68 was the son of Hugh de Vernon, whose own 

father, Roger, had established himself in the region at an unknown date in the early 

eleventh century.69 Following the exile of Guy de Brionne, who had been invested 

with the castle of Vernon in 1040/1 × 1047,70 the duke transferred its control to 

William,71 perhaps on the understanding that he would expand Norman influence into 

the Vexin, as other lords recently established by the duke were doing elsewhere on the 

duchy’s frontiers.72 The narrative sources provide no information about William, but 

the diplomatic evidence shows that he was an active religious patron, not only 

founding the collegiate church of Notre-Dame de Vernon, in which he was later 

buried at some point shortly after 1082,73 but also acting as benefactor to various 
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monastic institutions, including those located within the city of Rouen, in particular 

the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont.74  

 With regards to dating the list, the identification of William de Vernon 

presents us with a clear terminus ad quem for the period either in which the first scribe 

worked, or for that in which the document from which he was working was drawn up. 

The fact that the list appears in the Benedictional after an ordo for a council, the 

insertion of which must have taken place after 1067,75 allows us to narrow further the 

period of composition to within a window of around 15 to 20 years. This has important 

implications for those in the list, such as William d’Arques,76 whom we would 

otherwise be forced to identify with a number of different individuals of the same name. 

Indeed, these new chronological parameters allow us to say with some certainty that the 

William d’Arques named among the vocandi alongside William de Vernon is neither 

William d’Arques, count of Talou, who fled in exile from the duchy after a failed 

rebellion in 1053,77 nor is it William d’Arques, monk of Notre-Dame de Molesmes, 

whose appearances date uniquely from the reign of Robert Curthose,78 whom he 

allegedly served as one of his principal advisers (precipui ducis consiliarii).79 The only 

William d’Arques known to us, in effect, whose appearances coincide chronologically 

with these dates is William, son of Godfrey, vicomte of Arques. Unable to retain the 

vicomté held by his father due to the elevation of William, count of Talou, to whom 

the castle of Arques was granted, he has consequently left only the faintest of traces in 

the historical record.80 Primarily active in England, William, like others named in the 

list, is recorded in Domesday Book as a tenant-in-chief, his possessions being 

established in the counties of Suffolk and Kent, where he also held land under Hugh 

de Montfort, Odo, bishop of Bayeux (1049–97), and Robert Malet,81 who was his 

brother-in-law.82 Described as a man ‘of great authority’ (magnę auctoritatis) by the 
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record of the plea at Penenden Heath,83 both his reputation and the concentration of 

his activities in the south-east of England seem at first glance to be at odds with the 

idea that he might have been summoned by the archbishop of Rouen to answer 

excommunicable charges, rather than that of Canterbury, from whom he held in fief a 

sulung of land in Fleet (Kent).84 

The same might also be said, in some respects, of William de Vernon. Of 

course, the fact that William’s principal possession lay in a volatile frontier region, 

which in the ducal period witnessed everything from lightning cross-border raids to 

full-scale campaigns,85 would have no doubt occasionally required him to act in a 

manner contrary to the teachings of the Church, and, as we shall see, he is not the only 

person in the list to be associated with the duchy’s border regions. William’s 

collegiate church at Vernon, on the other hand, had been endowed with possessions 

close to those belonging to Rouen institutions, including the archbishop himself,86 and 

it is not impossible that he was summoned to answer for some perceived infringement 

on these properties. But unlike some of those named among the excommunicated, 

who can either be directly linked to excommunicable acts, or were associated with 

those guilty of behaviour deserving of such punishment, what little we know of 

William’s career presents a very different picture. His burial in the collegiate church 

of Notre-Dame de Vernon also suggests that, if he had been summoned for 

excommunication, the issue was eventually resolved, or, more interestingly, that he 

was summoned in some other capacity. Similar conclusions can be drawn with 

regards to William d’Arques, since shortly after his death (c.1090), William’s daughter 

