Assessment 1- Source Analysis – The Domesday Book:
Megan Dabell
The Domesday Book is one of the most important documents in English History.[footnoteRef:1] The title of this book means ‘book of judgement’.[footnoteRef:2] It is a survey of the land, ordered by King William I of England in 1086.[footnoteRef:3] This document, which was written in the eleventh century, is considered to be the first document of this kind as there had never been a large-scale census recording lands and property before. Within this essay, I will analyse this source, discussing the usefulness of this source for historians. When viewing the folios of the Domesday Book, the reader can confidently assume that it is from the eleventh century. This is due to the appearance, for example, the pages in the book are parchment. The reader is also able to establish this due to the method in which it is displayed and the handwriting used. Another method in establishing when a piece of medieval work was created is through the colours used, this is because only certain colours were used at this time due to cost and availability of these colours. Within the Domesday Book, the wealth of different areas within England is displayed through the detailing of property that was owned in each area and how much it was worth. Overall, this primary source is valuable to historians as it can be used to understand many things about England at this time, for example, the names of towns and villages and how many of each existed, along with which types of properties were owned by different classes of people. It can also be used to develop a further understanding of the class system at this time. Furthermore, it is a valuable historical document because if compared with other primary sources from before the Norman invasion, it can be used to illustrate the changes that occurred in England at this time due to the Norman conquest. This is key as, ‘The Domesday Survey remains the largest single source for the Norman Conquest’.[footnoteRef:4] Therefore, this source is extremely useful. [1:  The Domesday Book. (1086). –accessed via Powell-Smith, A. (n.d.). Original folio of Warwickshire, page 1 in Domesday Book | Domesday Book. https://opendomesday.org/book/warwickshire/01/, accessed on 17/1/24; The National Archives. (2023, June 12). Domesday Book - The National Archives. https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/domesday-book/ accessed 17/1/24.]  [2:  Green, C., & Creswell, M. (2021). Shaping of the English Landscape: An Atlas of Archaeology from the Bronze Age to Domesday Book. Archaeopress Publishing Ltd.]  [3: ]  [4:  Harvey, Sally, Domesday: Book of Judgement, First edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)] 

The Domesday Book is described as follows: 
The king (William I) sent his men over all England into every shire and had them find out how many hundred hides there were in the shire, or what land and cattle the king himself had in the country, or what dues he ought to have annually from the shire[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Anglo-Saxon chronicles (Version E). (1085). (kept at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, Laud Misc. 636)] 

 Therefore, it can be considered a census. A census in the UK is a count of all people and households.[footnoteRef:6] Unlike a modern census, the Domesday Book did not provide accurate information on all of the people and households. However, it did provide information about the land and landholders, which explains why it is considered a census. Classifying a source by what it is, is important to historians, as it allows them to understand what a source may contain before analysing it, it also allows historians to compare the source to others similar. Although this may be difficult as it was a unique source at the time of creation. Overall, this source is useful as it provides information about the wealth of certain parts of England; however, it could also be considered weak for this reason as it does not provide information on all of England, therefore it may not be useful to a historian studying somewhere like London at this time, as London is not featured in the Domesday Book. [6:  What is a census? - Office for National Statistics. (n.d.). https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/2011census/howourcensusworks/aboutcensuses/whatisacensus accessed 17/1/24.] 

This census was ordered to be created by William I, who was the King of England at this time. William became the King of England in 1066 due to his success at the Battle of Hastings (one of many battles during the Norman conquest) within which he defeated King Harold II, therefore claiming the throne.[footnoteRef:7] It is interesting to note that within the book, Harold is listed as an earl, this suggests that this source serves a secondary purpose of Harold confirming his place as the king of England. It could be suggested that this was successful, as Sally Harvey states ‘Its very achievement epitomizes the strengths—and weaknesses—of William the Conqueror’s position at the end of his twenty-year rule’.[footnoteRef:8] Although the book was ordered by William I, it was constructed by others gathering information and sources for example, as a historian states  [7:  English Heritage. (n.d.). 1066 and the Norman Conquest. https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/histories/1066-and-the-norman-conquest/ accessed 17/1/24.]  [8:  Harvey, Sally, Domesday: Book of Judgement, First edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)] 

The main sources of the Domesday material are largely agreed: great landholders, representatives of shire and hundred, pre-Domesday and perhaps pre-Conquest documents all played a part.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Harvey, Sally, Domesday: Book of Judgement, First edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)] 

