
Dating pre-modern records



Records

Who, What, Why, Where, When?



Records

Who?

 Relates to ‘when’ and ‘what’
 Church & literacy
 Machinery of government
 Lay literacy



Records
What?

 Manuscripts (see elsewhere!)
 Laws/ legal codes – civil, canon, 
common

 Charters/ diplomas (transfer of 
land; obligations of landholding)

 Taxation records
 Royal government records – rolls, 
writs, letters (patent and close)

 Manorial records
 Feet of fines



Records

 Why?

 Oral to written

 Record – or forgery?



Records

 Where?

 Local, national
 Survival of documents
 Categorisation/ cataloguing



Records

When?

 Contemporaneous or retrospective
 Dating: 

 Dating undated records
 Converting medieval dates to modern 
dates

 Internal and external evidence



Records

Survival

 Material –  durability
 Environment
 Permanence/ transience
 History/ ‘lifetime’ events – mediæval and 
modern: don’t cry

https://www.eveningnews24.co.uk/lifestyle/20724792.photos-norwich-fire-destroyed-100-000-books/


As soon as the train had fairly started, Thorndyke proceeded to inspect the little 
volume; and his manner of doing so was highly characteristic. An ordinary person 
would have opened the book and looked through the contents, probably seeking 
out at once the sinister history of Gilbert Lumley.

Not so Thorndyke. His inspection began at the very beginning and proceeded 
systematically to deal with every fact that the book had to disclose. First he 
made an exhaustive examination of the cover; scrutinised the corners; inspected 
the bottom edges and compared them with the top edges; and compared the 
top and bottom head-caps. Then he brought out his lens and examined the 
tooling, which was simple in character and worked in “blind”—i.e. not gilt. He 
also inspected the head-bands through the glass, and then he turned his 
attention to the interior. He looked carefully at both end-papers, he opened the 
sections and examined the sewing-thread, he held the leaves up to the light and 
tested the paper by eye and by touch and he viewed the writing in several places 
through his lens. Finally he handed the book and the lens to me without remark.

R. Austin Freeman, The Apparition of Burling Court



Dating original records
 Intrinsic evidence: date in some 

form; datable events or people
 Extrinsic evidence: handwriting, 

illustration, media – inks and paints, 
parchment/ paper (watermarks?), 
bindings

 Terminus post/ ante quem non



Materials
 Parchment: current throughout the 

Middle Ages and beyond…

 Paper: first paper mills in Germany, 14
th

 

century, England 15
th

 century; laid paper 

till late 18
th

 century; watermarks
 Ink(s): click me: Hamburg University

https://www.csmc.uni-hamburg.de/research/cluster-projects/field-a/rfa13.html


The Cartulary of 
Merton Priory,
British Library Cotton
MS Cleopatra C. vii., 
fol. cvi verso.



BL, Royal MS. 8. E. IX 
The Life of Guy of 
Merton
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