(and heir) established, for the soul of her father, the priory of Folkestone.87 This 

foundation was consented to by St Anselm who, as we have seen, was most strict in 
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matters of excommunication, and would certainly not have associated with the daughter 

of an excommunicate.88 

Such matters are not the only areas in which the two men share 

commonalities. William d’Arques, like his namesake from Vernon, was also a 

benefactor of the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont de Rouen.89 Indeed, it was his 

grandfather, Goscelin, vicomte of Rouen,90 who had founded the abbey in 1030,91 and 

it was in his capacity as his grandfather’s heir that William, having been gathered 

with other men of ‘great authority and exceptional quality’ (magnę auctoritatis et 

precipuę dignitatis) at the Easter court of 1080, served as a judge in a plea concerning 

the abbey’s possession of the island of Oissel,92 which he confirmed by oath as a 

witness against the wrongful claims of the bishop of Évreux.93 Given this judicial role 

in relation to the abbey’s affairs, and the fact that William de Vernon was also a 

benefactor of La Trinité, the question that arises is whether these men, along with the 

others named among the vocandi, had perhaps been summoned not to answer for 

some excommunicable offence, but rather to do suit at the court of the archbishop, 

where they were to act as judges in cases brought by the abbot of La Trinité against 

those named among the excommunicated.  

Three problems seem, at first glance, to undermine this idea. The first is the 

fact that the list is written in multiple hands. It seems unlikely that so many scribes 

would have been responsible for compiling (or copying) such a short memorandum 

relating to one single event, which means that if the vocandi did serve as judges in 

relation to the excommunicated then they can only have done so with regards to those 

names written by the first scribe. The second problem is that neither of the other two 

vocandi can be linked either to Rouen or to the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont. The 

‘son of Hubert’ cannot be identified, for obvious reasons, although it is important to 
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note that this entry represents a separate individual, rather than another means of 

identifying William d’Arques, since the F of Filius is capitalised, whereas the f in 

the entry for Robertus filius Helgonis, the first person to be named among the 

excommunicated, is not. Roger Arundel, on the other hand, who may have come 

from the neighbourhood of Caen,94 is recorded as a Domesday tenant-in-chief,95 but 

aside from an appearance in a charter in favour of the bishop of Wells, he is 

otherwise unknown.96 According to Domesday, he held Ash Priors (Somerset) 

wrongfully from the same bishop,97 although if any action was taken it seems to 

have had no effect, since the vill remained in the family until it was given to 

Taunton Priory by Robert Arundel, who was most likely Roger’s son.98 Robert 

served as a local justice under Henry I,99 but whether his father ever fulfilled a 

similar role during the reign of the Conqueror is unknown. 

The third problem is that almost none of the excommunicandi recorded by 

the first scribe can be associated in any way with the Norman capital or its environs. 

Robert son of Heugon, for example, came from the Pays d’Ouche, near the duchy’s 

south-eastern frontier. He is, nevertheless, one of the few people named in the list 

who can be directly tied to a misdemeanour worthy of excommunication, since during 

the abbacy of Osbern, abbot of Saint-Évroult (February 1061–27 May 1066), he 

seized back the church of Saint-Martin-sur-Guiel,100 which he had previously given to 

the abbey.101 Besides his appearance among the excommunicants, however, he cannot 

otherwise be linked to Rouen or its ecclesiastical institutions. The same is also true of 

William de Poileio. Examples of this toponym are found throughout medieval 

France,102 while in Normandy it most frequently relates to Poilley in the Avranchin.103 

In this instance, however, it refers to Poëlé,104 a small hamlet about a kilometre to the 

south-west of Saint-Léger-sur-Sarthe,105 and to a member of a family that occupied an 
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important position within the entourage of the Montgommery-Bellême clan.106 Like 

others in the list, William was a Domesday tenant-in-chief.107 If he is not named 

among the excommunicandi in relation to the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont, then the 

reason(s) behind his excommunication can only be guessed at. His motte and bailey 

castle, situated in another of the duchy’s volatile frontier regions, was located at a 

strategic crossing point on the river Sarthe, while he also controlled the local church 

of Saint-Léger de Poëlé (that is, Saint-Léger-sur-Sarthe).108 The graveyards of such 

churches ‘in the marches’ were prone, according to the decrees of the Council of 

Lillebonne (1080), to being used as wartime refuges.109 The occupying of such a 

space by force of arms was certainly an excommunicable offence, and it is perhaps no 

coincidence that among the names of the Rouen list we should find a minor 

ecclesiastic associated with a place called Saint-Léger.  

