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Manuscript Dating Exercise

In the case of the manuscript ‘Memorandum that the Thursday after the Assumption…’, determining the year that this document was written was relatively easy, due to mentioning King Richard II and checking the Handbook of British Chronology. Richard II was born in 1367 and ascended to the throne ten years later in 1377. This event is explicitly stated to have taken place in the eighth year of Richard II’s reign, making the year 1385. The description then goes on to say that the event took place after the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which is a feast day in the Catholic Church that is traditionally held on 15 August, checked in the Handbook of Dates. A Google search reveals that 15 August 1385 took place on a Monday, making the day that this event occurred on Thursday, 18 August, 1385 which is consistent with the description given. Then with that in mind, we must convert this date into the Gregorian calendar’s date. According to the HM Nautical Almanac Office’s Explanatory Supplement to the Astronomical Ephemeris which contains a conversion chart for Julian and Gregorian dates, we choose the closest date before the date that this takes place which states that 1 March, 1300 has a difference of eight days between the two calendars. We then add the eight days to the date we have already determined, allowing this manuscript to be dated on Friday, 26 August 1385 in the modern calendar.

The second manuscript in question ‘Confirmation by Bishop Anian of St Asaph…’ is a little more difficult, but a major clue lies in the Bishop Anian who has a rather uncommon name for this period. There are in fact two Bishop Anians, but through the mention of his predecessors Bishops Reiner, Abraham, and Hugh and through British History Online’s online database, it is easy to determine which Anian is in question. British History Online’s records of Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1066-1300: Volume 9, the Welsh Cathedrals have a single entry mentioning Anian on page 38, that confirms that he held mass on 23 July, 1250 which according to the Handbook of Dates is a day after Mary Magdalene’s day (July 22) which is in perfect alignment with what the manuscript says. Using the Explanatory Supplement to the Astronomical Ephemeris conversion chart again, this would make the date Saturday, 30 July 1250 in the modern calendar.


The third manuscript, ‘Downham: court held on Thursday the day after Ash Wednesday…’ requires much of the same analysis of the manuscripts before it but does require some double-checking. While this manuscript states ‘King Edward’ the mention of John de Ketene’s first year of serving as a bishop puts this date later in time, specifically the reign of King Edward II, not I. Checking the Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1300-1541: Volume 4, Monastic Cathedrals (Southern Province) states that John de Ketene began his career as a bishop in the year 1310, meaning it could be no other year. Once this is determined, the Handbook of Dates state that Easter took place on 19 April 1310 that year. Ash Wednesday occurs at the beginning of Lent, which is 46 days before Easter Sunday, meaning this court was held 45 days before, the Thursday after making the date 26 March, 1310 in the Julian calendar. Conversion is at a difference of eight days at this point, thus bringing the definitive date of this manuscript to be 3 April 1310.


The fourth and final manuscript (‘Henry, king of the English, greets the bishop of Lincoln and Earl David and the earl of Leicester, and Earl Rannulf of Chester…’) is at first glance dateless, but there are several clues that can give us some idea of when exactly this event took place. First of all, the king in question is simply referred to as Henry, making him Henry I, who lived from 1068–1135, narrowing the dates down considerably. The second and most important clue is Geoffrey Ridel, who was a royal justice during Henry I’s reign and passed away alongside Henry’s son, William Adelin, in 1120 during the White Ship disaster on November 25 of the same year. As a result, this manuscript is a document depicting of what is to be done after his death meaning it cannot be any earlier than November 25th. William Adelin’s death eventually sparked the succession crisis known as the Anarchy that lasted from 1135 and 1153 therefore it is likely that this manuscript was written sometime in the interim years between 1121 and 1135. Given that Henry I lost his heir in the accident, services would have been held for him first, before going on to settle any property disputes and succession crises from officials under him. Considering these services and travel times, I believe that sometime in mid to late 1121 is possible at the earliest, but I think 1122 or 1123 are just as likely. I do not believe Henry I would have been dealing in estate settlements much closer to the Anarchy, so I think sometime between 1121-1123 are the most appropriate. 
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