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Marham Abbey, Norfolk

The abbey of Marham was founded as a Cistercian abbey by Isabel, widow of Hugh de Albini, earl of Arundel, in 1249. It is unique in being only one of two abbeys to have been incorporated into the Cistercian order at an early stage of its history (the other abbey being Tarrant in Dorset). A statue of the General Chapter of the Cistercian Order in 1250, records a visitation to the abbey by two Cistercian abbots after Isabel’s request to be granted permission for her foundation of nuns. On the 24th of August 1252, Marham was officially incorporated as a daughter house of the Cistercian abbey of Waverly. It is recorded that Isabel donated four marks and a cask of wine to the monks of Waverly in gratitude. The abbey’s legitimacy was further ratified by the Pope and the Bishop of Norwich, and on September 3rd of the same year, her foundation was formally recognized by Henry III and John, earl Warenne. Over the course of its nearly three-hundred-year history, Marham continued to accrue property although it remained a small abbey compared to many others. However, by the time of the Dissolution the reputation of the abbey had hit rock bottom, and serious charges of ‘grave inconstancy’ had been levelled against the then abbess, Barbara Mason and several of her nuns. A report and inventory compiled by Thomas Cromwell’s commissioners found that five nuns at Marham had given birth ‘semel ex conjugato’. On its dissolution in 1537, only half of the nuns at Marham were willing to join another nunnery. The site of the abbey and its lands were subsequently leased to Thomas Bukworth, and later passed to two citizens of London, Sir Nicholas Hare and John Hare in 1546.
A general overview of the history of Marham Abbey can be found in A History of the County of Norfolk: Volume 2, published in 1906 by Victoria County History but now in digital form on a website listed below. Primary sources are listed in the footnotes of the History. The British Library holds the Latin Annales de Waverleia manuscript which records the foundation charter for Marham abbey, but the charters have also been transcribed into a chartulary of seventy-four folios held at Stow Hall, Norfolk, now held by The Norfolk Records Office.  Published primary sources of the charters of Waverley Abbey are also available. The annales of Waverley are published in Annales Monastici, ed. H. Luard. (1) For specific reference to the abbey as an abbey of the Cistercian order see also published primary source of Monasticon Anglicanum. (2). Recognition of the charter and its formal incorporation into the records of the General Chapter of the Cistercian order can be found in the published primary source of J.-M. Canivez. (3). For a document relating to commissioners’ reports on Marham abbey at the time of the Dissolution, The National Archives holds a report of the behaviour of the Abbess Barbara Mason and her nuns and the overall state of the abbey. A record of the number of nuns at Marham who wanted to enter another house of the order when Marham was dissolved can also be found in a manuscript held at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. 
Today the village of Marham has its own website which among other things, gives details of the history of Marham and of Marham abbey. One can read an amusing legend concerning the last abbess, Barbara Mason. Most legends have truths embedded in them and certainly the documents relating to the state of the abbey and the morals of the nuns filed by Cromwell’s commissioners, seem to bear out the veracity of the legend to a certain extent.
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