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 the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the sixteenth century. 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[footnoteRef:1]. Malmesbury is also unusual in that there is a significant extant wealth of material in various archives, dating as far back as the seventh and eighth centuries 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 who would have had access to many manuscripts in the monastic library which have been subsequently lost.   [1:  History – Malmesbury Abbey, n.d. <https://www.malmesburyabbey.com/history/> [accessed 21 October 2025].] 

The founder of the original monastic cell around the mid-seventh century, whose name is preserved in the name of the Abbey and the town itself, was an Irish monk called Maildulf or Maeldubh.  There is no contemporary written source that contains the name until William of Malmesbury writes the Gesta Pontificum Anglorum[footnoteRef:2] around the early 1130s telling the foundation story in Book Five and refers to him as, ‘Id quidam Meldum, qui alio nomine vocatur Meildulf, natione Scottus […]’, the word ‘Scot’ at the time was used in Latin to describe both Irish and Scottish Gaels[footnoteRef:3].   [2:  ‘Magdalen College MS Lat 172’, n.d. <https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/b18b9f25-baa4-4943-a641-5e184908a34d/> [accessed 21 October 2025].]  [3:  c 1095-c 1143 William of Malmesbury and Nicholas Esterhazy Stephen Armytage Hamilton, Willelmi Malmesbiriensis Monachi de Gestis Pontificum Anglorum Libri Quinque. Edited from the Autograph Manuscript by N. E. S. A. Hamilton (London : Longman and Co., and Trübner and Co.; Oxford : Parker and Co.; Cambridge, MacMillan and Co., 1870) <http://archive.org/details/degestispontificumhamil> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

There are, however, more primary sources available for Maildulf’s successor and the first Abbott, Aldhelm, including charters granting land to the monastery and a Papal Bull granting privileges[footnoteRef:4], the latter surviving in a later copied form in a manuscript held in the British Library.  In addition, Malmesbury is mentioned in the letters between Saint Boniface and Saint Lull, the latter having been a monk at Malmesbury himself before travelling on the mission to convert the German peoples to Christianity and these letters are now kept in archives in Vienna[footnoteRef:5], Munich[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] and Karlsruhe[footnoteRef:8] and are accessible online. [4:  ‘Translation of the Old English translation of Pope Sergius's Bull for Malmesbury, ed. C. Rauer, 'Pope Sergius's Privilege for Malmesbury', Leeds Studies in English ns 37, Essays for Joyce Hill on her Sixtieth Birthday, ed. M. Swan (2006), 261-81 <https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~cr30/sergius/> [accessed 22 October 2025].]  [5:  Charles Wright, ‘Vienna, Osterreichische Natioonalbibliothek 751: Letters of Boniface, Lul, Etc.; Acts, Catholic Epistles (Partial); Biblical Glossaries; Ps.-Augustinian Sermons, Etc.; Theodulf of Orleans, "Capitula Ad Presbyteros;’ Concilia, Charms’, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts in Microfiche Facsimile, 24 (2015), pp. 99–147.]  [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:  ‘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, and the reverence for Saint Aldhelm, was emphasised some two hundred years 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[footnoteRef:9] but these are thought to be possibly 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. [9:  ‘Electronic Sawyer - Archive’, n.d. <https://esawyer.org.uk/charter/436.html> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

Following the Norman Conquest, the construction of the magnificent new Romanesque building began in 1125 under the aegis of Bishop Roger of Salisbury and elements of this structure can be seen remaining today forming the distinctive outline of the Abbey famously seen in the painting by Turner which is in Malmesbury’s museum[footnoteRef:10].   [10:  ‘Art Gallery’, Athelstan Museum, n.d. <https://www.athelstanmuseum.org.uk/our-collection/art-gallery/> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 

A useful starting point to research the history of the Abbey is Malmesbury Abbey itself and in particular the bookshop, where there is an excellent scholarly yet readable book by local historian, Tony McAleavy[footnoteRef:11].  This contains an extensive bibliography listing the manuscripts, primary and secondary sources that he used. In addition, there is a local museum[footnoteRef:12] and history society[footnoteRef:13], both of which have useful websites and the latter has a very useful section on Malmesbury’s Medieval Library with thumbnail images of the manuscripts and links to their current locations.  [11:  Tony McAleavy, Malmesbury Abbey 670–1539: Patronage, Scholarship and Scandal. (Boydell & Brewer, 2023).]  [12:  ‘Athelstan Museum - Capturing Our History in Malmesbury, Wiltshire’, Athelstan Museum, n.d. <https://www.athelstanmuseum.org.uk/> [accessed 21 October 2025].]  [13:  ‘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, which is contained in MS Cotton Otho c i/1 at the British Library, was badly damaged by a fire in 1731 along with other manuscripts from the Cotton collection.  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, in any case, since a cyber attack in 2023, many manuscripts are no longer available to view here digitally.  This issue is also affecting other institutions such as the Bodleian, Oxford where the Gough Map, which shows the strategic importance of Malmesbury on one of the few roads indicated between Oxford and Bristol, has been taken offline as a cybersecurity precaution[footnoteRef:14]. Digital access has 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 get to a physical archive in person.   [14:  ‘Gough Map of Great Britain’, n.d. <https://goughmap.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/> [accessed 22 October 2025].] 
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