Archival Exercise on Malmesbury Abbey
Malmesbury Abbey is a particularly interesting case in the study of early religious houses in England as it is one of very few which existed from its foundation in the seventh century through to its dissolution in 1539.  It still has a continued presence in the town as the Abbey Church of St Mary and St Aldhelm, albeit in a somewhat diminished form from its heyday in the late medieval period, famously shown in a painting by Turner now in the local museum.[footnoteRef:1],[footnoteRef:2] Malmesbury is also unusual in that there is a significant extant wealth of early material, dating as far back as the seventh century, including charters granting land to the monastery, letters between bishops and saints of the period, as well as the major opus of work by one of the best known monastic historians of the twelfth century, William of Malmesbury.  [1:  History – Malmesbury Abbey, n.d. <https://www.malmesburyabbey.com/history/> [accessed 21 October 2025].]  [2:  ‘Athelstan Museum - Capturing Our History in Malmesbury, Wiltshire’, Athelstan Museum, n.d. <https://www.athelstanmuseum.org.uk/> [accessed 21 October 2025].] 

An Irish monk, Maildulf or Maeldubh, founded the original monastic cell around the mid-seventh century, although there is no contemporary written source that contains the name until William of Malmesbury writes the Gesta Pontificum Anglorum around the early 1130s, telling the Abbey foundation story and therefore is a primary source of information.[footnoteRef:3]  William would have had access to many manuscripts in the great monastic library which were subsequently lost after the dissolution, ‘… used for such purposes as stopping the bungholes of barrels of special ale, and for lighting the bakery ovens’, according to Dixon writing around 1900.[footnoteRef:4] William’s manuscript is invaluable for tracing the early years of the institution although he was writing within certain biases of his own time as well as limited by a lack of documented evidence. [3:  ‘Magdalen College MS Lat 172’, n.d. <https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b18b9f25-baa4-4943-a641-5e184908a34d/> [accessed 21 October 2025].]  [4:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of The Abbeys of Great Britain, by H. Claiborne Dixon.’, n.d. <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/49087/49087-h/49087-h.htm#MALMESBURY> [accessed 30 October 2025].] 

There is, however, a greater range of primary sources available for Maildulf’s successor, Aldhelm, including charters granting land to the monastery and a Papal Bull of Pope Sergius granting privileges, the latter surviving in a later copied form in a manuscript held in the British Library.[footnoteRef:5]  In addition, Malmesbury is mentioned in the letters between Saint Boniface and Saint Lull, the latter having been a monk at Malmesbury before travelling on the Christian mission to Germany.  These letters are now kept in archives in Vienna, Munich and Karlsruhe and are accessible online.[footnoteRef:6],[footnoteRef:7],[footnoteRef:8]  Such sources allow a wider view of the contemporary importance of Malmesbury, not only locally, but also internationally. [5:  ‘Translation’, n.d. <https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~cr30/sergius/> [accessed 22 October 2025].]  [6:  ‘“Hahn, Heinrich: Bonifaz Und Lul”, Image 4 of 376 | MDZ’, n.d. <https://www.digitale-sammlungen.de/en/view/bsb11663214?page=4,5> [accessed 22 October 2025].]  [7:  Epistolae S. Bonifacii ‘Digitale Bibliothek - Münchener Digitalisierungszentrum’, n.d. <https://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/0001/bsb00011833/images/index.html?fip=193.174.98.30&seite=5&pdfseitex=> [accessed 22 October 2025].]  [8:  ‘S. Bonifatii Aliorum Epistolae - Cod. Rastatt 22’, 967 <http://digital.blb-karlsruhe.de/blbhs/305913> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

The significance of the Abbey was emphasised some two centuries later by the decision of King Aethelstan to be buried there, its location in the borderlands between Wessex and Mercia not incidental. There are charters such as S436 granting land to the Abbey from Athelstan but these may be potentially fraudulent, as detailed in the online catalogue of Anglo-Saxon charters, The Electronic Sawyer, which also indicates where the originals are held, in this case The British Library and Magdalen College, Oxford.[footnoteRef:9]  Such archival material is valuable as understanding the reasons for such possible forgeries gives us insight and more information about the actions of people at this time. [9:  ‘Electronic Sawyer - Archive’, n.d. <https://esawyer.org.uk/charter/436.html> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

A useful starting point to research the history of the Abbey is an excellent book by local historian, Tony McAleavy which contains an extensive bibliography.[footnoteRef:10]  In addition, there is a local museum and history society, both of which have useful websites and the latter has a very useful section on Malmesbury’s original Medieval Library with thumbnail images of the manuscripts and links to their current locations.[footnoteRef:11],[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Tony McAleavy, Malmesbury Abbey 670–1539: Patronage, Scholarship and Scandal. (Boydell & Brewer, 2023).]  [11:  ‘Athelstan Museum - Capturing Our History in Malmesbury, Wiltshire’.]  [12:  ‘Malmesbury History Society’, Malmesbury History Society, n.d. <https://www.malmesburyhistorysociety.org.uk> [accessed 21 October 2025].] 

It is possible to see some of the primary sources in a digitised form online although this has its limitations as, for example, the Papal Bull of Pope Sergius, contained in MS Cotton Otho c i/1 at the British Library, which was badly damaged by fire in 1731 along with other manuscripts from the Cotton collection[footnoteRef:13].  Where the script has become damaged in this case, or is unclear for other reasons, it may then be better to visit the archive in person to view such an item for better clarity. In any case, since a cyber-attack at The British Library in 2023, many manuscripts are no longer available to view digitally.  This issue is also affecting other institutions such as the Bodleian Library, Oxford where the Gough Map, which shows the strategic importance of Malmesbury’s location, has been taken offline as a cybersecurity precaution.[footnoteRef:14]  Digital access has, however, democratised access to archives allowing anyone to use them without an academic introduction that can be necessary for some institutions, as well as having facilitated their use by those who, for whatever reason, cannot visit a physical archive in person.   [13:  MS Cotton Otho C i/1 The British Library  <https://iiif.bl.uk/uv/#?manifest=https://bl.digirati.io/iiif/ark:/81055/vdc_100058086978.0x000001> [accessed 2 November 2025].]  [14:  ‘Gough Map of Great Britain’, n.d. <https://goughmap.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

Going forward, it would be interesting to look further at European sources such as the Boniface letters as these can give an insight to the life the monks led in the early period such as Bishop Daniel of Winchester, a pupil of Aldhelm at Malmesbury and who returned there in his old age. Cross referencing with other sources such as Bede, with whom there is evidence he was in correspondence, as well as later sources such as manuscripts by William of Malmesbury, allows a more rounded image of such figures to emerge.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  J. W. Pearce and Thomas Miller, ‘The Old English Version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People.’, Modern Language Notes, 7.2 (1892), p. 51, doi:10.2307/2918626. https://www.yorku.ca/inpar/Bede_Miller.pdf [accessed 30/10/2025].] 
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