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Assignment 2: Essay (d)
Discuss the ways in which charters were transmitted into cartularies.
What problems might cartulary copies pose for the historian?
You should give some examples.

When considering the variety of medieval documents available to the historian, charters and cartularies are two sources that are frequently encountered.  This essay will define the nature of both a charter and a cartulary, and explore the methods of transmission from charter to cartulary, the possible authors, and their motivations in compiling the cartulary.  As with any source material, cartularies do pose particular problems for the historian.  A variety of possible problems which might arise with cartularies such as forgery and the representativeness of the material are considered through the use of contemporary secondary sources.  There will also be an exploration of what value cartularies bring to modern historical scholarship and our understanding of medieval institutions and families.

During the Middle Ages, charters were the most voluminously produced documents.  They served many purposes, but principally charters documented the transfer of rights or property from one group or individual to another.  Charters were records of transactions that could be used for both a time-limited or a long-term duration.[footnoteRef:1]  Usually the charter was a very simple document written on a single piece of parchment, and if they were to receive a seal there would usually be a fold at the bottom through which cords were threaded to hold the seal.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Raymond Clemens and Timothy Graham, Introduction To Manuscript Studies (New York: Cornell University Press, 2007), p. 222.]  [2:  Clemens and Graham, Introduction To Manuscript Studies, p. 222.] 


It was common for charters to be transferred into cartularies during the Middle Ages.  G.R.C. Davis defines cartularies as being registers of muniments, a compilation of title-deeds, charters of privilege and other documents which were kept as a record, for reference and information, of personal or corporate rights by landowners.[footnoteRef:3]  Cartularies were compiled by religious institutions such as monasteries or cathedrals and by landholding secular families.  They are a very valuable category of records for discovering the period between the Domesday Book of 1085 and the end of the thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:4]  According to David Walker, the purpose of most medieval cartularies was to preserve the title deeds to rights, lands and revenues.[footnoteRef:5]  Considerable numbers of medieval cartularies survive today and, writing in the 1960s, G.R. Elton recorded that 1,268 cartularies compiled before 1485 had so far been found.[footnoteRef:6]  The earliest surviving cartularies from a religious house are two from Worcester Cathedral Priory dating from the eleventh century, whilst the earliest surviving secular cartularies date to the early thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:7]  In her study of the cartulary of Byland Abbey, Janet Burton gives a clear indication of the likely contents of the cartulary of a medieval religious house when she outlines that the Byland cartulary contains a mix of historical narrative, legal documents of title, charters and privileges.  The foundation narrative of Byland and its daughter house, Jervaulx, preface the legal documents recorded in the cartulary.[footnoteRef:8]  Burton writes that cartularies are ‘important sources for identifying those who played a part in the development of the abbey by granting lands and other economic assets to support the monks.’[footnoteRef:9]  It is sometimes apparent, when considering the contents of a cartulary, what the occasion for its compilation was, as new registers were necessary to enable a landholder to keep abreast of changes in the tenure of their estates and tenements.[footnoteRef:10] [3:  G.R.C. Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1958), p. xi.]  [4:  Trevor Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, Archives, Vol. XVIII 77 (1987), pp.3-35, p. 3.]  [5:  David Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, in The Study Of Medieval Records: Essays In Honour Of Kathleen Major, eds. D.A. Bullough and R.L. Storey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp.132-150, (p.134).]  [6:  G.R. Elton, The Sources Of History: England 1200-1640 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1969), p. 140.]  [7:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xi & xii.]  [8:  Janet Burton (ed.), The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208 (Woodbridge: The Surtees Society/Boydell Press, 2004), p. xxxii.]  [9:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. lvi.]  [10:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 144.] 


