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Manuscript Dating Exercise

When dating an old manuscript outside of the Gregorian calendar, there are multiple factors that must be considered. First, the researcher must determine whether it most likely that the event occurred before or after the date October 15, 1582, when the Gregorian calendar was invented and when the country in question adopted said calendar. If this manuscript was written before the adopted calendar, the calendar would have been Julian and may require some conversion. Secondly, adopted relevant information such as which ruler was in power during that time and mentions of any relevant figures in the description of the dating such as lords, bishops or priests in certain areas. This can help us determine a general time frame in which the manuscript was written. Then, any mention of specific days must be considered, such as holidays or feast days according to the Catholic Church that would be used during that time. If a manuscript mentions a feast day dedicated to a saint that did not become a saint until later in history, this would be beneficial in pinpointing exactly when it was written. The reverse also applies if a feast day is not mentioned if it was once a prominent and popular day.

In the case of this manuscript description ‘Memorandum that the Thursday after the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the 8th year of King Richard II the abbot of Byland was accused in the wapentake court held at Pickering’, we need to take most of the aforementioned information into account. Because the Gregorian calendar did not exist until the late 1500s, it must be put on the Julian calendar. 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 August 15th, checked in the Handbook of Dates. A Google search reveals that August 15th, 1385 took place on a Monday, making the day that this event occurred on Thursday, August 18th, 1385 which is consistent with the description given. Then with that in mind, we must convert this date into the Gregorian calendar’s date. Thankfully, conversion is relatively easy with a date this early in history. 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 March 1, 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, August 26th, 1385 in the modern calendar.
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