

Methodology


In order to determine which principal archives to search, the types of record an abbey might produce or feature within were considered, as well as key points in Fountains’ life, and themes known to be important to an understanding of its history and functioning. A digital search was first conducted in The National Archives, followed by the British and Bodleian Libraries, and the Brotherton Library (as the repository of the Yorkshire Archaeological and Historical Society’s archival collection). Additional archives were then consulted to locate manuscripts known to exist but not found in the collections above, for example the Narratio.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Narratio de fundatione Fontanis monasterii (the foundation history of Fountains Abbey), Cambridge, Trinity College Library, MS 0.1.79, James Number 1104.] 


Search results were filtered by date and material, allowing for later copies of lost documents (as Michael Spence points out, few original manuscripts relating to Fountains have survived).[footnoteRef:2] Results were then considered in terms of their relevance and utility. Where possible digitised versions of documents were studied and online catalogues consulted; secondary sources were subsequently used for supplementary information.  [2:  M. Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Abbey of Fountains, Yorkshire: Monastic administration, economy, and archival memory (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020), p.55.] 



Roll concerning the foundation of Fountain’s Abbey, Yorkshire

Cambridge, Trinity College Library, MS 0.1.79, James Number 1104


The earliest extant version (a fifteenth-century copy) of Fountains’ foundation history, the Narratio is an invaluable source of information on the early history of the abbey. As with other early Cistercian documents, it presents a version of history, prompting us to consider what we are not being told, and how the monks of Fountains chose to present the foundation of their abbey, what it mattered to them to preserve. 


Collectio Fontanensis

Oxford, Bodleian Library, Special Collections, Laud misc 527, fos 32-7 (SC 814)


A decretal collection dating from the late twelfth to early thirteenth century, this source contains letters relating to papal exemptions and privileges for Fountains (and other Cistercian abbeys). It provides important evidence of the positive attitude of the papacy towards the Cistercian order, and the benefits of this (particularly the economically significant tithe exemption), as well as providing an insight into the functioning of the relationship between Fountains and its daughter-houses.

The importance of this source is increased by its inclusion of letters which are either unique or not widely replicated.


Confirmation by King Stephen of grants to the church ‘de Fontanis’

London, The British Library, Western Manuscripts, Add CH 76710


This confirmation by King Stephen of grants made to Fountains by Archbishop Thurstan (‘Turstin’) of York dates from between 1151 and 1153. Thurston was instrumental in the abbey’s foundation, and this source demonstrates both royal and ecclesiastical support at the highest levels for the new monastery. It also prompts consideration of how the monks of Fountains (and the Cistercian Order more widely) acquired and consolidated their land holdings. 


Passio S. Olavi

Oxford, Corpus Christi College, MS 209


Dated between 1101 and 1150 this collection of twelfth-century texts was created at Fountains Abbey and thus provides important evidence of the type of document produced by its monks (for example the Exordium Parvum, an early Cistercian narrative), either for their own use or that of other monastic and religious settings. 

This particular source is also valuable for the condition of its original binding and over-cover (in rare seal-skin).


Petitioners: John Ripon, Abbot of Fountains

London, The National Archives, SC 8/229/11449


A petition from John Ripon, abbot of Fountains, requesting the king’s assistance in quietening his ‘enemies’, this manuscript dates from between 1414 and 1418 and provides a valuable insight into a bitterly contested election.[footnoteRef:3] Alongside other such petitions on matters ranging from debt to conflict with locals, it suggests that the abbot of Fountains was accustomed to seeking the king’s intervention, and supports a view of an abbey with close connections to the monarchy.  [3:  For Ripon’s use of the word ‘enemies’ see M. Spence, ‘The Disputed Election at Fountains Abbey Revisited’, The Journal of Medieval Monastic Studies 8 (2019), 203-233, (p.224).] 



Cartularies of Fountains Abbey

Oxford, Bodleian Library, Special Collections, MS. Rawl. B. 449 


Bequeathed to the Bodleian by Richard Rawlinson in 1775, this cartulary in three surviving volumes dates from the late thirteenth to early fourteenth century, and the charters within it provide detailed information on, for example, the abbey’s debts.

This particular cartulary incorporates earlier information, leaves space for future entries and has marginalia commenting on the charters included (and excluded), and can therefore alter our perception of cartularies more generally, helping us to consider them as non-static, evolving records.[footnoteRef:4] Sharing information with other Fountains cartularies and later manuscripts it can also inform studies of how such documents have been edited or redacted, what might have been included in one but excluded elsewhere, and what the possible motivations for that may have been. [4:  Spence discusses the ‘dynamism’ of this particular cartulary, Spence, Late Medieval Cistercian Abbey of Fountains, p.131.] 