When considering the method of transmitting charters into cartularies, Davis identifies a number of ways in which this was achieved in the medieval period.  He states that the most common type was the general cartulary.  The general cartulary contains ‘transcripts and calendars of the entire muniments of the house or individual for which it was compiled’.[footnoteRef:11]  Within a general cartulary it was most common to arrange material by topographical area, along with a few classes containing special documents.  Davis also finds occasions on which cartularies are arranged by subject matter, by grantor or chronologically.[footnoteRef:12]  As these general cartularies were often of considerable size and extended to several volumes, special cartularies could be compiled in order to make the size of a cartulary more manageable.  Davis states that these special cartularies were often used for convenience by large religious houses and that there would be separate cartularies for particular sections of the muniments, such as papal, royal and episcopal privileges.[footnoteRef:13]  Further categories of cartulary identified by Davis are cartularies of rights and privileges and chronicle-cartularies.  Cartularies of rights and privileges were compiled by some of the larger religious houses and contained documents that were of value and frequently used in solving recurrent administrative problems or disputes.[footnoteRef:14]  A chronicle-cartulary is literally that, a literary compilation of material which forms a narrative chronicle about the house for the instruction of its members.  Davis cites particular examples of religious houses who compiled chronicle cartularies as Ely and St Augustine’s, Canterbury.[footnoteRef:15]  Walker argues that it was obvious for those compiling a cartulary to organise the material by considering the use of revenues from the house’s estates and to compile registers that were based on the different monastic offices within the community.[footnoteRef:16]  He also cites particular examples of cartulary compilation such as the nunnery at Shaftesbury, whose cartulary was a register of rights and privileges[footnoteRef:17], and St Peter’s Gloucester, one of whose cartularies was divided according by abbey office[footnoteRef:18].  At Glastonbury Abbey the Great Cartulary was drawn up by vault, with documents arranged according to the groups which they were stored in the abbey.[footnoteRef:19]  [11:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xii.]  [12:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xii.]  [13:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xii.]  [14:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xii.]  [15:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xiii.]  [16:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 133.]  [17:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 133.]  [18:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 134.]  [19:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 139.] 


Authorship of a particular cartulary can be difficult to ascertain and, as Foulds argues, the anonymity of the cartulary can be an obstacle to understanding why the cartulary was compiled.[footnoteRef:20]  There are particular examples where authorship is known such as Llanthony Priory in Gloucestershire, where the cartularies are connected with the work of a small team led by Richard Steymus who clearly knew the archives that he was working with very well.[footnoteRef:21]  Whoever the compilers of the cartulary were, it is important to ask what was their motivation?  What did the compiler think the aim of their task was; were they approaching compilation of a cartulary as a scribe, a lawyer or an historian?  Foulds states that the conception of the cartulary affected the way in which it would be organised and in which the material would be used to inform successive generations.[footnoteRef:22]  Burton attests to the skill of the Byland compiler by highlighting the skill, thoughtfulness and sophistication of the cartulary, which give a clear summary of the history, status and antiquity, and identity of the monastery as well as securing its past for future readers.[footnoteRef:23] The cartulary known as ‘Hemming’s Cartulary’ from Worcester has a clear introduction from Hemming, writing that he has compiled this ‘little book’ about the monks’ possessions so that those who come after might know which lands rightly belong to the monks.[footnoteRef:24]  Interestingly, Heather Wacha has identified an instance in which a cartulary was compiled to reinstate a sense of peace and order.  She argues that the cartulary of Prémontré Abbey reveals a point in the abbey’s history and wider Premonstratensian Order where conflict and tension were rife, with the consequence that the cartulary was compiled to emphasise the peace-making role of Prémontré.[footnoteRef:25] [20:  Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, p. 21.]  [21:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 148.]  [22:  Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, p. 20 & 22.]  [23:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. xlvi.]  [24:  Francesca Tinti, ‘From Episcopal Conception To Monastic Compilation: Hemming’s Cartulary In Context’, Early Medieval Europe, 9 (2002), pp. 233-261, p. 241.]  [25:  Heather Wacha, ‘The Cartulary Of The Abbey of Prémontré: A Story Of Conflict And Resolution’, Essays In Medieval Studies, 31 (2015), pp. 125-142, p. 126.] 


