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Why did monks write historical narratives in the Middle Ages?
The middle ages were a time of multiple conflicts and for Britain, in the varying formats it went through, there was a feast of religion and peace, followed by a drought of religious practise when the Vikings invaded and later a rebirth of the monasteries with the Anglo-Saxon rulers and all change again with the arrival of the Normans and their rule of this land.

Initially education was the preserve of the ruling classes and the religious houses and this was wiped out by the Vikings arrival and lack of interest in preserving history through the written word. Alfred and the following kings attempted to make amends and restore stability, so the narrative histories of England and Wales could be resumed, and education once again was respected, valued and it flourished. In the middle ages, history was considered a pastime for the rich as subject for discussion, reading and pride:
 These people went through much strife to create a comfortable status quo, though as ever for England turbulence was never far away. 
In 1065, this island attracted attention from Normans. They had trained army and for them the ways of war were all consuming as they viewed themselves as superior in battle, church, state administration and education. With systems more advanced than those of the Anglo Saxons and they were without humility. They had the pope and the Roman Catholic church on their side and they knew their coffers would increase with the acquisition of Britain.  With good organisation they could increase their income, status and pride and annex England and Wales to their advantage. 

Various political games playing took place and promises were exchanged and broken and the Conquest in 1066 bought a new era for the people of Britain.
 The Romans had been diligent in recording and writing history, as in The Annals of the Pontiffs, they raised taxes and invested in infrastructure to promote growth and Roman controls made for a stable society which they tacked on to their empire.
   When the Romans left, Britain declined and the Normans made a move to take Britain and benefit from the natural wealth of these lands, in the same way that the Romans had done: To maximise gain, the Normans needed control, and this started with reorganisation of government, but the Normans made their changes in a quiet way. They did not thrash and burn unless forced, preferring a quiet transition.: They replaced every sheriff, lord and master with people of their own ethnicity or close allegiance.
By infiltrating the structure of rule, replacing local and national governors they were able to adjust the control without replacing the system. The policy was minimum effort for maximum reward and the new-found governance over England and Wales facilitated the examination of wealth which was duly recorded in the Domesday book. By 1089 they knew who was who, who owned what and where wealth lay: This allowed the Normans to systematically take hold of new treasures to supplement the wealth of their nation.

While reviewing the wealth of the land, a new requirement was identified, it was a need for the recording of written evidence. The need was recognised for tax officers, scribes and enforcers. Norman tax officers and enforcers were plentiful, but lesser were scribes who could speak Anglo Saxon and understand the local dialects and translate in to French and Latin. Latin was still of important because it was the language of God's envoys on the earth, namely the Roman catholic church. 
The monasteries were ideally placed throughout the land, on all major transport routes, people were used to respecting the monks, there was a thirst for religion and best of all for the new Norman rulers, the monasteries had scribes in plenty, so, under the Normans, the place of monasteries in society was once again reinstated and they became liaison officers between the people and the state, while not neglecting God or the pope and importantly for history, they once again picked up the practise of writing to glorify god, to spread the word of Christianity by increasing the number of volumes available of the Bible, books of hours, Psalters, prayer books as well as reviving old manuscripts, telling the tales of kings and laws, wars and attainments, detailing biographies of important people and recording entries of miracles and wondrous happenings attributed to be gifts or comment from the god they worshipped. 

At this time new saints were made, and new peaceful aims were set for England and Wales.
 This was a time of change and in the most part, it would seem England and Wales benefited from strong Norman decisive management.  Life began to move forward again and by the eleven-hundreds the monasteries were churning out volume after volume. All for a price and with a price to be paid. Annuals were recommenced, old sources were reinvestigated and embellished, and narrative histories were recorded and illustrated. Pictures were needed for enhancement, explanation and to widen the access to literature: The industry of manuscript writing responded with supply and demand. As conflict reduced literacy increased and a hunger emerged from the court and the people, they wanted wealth of reading material: There was a growth in entertainment through reading books which stimulated intellectual discussion. 
Manuscripts were a winner. They were revered and collected. No nobleman could be without one as they were reflections of status. They were given as gifts and received with joy. There was no standard medieval manuscript, each was individually made and each different to the others and this would continue until printed editions, made on a printing press, arrived in Britain in the mid fourteen-hundreds. The later middle ages were a spectacular time for the handwritten word and for hand drawn illustration. Manuscripts bought information, colour and questions in to the lives of those who wrote them and those who reading and reviewed them. An industry was established, patrons found, income was earned, monks employed, and the cycle continued to the benefit of everyone, churchman, lord and commoner alike. 
The manuscripts were largely the job of the monks who scribed every day and almoners were appointed to support this trade, ensuring food and resources were readily available to keep production flowing and the monks diligently employed, however, though a monk may be primarily a churchman, the fact that he lived in that time means that he lived not in a totally religious world but also had a foot in a secular camp, the parish, the town, the county, country and the continent in which he resided and the historical narratives he wrote, required two elements, firstly an historical fact worthy of notation and secondly a tale with a beginning, a middle and an end and we are told the 'Social and political conditions of the middle ages favoured the writing of chronicles'.

