Corentine Byrd
HPHI4007
Write a commentary on an extract from the Chronicon Anglicanum, drawing attention to what the content reveals about the interest of the author and intended audience.
























[bookmark: _Int_XYb7RGpZ][bookmark: _Int_dH5p0Foj][bookmark: _Int_ai8Elx22][bookmark: _Int_lfib7mLO][bookmark: _Int_LBUepkye][bookmark: _Int_75KW34TU]The Chronicon Anglicanum is a historical chronicle written in part by Ralph of Coggeshall, who was the chronicler from 1187[footnoteRef:1] until 1227[footnoteRef:2], having risen to the title of abbot of Coggeshall in 1207[footnoteRef:3], partway through his chronicling. During the period selected in the extract (1207-1212) England was in religious turmoil, with the widely unpopular King John refusing to recognize Cardinal Stephen Langton as Archbishop of Canterbury despite his consecration by Pope Innocent III. As a consequence of this, Innocent III placed a papal interdict on England and Wales, and would later excommunicate King John entirely. As a Cistercian abbot, Ralph of Coggeshall was severely and directly affected by the interdict, with his frustration at King John appearing multiple times in the extract through subtext. This is a recurring theme throughout the extract, along with weather events Ralph considered to be exceptional. The extract of the Chronicon Anglicanum can allow inference of societal and religious trends in the late 12th and early 13th centuries, as well as allowing a brief picture of Ralph himself.

As an experienced chronicler by 1207, Ralph of Coggeshall writes with a clinical, impersonal tone, with most events being recorded in brief, unemotive sentences. When referring to his former superior and predecessor, Lord Thomas, Ralph states simply that ‘Lord Thomas, fifth abbot of Coggeshall, died’[footnoteRef:4]. This is the only time in the except where Ralph refers to local matters at Coggeshall on the interpersonal level, and the only time where he directly mentions himself. It can be seen here what Ralph’s intent continuing to write the Chronicon Anglicanum is, as he states that he ‘took pains to write down faithfully certain visions which he had heard from venerable men, to the great edification of many people’[footnoteRef:5]. The judgement of these being notable enough to be included in the Chronicon Anglicanum shows that Ralph had great respect for these ‘venerable men’, and it can be inferred that he believed their visions were important to the context of events surrounding them. A recorded sighting of “a battle of clouds around the sun [appearing] in the morning”[footnoteRef:6] immediately follows King John repeatedly incurring the wrath of the Church by ‘[imposing] a very heavy tax generally on all the religious houses of the whole of England’[footnoteRef:7] and refusing to give safe passage to the Archbishop of Canterbury. From this, a greater historical context can be seen in microcosm. Ralph, having been one of several chroniclers of the Chronicon Anglicanum, would have been aware his work would be read by future chroniclers, abbots and other members of the clergy at Coggeshall Abbey. To include these details implies that other chroniclers and Christians at large, at least those who Ralph knew of, believed these visions and meteorological occurrences were true signs from God. Ralph in the same section emphasises that ‘[King John] oppressed the Cistercians particularly greatly, and did not give permission for the abbots to go to the annual chapter of Citeaux’[footnoteRef:8]. In 1210, when this was recorded, Ralph was himself the abbot of Coggeshall, which was a Cistercian abbey.[footnoteRef:9] He is, by chronicling the refusal to allow Cistercian abbots to travel to Citeaux, indirectly complaining about his own inability to travel, and influencing his audience of present and future Cistercians to hold King John in poor regard.

Ralph himself clearly holds King John in poor regard, as did most of his contemporaries. Every year that is included in the extract, Ralph records an impropriety of King John; in 1207, John rejected Stephen Langton as Archbishop of Canterbury and expelled their convent[footnoteRef:10]. This led to Pope Innocent III placing an interdict in 1208, which functionally banned the churches of England of Wales from holding services. King John, facing the wrath of the church and having functionally been excommunicated, attempted to make peace with Innocent III, having ’sent to Rome and promised to make satisfaction in all matters to God and holy church and to the lord pope'; while he spoke as if he was penitent, ’he did not keep [this promise] in any way’[footnoteRef:11]. Ralph has an unusually emotive tone when he says this, with his emphasis that these promises were not at all kept showing his feelings toward King John beyond objective descriptions of his behaviour. In 1209, Ralph writes that ’King John ordered that the houses of the bishops who were executors of the interdict should be demolished, the woods cut down, the fishponds destroyed’[footnoteRef:12]. There is a great emphasis on the physical belongings of these bishops, and emotive language once again used by Ralph to describe the fishponds being ’destroyed’. Cistercians, as Benedictine monks, were disallowed from having any private ownership, ’not anyone presume to give or accept anything without the abbot’s orders, nor to have anything as his own’[footnoteRef:13]. As abbot of Coggeshall, to be deprived of the right to distribute land or belongings would be antithetical to his Cistercian beliefs and would have taken a vow of poverty. Other bishops who had done the same would have had their only meaningful possessions, their land, destroyed, which Ralph portrays as a vengeful and vindictive decision made entirely to spite those who opposed King John. As a consequence of these repeated indiscretions, King John was excommunicated entirely in 1211, which Ralph writes simply as ’the king of England [was] excommunicated’[footnoteRef:14]. Such a theologically and politically massive movement being written simply and briefly reflects that Ralph was, when not being oppressed by King John and his financial pressures, still a professional and brief chronicler. The final passage of the extract once again emphasises to the reader King John’s vindictiveness and oppression of the Cistercians; he demands 'twenty-two thousand pounds compensation’[footnoteRef:15] for his sister being married to the count of Toulouse, which he blames on the Cistercians. Ralph clarifying that King John believed the Cistercians were responsible for his sister’s seduction implies he finds him entirely unreasonable, continuing to operate off grudges and in the service of vengeance.


The Chronicon Anglicanum shows Ralph of Coggeshall was interested in showing the improprieties and immoral acts of King John and was writing for an audience of Cistercians interested in holy visions, messages from God in the sky, and his future chroniclers. He is unable to conceal negative feelings towards King John but otherwise writes professionally and briefly, while not prioritising Coggeshall Abbey or himself historically. [1:  Ralph of Coggeshall, Chronicon Anglicanum, trans. unknown (publisher unknown, c. 1227), 1207 section. Accessed via ‘Medieval World Handbook 2025’ (Harriet Webster, 2025).]  [2:  ibid. 1207 section.]  [3:  ibid. 1207 section.]  [4:  ibid. 1207 section.]  [5:  ibid. 1207 section.]  [6:  ibid. 1210 section.]  [7:  ibid. 1210 section.]  [8:  ibid. 1210 section.]  [9:  Historic England, Coggeshall Abbey [2025] <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1018865?section=official-list-entry> [accessed 23 November 2025]]  [10:  Ralph, Chronicon Anglicanum, 1207 section.]  [11:  ibid., 1208 section.]  [12:  ibid., 1209 section.]  [13:  Benedict of Nursia, Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. unknown. (London: S.P.C.K., 1931). <https://www.solesmes.com/sites/default/files/upload/pdf/rule_of_st_benedict.pdf> [accessed 23 November 2025.]]  [14:  Ralph, Chronicon Anglicanum, 1211 section.]  [15:  ibid, 1212 section.] 
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