Like many primary sources, cartularies will pose certain problems for the historian.  Cartularies held a value in that they acted as evidence of title, and often acted as substitutes for the original documents.[footnoteRef:26]  Elton states that, for this reason, cartularies pose one ‘spectacular problem’ in that they were the work of interested parties and therefore carry the risk of forgery as no other class of document does.  He states that it was well-known that many institutions or families used cartularies to cover gaps in their legal title to lands; sometimes this was innocent and at other times not.[footnoteRef:27]  Burton has identified that some aspects of the Byland cartulary show evidence of manipulation, and could be fabrications or forgeries to boost or falsify claims to lands and privileges.[footnoteRef:28] In her work on the cartularies of Worcester Cathedral, Francesca Tinti claims that at least twelve out of twenty-one charters appear to be forgeries or interpolated texts, some of which may have been forged by the monks who felt that their entitlement to possession of lands was threatened.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xiv.]  [27:  Elton, The Sources Of History: England 1200-1640, p. 141.]  [28:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. xxxviii.]  [29:  Tinti, ‘From Episcopal Conception To Monastic Compilation: Hemming’s Cartulary In Context’, p. 251 & 252.] 


As referred to above, cartularies were compiled by parties who had a ‘stake’ or interest in the transactions recorded, and this could skew the material selected for inclusion within the cartulary.  Byland’s compiler used the cartulary to emphasise the abbey’s antiquity and its status as a Cistercian house.  In order to achieve this, he gave prominence to foundation narratives of the house, papal confirmations, and charters relating to the site and boundaries of the abbey site.[footnoteRef:30]  Following decades of dispute between Prémontré and a neighbouring religious house, a charter was drawn up in 1240 which proposed a methodology for resolving any future disputes.  This charter, Wacha argues, was included in Prémontré’s cartulary in order to reinforce the purpose of the cartulary as a memorialisation of harmony being restored and the resolution of conflict.[footnoteRef:31] These are two examples of the way in which the bias of a community could influence the compiler in their selection of material for inclusion in the cartulary.  [30:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. xxxiii.]  [31:  Wacha, ‘The Cartulary Of The Abbey of Prémontré: A Story Of Conflict And Resolution’, p. 133.] 


When studying the date of a cartulary, this is ascertained not by the date of the earliest but of the latest document that it contains.[footnoteRef:32] Sometimes a date may be arrived at by the patronage under whom it was compiled.  Amongst the earliest cartularies, those for Worcester Cathedral Priory are dated by references to them being compiled for Bishop Wulfstan, who was bishop of Worcester during the second half of the eleventh century.[footnoteRef:33] Cartularies can sometimes be set within a certain timescale by named persons, as Burton refers to in the case of the Byland cartulary, where the last document refers to the reign of Richard II.  This makes it possible to date the cartulary within a fourteen year period, with other evidence allowing a narrowing of the date to the period between 1399-1403.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  Elton, The Sources Of History: England 1200-1640, p. 141.]  [33:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 146.]  [34:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. xxvii.] 


Like any copied written work, cartularies can be affected by inaccuracies in copying or by the scribe simply becoming bored with their task or accidentally omitting passages or documents.[footnoteRef:35]  Cartularies were rarely indexed, but did tend to have a table of contents.  Space could be left blank so that further leaves could be inserted if necessary.  An indirect consequence of this approach was that cartularies which were quite distinct could end up combined or become confused[footnoteRef:36], creating puzzles for historians to unravel.  Walker cites the organisation of material in Healaugh Priory’s cartulary as being especially erratic and difficult to determine.[footnoteRef:37]  Whilst editorial decisions could appear to be erratic in some cases, cartularies did at least have the advantage of having been subjected to a preliminary sorting by the scribe and through circumstance.[footnoteRef:38]  Foulds states that smaller or less ancient religious foundations tended to produce a general cartulary, in order to avoid to the taxing process of compiling a chronicle-cartulary.  It is not uncommon for chronicle-cartularies to degenerate into transcriptions of documents as this was the line of least resistance and did not exhaust the abilities of the compiler.[footnoteRef:39]  When compiling material it was often easiest to use a topographical system, but even a simple system like this could often hide a more complex system.  Spalding Priory cartulary is organised by place names, but within this is a further chronological arrangement, grouping together fenland holdings acquired under the tenure of several priors.[footnoteRef:40] [35:  Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, p. 9.]  [36:  Davis, Medieval Cartularies Of Great Britain: A Short Catalogue, p. xi.]  [37:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 135.]  [38:  Elton, The Sources Of History: England 1200-1640, p. 141.]  [39:  Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, p. 11.]  [40:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 135.] 