This is useful as it explains the sources used in creating the Domesday Book. This is useful information as it allows a historian to understand the motivation for the Domesday Book to be created, as the king himself had ordered it not long after becoming the king.
The Domesday Book was created in 1086, not long after the Norman invasion of 1066. It was created at this time, as William I wanted to be able to understand the wealth and state of the country he now ruled in order to perform his duties as King. Furthermore, the reason this document was created at this time was also in order to allow William I and his officials to understand the land of England and all of the resources possessed and how these resources were distributed throughout the villages, towns, and counties. The information of when and why this source was created is key to developing an understanding of the context. 
The initial intended audience of this document was William I and his officials; however, since it has been created it has been used by many to gain further understanding of the condition of England at this time, for example it is extremely valuable to historians. As one historian states 
With few exceptions Domesday Book records the names of everyone who held property south of the Tees in 1066 and 1086, and in theory contains all the evidence needed to reconstruct English landed society in something close to its entirety on the eve of the conquest and less than a generation afterwards.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Baxter, S., & Lewis, C. P. (2017). Domesday Book and the transformation of English landed society, 1066–86. Anglo-Saxon England, 46, 343-403. https://doi.org/10.1017/S026367511800011X accessed 17/1/24.] 

As this quotation suggests the information can be used for reconstruction, an example of this is that it has been used to create a map which shows ‘manors recorded in Domesday Book over a model of population density derived from the Domesday data’.[footnoteRef:11] This therefore further shows the importance of this source and the value of it to historians who are researching this period in England.  [11:  Green, C., & Creswell, M. (2021). Shaping of the English Landscape: An Atlas of Archaeology from the Bronze Age to Domesday Book. Archaeopress Publishing Ltd.  Map: Green, C., C. Gosden, A. Cooper, T. Green, C., C. Gosden, A. Cooper, T. Franconi, L. ten Harkel, Z. Kamash & A. Lowerre. 2017. ] 

In order to understand a source, it is important to be aware of the context behind it, therefore historians must research what the source is, when a source was made, who it was made for and why it was made. This allows the historian to further understand the content of a source and allows them to further analyse it as they can assess whether the source may be accurate or decide if it is possible for the source to be biased. Without the research behind a source, it is difficult to know whether a source is reliable. As this source contains facts and figures, it may be simpler to interpret compared to other sources such as visual sources, therefore this could be considered a strength of this source. This source is also important as mentioned above, it is the first ‘census’ and it is the reason that in the UK the government perform a yearly census, therefore this source is not only useful but it is also influential.
As with all sources, this source has many strengths and weaknesses for historians, especially due to the vast nature of the content. It can be hard to determine whether the information presented in a source is entirely accurate or if it shows a bias, or in some cases it is necessary to establish whether or not the source has been tampered with. This source is useful as it is a government document, therefore it is official and well-researched, suggesting it is accurate, however it could also be considered a weak source as it does not provide all of the information it aims to, for example ‘The survey does not cover London (city), Winchester, Northumberland and Durham or much of north-west England; the only parts of Wales included are certain border areas’.[footnoteRef:12] Overall, this source is considered a strong source due to the wealth of information it provides, despite the information that is not included.  [12:  The National Archives. (2023, June 12). Domesday Book - The National Archives. https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/domesday-book/ accessed 17/1/24.] 

Other Primary Sources at the time also describe the Domesday Book, and how it was created. For example, ‘King William caused all England to be surveyed [...] And as a consequence the land was vexed with much violence’.[footnoteRef:13] This is useful as not only does it describe the aim of the Domesday Book, but it also describes the aftermath of these surveys. This source suggests that the surveying was ‘vexing’ for the land, therefore suggesting that some people living in England at this time may not have appreciated the surveying, this could perhaps be because they found it to be intrusive. [13: F. (1125). Annals of English History. Florence of Worcester was an English monk. He wrote this account of the Domesday survey, Annals of English History, in about 1125. Can be accessed via https://archive.org/details/chronicleofflore00flor/page/n17/mode/2up. Accessed on 20/1/24.] 

Overall, The Domesday Book is a useful Primary source for Historians studying the wealth of England in 1086 under King William I. This is because it provides a vast amount of information on the financial status of areas of England in the year 1086, therefore it can be used to determine whether this was a successful period for the economy or if it was a negative period. It is also useful as it is what influenced the modern census. Although the source does not contain information about certain areas, this is outweighed by the usefulness of the document. 
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