In all society's, a major factor for sites of production are raw materials, skills, accessibility to transport routes and sources of income in the form of trade: this ideally positions many major medieval religious houses. The monasteries and priories had access to raw materials, vellum, parchment, inks, paints and the gold and silver leaf used for illumination of manuscripts. The skills of the monks were exemplary. The monasteries had good access to the road system. Trade was a forgone conclusion as their patrons were eager to support the activity of writing and drawing for manuscripts. It could be said that manuscripts were the wallpaper of medieval life as they give us insight to the way lives were lived, the style of clothes that were worn and are they illustrative of state, religious belief and general society at the time.
We do not know that every monk who wrote manuscripts enjoyed his job, like all other jobs the result would be limited to the capability and interest of the person who completed the task. For some initiating monks the work was a recording of new knowledge and for others it was copying of words formerly constructed by their predecessors and whether they read and understood it or just copied we can never know.  Some copiers may have embellished their manuscripts with details they found from other sources and some may have added their own inventions, though again, unless we have the original documents, from which they took their works, as a comparison how could we know?  'In the middle ages the reverence for the written word was so all pervading, that astounding statements continued to be repeated by chronicler after chronicler, each copying the last....very frequently a screed of false annals continued to be repeated generation after generation' and 'All this stuff survived in chronicles down to the end of Tudor times'. 

The work of the monks was frequently initiated by their patrons and as monasteries were a seat of learning, they were ideal as bases for the creation and documentation of sought-after information. The interpretation of words, sourcing of appropriate scriptures to use when explaining events or telling stories for moral purposes, their extensive historical libraries and familiarity with the structure of the bible as a tool for life, gave Monks an excellent resource for development of their manuscript books. Using the bible as a model, reviewing how it moved chronologically and described the history that ran alongside the stories, prophecies and testaments lead the monks, like Bede who described the bible as ‘a model of style’, to develop their own, and often individualised, accounts of history.
    
Such was the demand for the written word that the multiplication of documents was, however, not just the duty of monks and we are told of a method of increasing the number of manuscripts 'in which one dictated and others wrote' and this 'was certainly characteristic of secular scribes' and that 'between 1161-83 there was established an office of chief scribe or Historiographer of St Albans'.
 The possibility must be considered that similar roles, though not necessarily titled as descriptively, may have been present regionally at Winchester, Canterbury, York, Durham and Worcester and each may have encouraged production of texts relevant to their own geographical areas and intrinsic views.
The twelfth century bishop of St Asaph was accredited to be 'in oratoria arte atque in exoticia ruditus' or 'In the art of oratory and exotics breying' and he was called  The Father or English fiction although we know from Henry of Huntington [from one of his letters to Warinus Brito [Warin the Briton]] that the bishop of Asaph refers to himself as having 'no distant affiliation with The Father of Lies...Neither by word of mouth or written record'.3 The bishop of Asaph explained that when he needed historical information, it appeared and he cites that in 1139, on his way to Rome, he found 'at Bee the records of things aforesaid' and so impressed was he with this uncreditable knowledge, that it was included as truths in his Historia Britannie. 

It would seem uncertain whether fiction was permitted to be added to medieval histories: This was questioned at that time because an Augustinian canon from the Yorkshire Priory of Newborough raised a point, with the famed Geoffrey, about the fables of Arthur being translated by the Bishop of St. Asaph. The prior suggested that in his translation the bishop had made a 'drawing over [in] the colour of the Latin tongue, he has cloaked ...the honourable name of history'. In a time when common knowledge was legally taken as a truth, the material considered to be suitable to enter in a monastery-made manuscript is legion and therefore the continual seeking of supporting material from credible source is essential to aid historians in the unravelling and revealing of monastery generated fact from fiction.
In modern times we have television to spread the word of the control, with live demonstrations of daily life played out in soap operas but in the middle ages the job of proving examples for living and for handing down the word of the masters was firmly in the hands of the monasteries. Monasteries did their best to promote the word of god to the masses [as it was required under the mastery of the pope and the church] giving advice on how life should be lived to pleasure the god they feared and further, they obeyed and preached the law of the land as required to retain the protection of Kings. With a foot in two camps, the life of a monk could not have been easy but it kept a roof over their heads, their daily lives well occupied and food in their bellies and it allowed them to continue the work of their predecessors in a purposeful way and to the benefit of all historians who follow them, and this is why we may be lead to believe that monks wrote historical narratives in the middle ages. 
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