But if no further link between Walter, deacon of Saint-Léger, and William de 

Poëlé can be made, the latter’s association with the troublesome family of 

Montgommery-Bellême offers one of the more likely explanations for his 

excommunication. We have already noted how Roger II de Montgommery was 

excommunicated for pillaging the lands of the abbey of Préaux, while a Robert de 

Poëlé (either William’s brother or son) was certainly guilty of behaviour deserving of 

excommunication, since he is accused by Orderic Vitalis of having poisoned a young 

son of Robert Giroie, who was being held hostage by Robert II de Bellême.110 It is 

also perhaps no accident that William is not the only person in the first part of the 

list who can be linked to the ambit of the Montgommery-Bellême family. The 

toponym of Gunfrid de Falaise reveals that he too was associated with an important 

Montgommery-Bellême stronghold,111 and although this individual cannot be 

positively identified,112 we can certainly see others to whom he was most probably 
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related in the company of members of both the Montgommery-Bellême and the de 

Poëlé.113 

It is with these links in mind, therefore, that we ought perhaps to consider the 

list in light of one of the most dramatic events of the reign of William the 

Conqueror, which may have not only resulted in the summoning and 

excommunication of a large number of individuals from across the Anglo-Norman 

realm, which is what, after all, the first part of the list presents us with, but of which 

the seriousness may also have required the apparently unusual step of recording 

their names. The rebellion of Robert Curthose in 1077/8 posed an unprecedented 

threat to the duke’s authority. As Orderic Vitalis noted, no previous Norman ruler 

had been troubled in such a way by his progeny,114 while Curthose’s supporters 

included men from across the duchy, among whom was Robert II de Bellême.115 

The first part of the list not only includes men who can be directly or indirectly tied to 

the ambit of the Montgommery-Bellême family, including those with possessions that 

lay close to the area around which the rebellion was centred,116 but also individuals 

with links to other Curthose supporters, such as Robert son of Heugon, who held land 

from William de Breteuil.117 Rouen itself also played a significant role in the 

rebellion, for the revolt began with an unsuccessful bid to seize the city. It is not 

impossible, therefore, that either the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont itself, located on a 

strategic highpoint overlooking the city outside the protection of its walls,118 or 

property belonging to it, was somehow damaged during the attack by followers of the 

leading rebels, and that what the first part of the list represents is the record of a 

process concerning those responsible, which was judged by men who were not only of 

good standing, but also benefactors of the abbey concerned. 
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 It is unfortunate, of course, that not more of the men named in the first part of 

the list can be indentified either with Robert II de Bellême or with other Curthose 

supporters in 1077/8. Herbert du Tot and Geoffrey de Commanville are known only 

thanks to the list. The toponym of Le Tot is so common as to be found throughout 

Normandy,119 within the city of Rouen itself,120 and even in England.121 The 

similiter after Herbert’s name is probably meant to indicate some point of 

resemblance, whether of locality, status or offence, with Walter, deacon of Saint-

Léger.122 Geoffrey’s toponym, on the other hand, suggests he hailed from a small 

hamlet located in the heart of the Giffard fee in the Pays de Caux.123 Walter II 

Giffard, who, by some accounts, was the cousin of William d’Arques,124 was later a 

supporter of Robert Curthose against Henry I,125 but he does not seem to have 

wavered in his loyalty to the Conqueror. He, like many others, was a patron of the 

abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont.126 Richard de la Fontaine (de Fonte) is otherwise 

unknown, although it should be noted that persons with the toponym de Fontaines 

(de Fontanis) seem to have been part of the Montgommery-Bellême entourage.127 

That the narrative sources neither name anyone in the list as a Curthose supporter, nor 

mention whether those who rebelled were subject to any spiritual punishment, is also 

somewhat regrettable, as is the fact the list does not mention any of the high-ranking 

rebels. It is nevertheless possible that the first part of the list simply records the names 

of some of those captured during the attack on Rouen. Their excommunication would 

have been both appropriate and politically useful,128 since it would have deprived 

Curthose and his supporters of much needed manpower, and would have ensured that 

those rebels who remained at large, many of whom had fled into exile,129 found 

themselves in both physical and spiritual isolation from their former conspirators.  
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 The list, of course, does not include the names of just men. Five women are 

included among the excommunicandi, of which three appear in the first part of the list. 

