Archival Exercise (formative)


Selected place: Fountains Abbey, a Cistercian monastery in Yorkshire


Source 1: Roll concerning the foundation of Fountain’s Abbey, Yorkshire

Cambridge
Trinity College Library 
Shelfmark 0.1.79
James Number 1104 

This manuscript (written in Latin on parchment) is the earliest extant copy of Hugh of Kirkstall’s Foundation History of Fountains Abbey (Narratio de fundatione Fontanis monasterii) and dates from the fifteenth century. The manuscript is held in the library of Trinity College, Cambridge but its provision in high-quality digital format makes it widely accessible to scholars and researchers. 

The Narratio provides a wealth of information about the early history of Fountains Abbey but also allows us to consider what we are deliberately being told or not told. As with other early Cistercian documents, a version of history is being given here and this manuscript allows us to not only consider the foundation of the abbey,  but also how the monks of Fountains chose to present that foundation, what it mattered to them to preserve. 


Source 2: Collectio Fontanensis

Oxford
Bodleian Library
Special Collections
Laud misc 527, fos 32-7 (SC 814)

Found within the Laud misc 527 collection, this is a decretal collection (papal decretals: ‘Collectio Fontanensis’) containing letters relating to papal exemptions and privileges for Fountains (and other Cistercian abbeys) and dating from the late twelfth to early thirteenth-century. It provides important evidence of the positive attitude of the papacy towards the Cistercian order as a whole and the types of privileges and exemptions from which it benefited. The collection confirms the exemption from tithes which proved so significant for the economies of abbeys such as Fountains, as well as providing an insight into the functioning of the relationship between mother and daughter-houses (the abbot of Fountains is expressly given the right to excommunicate monks from such daughter-houses).

The importance of the collection is increased by its inclusion of sources which are either unique or not widely replicated.


Source 3: (29/242{14}) Confirmation by King Stephen of grants to the church ‘de Fontanis’…

London
The British Library
Western Manuscripts
Add CH 76710

This manuscript dates from between 1151 and 1153 and is confirmation by King Stephen of grants made to Fountains Abbey by the Archbishop Thurstan (‘Turstin’) of York. Thurston was instrumental in the foundation of the abbey and the royal confirmation in this source demonstrates both royal and ecclesiastical support at the highest levels for the new monastery. The source prompts consideration of how the monks of Fountains (and the Cistercian Order more widely) acquired and consolidated their land holdings; the study of this and other such grants may enable an understanding of what proportion of Fountains’ lands were obtained in this way and which might have been directly purchased or otherwise gained.


Source 4: Passio S. Olavi

Oxford
Corpus Christi College 
MS 209

Dated between 1101 and 1150 this collection of twelfth-century texts was created at Fountains Abbey and thus provides valuable evidence of the type of documents produced by the monks there. The collection’s inclusion of early Cistercian narratives (for example the Exordium Parvum) and religious texts provides an indication of what monks of the abbey were copying at the time, either for their own use or that of other monastic and religious settings.

This particular source is also valuable for the condition of its original binding and over-cover (in seal-skin), and freely-available detailed digital images enable any scholar or researcher to access and study it.


Source 5: Petitioners: John Ripon, Abbot of Fountains

London
The National Archives
SC 8/229/11449

This source is a petition from John Ripon, abbot of Fountains, requesting the king’s assistance in quietening his ‘enemies’, those who were disputing his election. The manuscript dates from between 1414 and 1418 and provides a valuable insight into a bitterly contested election. Alongside other such petitions on matters ranging from debt to conflicts with locals, it suggests that the abbot of Fountains was accustomed to seeking the king’s assistance and intervention, and supports a view of an abbey with close connections to the monarchy. 

This source is available digitally and therefore widely accessible, but the quality of the image and condition of the manuscript makes it less easily readable than some of the other manuscripts discussed here. 
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