As well as the complexity of understanding the editorial decisions involved in compiling the cartulary, the historian should also consider how representative the cartularies are and, how much material was there that hasn’t been preserved.  Burton acknowledges that a compiler may deliberately have chosen to omit material found in a monastery archive from the cartulary.  In the case of the Byland cartulary, she writes that the strategy of the compiler isn’t always clear and questions if these omissions are because of the seeming irrelevance of the material concerned.[footnoteRef:41]  In contrast, Walker cites the thoroughness of the compiler of Llanthony’s Great Cartulary for his understanding of the value of the original documents that he was working with, and that not a single charter was copied out of sequence.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Burton, The Cartulary Of Byland Abbey: The Surtees Society 208, p. xlii.]  [42:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 140 & 142.
] 


With all recording of history, there are always problems in the time lapse between an event and it being recorded.  Memories fade or take on a new shape, events become more insignificant than they appeared at the time.  When considering a cartulary, the historian could question the time lapse between the charters being drawn up and the compilation of the charter, wether this could have led to misunderstandings about the material.  There is evidence that some cartularies are the work of several compilers over a considerable period of time; Walker cites the Canterbury cartulary as such a case, where various hands can be seen at work.[footnoteRef:43]  There are good examples of a cartulary being edited by a later generation, such as the excellent reorganisation of Bradenstoke Priory’s cartulary a century after it was compiled.[footnoteRef:44]  A warning must be noted too about early modern and modern editors also rearranging materials in a cartulary to make them conform to their preferred ordering principle.  Raymond Clemens also warns of some later editors ‘making up’ information missing from the cartulary by taking it from the original charter if this is available, sometimes this addition is indicated and at other times has been added ‘silently’.[footnoteRef:45]  [43:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 144.]  [44:  Walker, ‘The Organisation Of Material In Medieval Cartularies’, p. 145.]  [45:  Clemens and Graham, Introduction To Manuscript Studies, p. 238.] 


It could be argued that cartularies do pose a number of problems for the historian, especially that they carry a high risk of containing forged material, bias, and the inevitable problems arising from issues around inaccurate copying and erratic compilation methods.  These problems are sometimes a little humorous, such as the inclusion of cooking recipes in a cartulary.[footnoteRef:46]  On the other hand, cartularies offer a valuable resource for the historian by providing economic and social historical evidence about an institution. As Wacha states, a cartulary can tell a story of the growth and decline of an institution’s revenues and rights, its relationship with lay patrons and dependent houses in the case of a religious house.  The process of selection of material provides further invaluable insights into the zeitgeist of a particular house.[footnoteRef:47]  A cartulary is a more complex work than often realised, according to Foulds, as it fulfilled a number of interrelated functions in expressing the identity of its institution or secular family.[footnoteRef:48]  With the potential wealth of material that cartularies contain, it is encouraging to discover that they have received more attention from medieval historians since the last decade of the twentieth century.  This increased interest has led to a move away from the reconstruction of the original text to an approach which aims to investigate the function, nature and history of the cartularies themselves.[footnoteRef:49]  This can only increase our comprehension of the contemporaneous historiography of medieval institutions and families. [46:  Elton, The Sources Of History: England 1200-1640, p. 141.]  [47:  Wacha, ‘The Cartulary Of The Abbey of Prémontré: A Story Of Conflict And Resolution’, p. 125.]  [48:  Foulds, ‘Medieval Cartularies’, p. 34.]  [49:  Tinti, ‘From Episcopal Conception To Monastic Compilation: Hemming’s Cartulary In Context’, p. 233.] 
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