Medieval women, just as their male counterparts, were excommunicated for the 

destruction of ecclesiastical property, and could prove particularly fearsome 

opponents, as a letter of Fulbert of Chartres (1006–1028) makes clear.130 But the 

eleventh-century cases of which we are aware tend to involve women of aristocratic 

rank,131 and since the women in our list were not even of significant enough status 

to be listed under their own name, it might seem unlikely that it was for such a 

crime they were punished. Such problems seemingly deal another blow to the idea 

that the first part of the list is to be understood in the context of the Curthose 

rebellion of 1077/8. It is perhaps no coincidence, however, that just before the first 

entry concerning a woman we find a mark in the form of an uppercase gamma. 

Although it is impossible to determine whether this dates from the late eleventh 

century or not, the use of such a symbol, which is not unlike a reversed pilcrow, is 

perhaps meant to indicate a distinction between the parts that precede and follow it. 

It is therefore possible that the first scribe returned to the Benedictional at a later 

date to add the names of excommunicants to an existing text whose format already 

suited his needs, much as the other three scribes seem to have done. 

 Whatever the explanation for the appearance of this mark, the fact that 

women should appear in the list at all is in itself of some interest. No women are named 

in the formulae of Sens and of Elne, while the closest known Norman contemporary to 

the Rouen text, namely a series of fourteenth-century registers of some 1500 

excommunicates from the officialité of Cerisy, contain only around 70 women (less than 

5% of the whole).132 The vast majority of these are listed anonymously (uxor, relicta 

de), and only eighteen are excommunicated on their own.133 Only three are at no point 
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associated in the registers with a male relative.134 Their crimes include 

‘stubbornness’,135 ‘manifest offences’136 and failing to pay a fine levied by a court.137 It 

is entirely possible that the women in our list were punished for similar offences. The 

penultimate part of the record, however, hints at another explanation. Indeed, the 

statement added by the third scribe regarding the daughters of Ansguoldus, ‘of 

whom Richard has (habet) one, Gilbert the other’, may suggest these men were priests 

and the women their concubines, since this verb is used elsewhere to describe the 

relationship between a priest and a female companion.138 Adultery, of course, remained 

a serious concern to medieval church authorities, and it is always possible that the 

women were simply guilty of what was a fairly common transgression.139 Naturally, 

it would be rash to pretend that such ideas offer anything more than potential clues 

as to the reason(s) behind the excommunication of these women. After all, we might 

just as easily identify them as among the group that attacked Archbishop John of 

Ivry in the abbey of Saint-Ouen de Rouen on 24 August 1073, which, it has been 

suggested elsewhere, included among its numbers the wives and concubines of the 

cathedral canons of Rouen,140 or argue that the use of the verb habere in this 

instance indicates nothing more than that these women were in the wardship of the 

men alongside whom they are named. 

 As for the women themselves, if they must necessarily remain anonymous, the 

unusual names of their fathers at least allow us to say something about who they 

might have been. Benzelin, for example, is such a rare name in the Anglo-Norman 

world that the woman named here was probably the daughter of one of three 

individuals. The first is the Benzelin who was an archdeacon in the diocese of Bath 

and Wells during the reign of Bishop Giso (1061–88). He was a tenant-in-chief in 

what was then part of Oxfordshire (now within Buckinghamhire), while he also held 
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land elsewhere from the bishop of Wells and Ernulf de Hesdin.141 Interestingly, one 

of his possessions lay in the vicinity of those held wrongfully by Roger Arundel.142 