Survey of the estates of Fountains Abbey

Leeds, Brotherton Library, Special Collections, YAS/MD335/4/1/24


A long paper roll with title and first section missing, this source is a survey and valuation of the possessions of Fountains Abbey compiled at dissolution and dated to 1540. Its reliability as a source is enhanced by its agreeing with information found in other sources of the same year. [footnoteRef:5]  [5:  For example, MS Egerton, London, British Library, Western Manuscripts, MS Egerton 2818-2824.] 


The survey makes manifest Fountain’s wealth and gives an indication of what Henry VIII had to gain in appropriating its assets.[footnoteRef:6] It is also exceptionally detailed in its provision of agricultural information for tenanted lands.  [6:  Walbran comments that (in reference to plate) ‘There was, perhaps, no richer collection than this came into King Henry’s hands from a Cistercian house’, J. R. Walbran, Memorials of the Abbey of St Mary of Fountains, Volume I (Ripon: William Harrison, 1863), p. 294. For monetary values see also Michael Carter, ‘‘It would have pitied any heart to see’: Destruction and Survival at Cistercian Monasteries in Northern England’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association, 168(1), 77-100, (p. 89). ] 



Cartulary of royal and papal privileges

Oxford, Bodleian Library, Univ. Coll. MS 167


The work of a single scribe, potentially a former abbot of Fountains, this cartulary of royal and papal privileges consists of copies of charters (principally related to land grants), papal privileges (some specific to Fountains, some more widely applicable), and the Privilegia Ordinis Cisterciensis. The manuscript contains the Attendentes quomodo, a privilege issued by Pope Alexander III in 1169; this particular variant of the privilege is known only from this source.


Memorandum Book of Thomas Swynton

London, British Library, Western Manuscripts, ADD MS 40011


This source dates from between 1446 and 1460. It includes a statement of accounts with servants and tenants, a list of servants, and details of purchases, sales and issues. As such it provides information not usually found in other monastic accounts, on the practical functioning of the monastery and its financial administration. It is also useful in illustrating the use of barter between the abbey and its tenants, with rent payments accepted in a wide range of alternatives to money including ‘corn, malt, cattle, butter and cheese…also linen and woollen cloth’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Walbran, Memorials of Fountains, Volume II, p.105.] 



Key Findings


This research project has demonstrated that a wide range of archival material relating to Fountains Abbey survives. Much of this material takes the form of cartularies, with which caution must be taken when forming conclusions.[footnoteRef:8] Long-believed to be faithful copiers of monastic records, the scribes who created such cartularies are now considered to have played an active role in selecting which material to include and, critically, exclude. Patrick Geary argues convincingly that they should more appropriately be called ‘authors’ with their own ‘strategies and intentions’ than copyists.[footnoteRef:9] When studying these sources it is therefore vital to remember that they do not necessarily represent an unedited record.  [8: ‘the grange records, the manorial accounts and surveys, the court records, the obedientiary accounts have practically all disappeared’, Spence, The Late Medieval Cistercian Monastery of Fountains Abbey, p.55.]  [9:  P. J. Geary, Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory and Oblivion At the End of the First Millennium (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), (p.83).] 


Running throughout the sources included here are the key themes of connectedness between the abbey, royalty and the church; Fountains’ rapid growth; and its place within the Cistercian order. The abbey is seen to occupy a position of significance in both royal and ecclesiastic circles, to be active in accumulating and managing land, and to be effective in ensuring its rights are protected. Its records include not only practical documents relating to exemptions, finance and administration, but also demonstrate the monks’ awareness of the importance of ‘controlling’ the abbey’s history, and their efforts to do so.


Future directions for archival research

Areas of potential future archival research include looking further at petitions with a view to determining: what the common subjects of such petitions were; where known, what were the responses and eventual outcomes (for example, how successful were abbots generally in achieving their goal); and what else can be learnt from petitions such as SC 8/304/15192 which reference conflict between the abbey and local populations.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  London, The National Archives, SC 8/304/15192.] 


Research could also focus on themes relevant to wider Cistercian studies, for example investigating the abbey’s process of land acquisition through charters and grants of land such as MS Dep 1980/1/358 or MD335/4/1/1.[footnoteRef:11] Alternatively, records such as YAS/MD335/4/2 and YAS/MS284 could be studied to consider the transition from a grange economy to one based on leasing.[footnoteRef:12] New approaches to history, and Cistercian studies more specifically, present the opportunity to interrogate sources such as these in new ways. [11:  Leeds, Brotherton Library, MS Dep 1980/1/358 and Leeds, Brotherton Library, YAS/MD335/4/1/1.]  [12:  Leeds, Brotherton Library, YAS/MD335/4/2 (Fountains Abbey Stock Book) and Leeds, Brotherton Library, YAS/MS284 (Fountains Abbey Lease Book).] 
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