It is somewhat problematic, of course, that he should not be qualified as archdeacon 

in the list, although it is certainly not the only source to omit such information, since 

it is thanks only to Exon Domesday that we are able to identify the Benzelin of 

Great Domesday as having held this position.143 Moreover, no individuals can be 

positively identified as the children of Benzelin the archdeacon, although a ‘Ralph 

son of Benzelin’ is listed among the witnesses of two eleventh-century charters, one 

of which concerns the abbey La Trinité-du-Mont de Rouen.144 Alternatively, Ralph 

may have been the son of either Benzelin d’Écos,145 or of the Benzelin identified as 

the son of William the Bald (Calvus) de Mesnil-Verclives (de Warcliva),146 both of 

whom appear as witnesses to charters in favour of the very same abbey.147 These 

links to La Trinité-du-Mont are certainly noteworthy, and it is among the charters of 

this abbey that we also find one of the two individuals named Helton known for the 

eleventh century.148 The other was associated with Odo, bishop of Bayeux, whom 

he served as steward (dapifer). Like many others in the list, he is recorded in 

Domesday as holding land in England. His last appearance dates to around 

1088.149  

Any conclusions that can be drawn from this survey are, by the very nature 

of the list, speculative at best. The limited evidence suggests, for example, that the 

term vocandi should most likely be understood in the sense of being summoned to 

perform some sort of duty, rather than to answer accusations relating to a 

misdemeanour worthy of excommunication, although such ideas cannot be proved 

absolutely. At least one near-contemporaneous example survives of an episcopal 

letter summoning a individual of similar status to those in the list to make amends 
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for an excommunicable offence,150 and while none of the vocandi can apparently 

be linked in any way to such a crime, their status as landholders would have 

doubtless sometimes brought them into conflict with ecclesiastical institutions. We 

have already noted how Roger Arundel held land wrongfully from the bishop of 

Wells, and how property bequeathed by William de Vernon was located near that 

belonging to the archbishop of Rouen, a source of possible contention, while 

William d’Arques was involved in a dispute with the same archbishop concerning 

the land of Martin-Église,151 although the matter was eventually resolved 

amicably.152 Moreover, although it has been argued above that part of the list may 

be understood in the context of a single event, it is entirely possible that each 

person named therein was summoned or excommunicated for individual, unrelated 

reasons. It is still possible, of course, that the influence of Robert de Bellême, 

whose career is characterised by attacks against ecclesiastical property,153 explains 

why some of the men had been excommunicated, since not only can those in the 

first part of the list be linked to the de Bellême and their supporters, but the 

toponym of Ralph d’Argentan,154 whose name was added by the second scribe, 

reveals that he too hailed from a stronghold far from Rouen that was also within 

the ambit of the Montgommery-Bellême.155 

There are, moreover, certain issues relating to the list that must, for the 

moment, remain unresolved. It is unclear, for example, whether the first part 

represents an original record or simply a copy of a document now lost. Capitulary 

evidence from the archdiocese of Reims records that the names of sinners were to 

be recorded on schedulae, in order that the bishop might know whom to punish 

and when they should be reconciled.156 It is possible, therefore, that the first scribe 

was merely copying the text of such a document, which had become detached 
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from that to which it was originally appended.157 This may have recorded in more 

detail the events of a meeting, such as a session of the archiepiscopal court or a 

local synod,158 in which the vocandi acted as judges against those excommunicandi 

up to and including Geoffrey de Commanville, perhaps for depredations carried 

out in relation to the abbey of La Trinité-du-Mont during the attack on the city in 

1077/8. Aware of the list’s existence and of the fact that it related to the abbey of 

La Trinité, the first scribe returned shortly thereafter to record the names of others 

excommunicated for offences concerning the same abbey, making sure to 

distinguish between the two parts by the use of a reverse pilcrow. Later scribes 

followed suit, with the fourth recording, in the final cryptic words of the list 

(Monachi pecuniam habentes), the identity of those who had perhaps received 

what was given by one (or maybe all) of the excommunicants in return for 

absolution, much like the example of Robert, son of Bernard, and the monks of 

Caen, noted above. At least one of the excommunicandi must have taken such action, 

for on 9 December 1091 William de Poëlé not only secured the right to be buried in 

the cemetery of the abbey of Saint-Martin de Sées, an act which may in itself have 

had penitential overtones,159 but the monks also agreed that he and his sons could 

become monks there, should they wish it.160  

But even if the ideas expressed in this essay are often speculative, the need for 

such conjecture is consistent with the study of texts relating to excommunication in 

the period before its formalisation in the thirteenth century, when much of the 

evidence that survives, including the Rouen list, is, as Sarah Hamilton has noted, 

often ephemeral in nature.161 The final question that remains to be considered is why 

the list should have endured beyond the generations for which it was originally 

relevant. One might think at first that it records the names of those who had remained 
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unrepentant unto death, but this seems unlikely since the activities of some in the list, 

if their identification above is believed correct, suggest they had received absolution. 

But if this were true, why, when the practice of erasing the names of excommunicants 

who had seemingly been reconciled can be traced elsewhere,162 was the list not 

subsequently erased, either in whole or in part? If the first scribe was copying the text 

of a schedula that formed part of the cathedral archives, then the copy may simply 

have been viewed in much the same way as those charters copied into a cartulary, 

which were preserved as an immutable part of an institution’s history, despite the fact 

that many might be rendered obsolete by changes in fortune, while it was not 

unknown for medieval religious communities to place as much emphasis on 

preserving the memory of their former tormentors as on that of their benefactors.163 It 

is also possible, of course, that, consigned to the bottom of the final folio of the 

manuscript, the list was simply forgotten about.  

But the fact that the Benedictional was one of the most impressive manuscripts 

of the cathedral collection would suggest that it cannot have escaped entirely unnoticed 

by later generations, and, given the role that liturgy played in transmitting memory in 

the Middle Ages,164 it is perhaps no coincidence that the list was not removed from 

the liturgical manuscript in which it was conserved. That the manuscript does not 

contain any additions dating beyond the thirteenth century does seem to imply, 

however, that either it was not regularly used beyond this date, or that its contents had 

been deemed final, with neither additions nor removals being allowed. Medieval 

religious institutions were, of course, prodigious list-makers, and dedicated much time 

and effort to surveying their estates and compiling lists of stocks, treasures and sources 

of income, while the Normans seem to have been particularly impressed with the ability 

of the written word to capture and set forever specific moments in time, thus preserving 
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for us information that within a generation of its compilation had often become 

obsolete.165 Naming, after all, gives the namer a certain power over that which is 

named, and excommunication was a tool designed to give the user power to change a 

person’s behaviour by not only excluding him from earthly society, but also threatening 

the fate of his soul. It was perhaps, therefore, little more than the seriousness of the 

issue to which the list related, and the ignorance of later generations as to the fate of 

those named therein, that ensured its preservation, thereby allowing us an enticing 

insight not only into the uses of this sometimes enigmatic medieval practice, but also 

into the lives of some of the people against whom, in this instance, it was menaced. 

 

Appendix.  The list of excommunicants 

Rouen, BM, MS Y 7 Omont 369, f. 191v.  

Printed : Gage, ‘Description of a Benedictional’, 130. Migne, ed., Patrologia latina, 

147: cols 145–6.[CW to sort bib ref.] Wilson, ed., Benedictional, 166. 

All contractions have been extended in square brackets. Lines are numbered at 

the end of each line. The original capitalisation is preserved; the punctuation is 

editorial. 

 

Hi sunt vocandi, Guill[el]m[us] de Arcis, Filius Hub[er]ti, Roger[us] Arundel, 

Guill[el]m[us] de Vernu[m]. |1| Hi sunt excommunicandi, Rob[er]t[us] filius 

Helgonis, Guill[el]m[us] de Poileio, Gunfrid[us] de Falesia, |2| Gualter[us] diaconus 

de Sancto Leodecario, Herb[er]t[us] de Tot similiter, Goisfrid[us] de Coma[n] vil[la],a 

Filia Heltonis, |3| Filia Ansguoldi,b Ricard[us] de Fonte, Filia Benzelini. Radulfus de 

Argento[nio]. |4| De filiabus Ansguoldi,c quarum unam habet, Ricard[us], alteram 

Gisleb[er]t[us]. Monachi pecuniam |5| habentes. 
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Notes: a. There is a mark here in the form of an upper-case gamma. b. ‘Filia 

Ansguoldi’ is underlined. c. The letter q is written here, followed by an erasure. 
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