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A Commentary on a Medieval extract from the Chronicon Anglicanum, focusing on what the Content reveals about the Interest of the Author and the Intended Audience

Lord Ralph (of Coggeshall) is known for being entrusted with the continuation of the Chronicum Anglicanum, which was used as a chronicle to describe the happenings of England during the 11th to 13th century. In this Commentary I will be discussing an extract written from Ralph’s work, mostly on King John, to find why, and perhaps who it was written. Therefore, I will also be investigating the source’s truthfulness, and what motives could have been behind its publication. 
The extract goes over various important events concerning the happenings of political figures within the church and royalty, notably Pope Innocent, King John, Emperor Otto, and Stephen Langton. All these people held positions of great power within medieval England (and Wales). Overall, the extract provides a simplistic yet clear outline of events, spanning over several years, describing the acts of the people in power that would have likely impacted the whole of Britain. 
Throughout the extract there is clear criticism of King John. It is well known that King John was not a popular king, instating heavy taxes on the British people to pay ransoms and debts, or the loss of many lands in France, or the various theories about his mental stability (Mason, 2022; Morris, 2015). Though there is clear reference to the events that highlight John’s “errors” as ruler, it is intriguing that Lord Ralph seems to generally link it back to the church. The reign of King John negatively affected the whole of Britain, after all, that was what led to the creation of the Magna Carter. However, Ralph’s writings seem to show more care for the happenings of Cistercian’s, and how the Roman Catholic heads reacted to King John. I get this impression not only by reading the extract, but also because at the start of his biography of King John, W. L. Warren points outs the flaws in using Ralphs “notelike” writings to study the English King and points out a visible bias seen towards the Cistercian Order (Warren, 1961).
To understand this further, drawing on the dynamics of the times is important. When the Chronicum was being written the Roman Catholics held power, paganism had been outcast by the Normans and the East had no religious sway over the British. Alongside this, it is safe to assume the Cistercians were beginning to lose their popularity.  The Cistercians were very influential, and heir model of spirituality was particularly popular for some time, and this bought them success and renown in Western Europe (Jamroziak, 2013). However, at the time of the extract’s writing, new orders like the Franciscans were growing. The new trend of a more apostolic life, in poverty and travel for the work of Christ, was increasing heavily in popularity, especially in Europe (English Heritage, 2023; Mark, 2019). In its early stages St Francis’ order did not receive great reception from the Roman Catholic church. They were too different, (Moorman, 1977). As I have touched upon, this extract references the Roman church, and the Cistercian order, often. It seems Ralph is using King John’s oppression of the order, and his lack of respect towards the church (Alongside the Emperor Otto), as a frequent discussion point. The above raises two potential theories behind the true motives of Lord Ralph when writing the Chronicum Anglicanum.
 At a first glance, we see a clear attack on John and his reign over England. As discussed above, King John gave himself plenty of reasons to be disliked. The Magna Carter was an act of rebellion against the king, created by the charismatic barons who opposed what King John was doing to the British people (Ross, 2023). According to Coggeshall Museum, Ralph was himself considered a Baron. He would have gained influence because of his exploits as a crusader, and he held the title of Lord (seen in the start of the extract). He was well educated and became a prominent figure within the Cistercian abbey in Coggeshall (Coggeshall Museum, 2021). Perhaps he wrote for the public, who may have considered him a hero. He fits the description of the kind of Baron who would have opposed King Johns’ tyranny. It is therefore possible that Ralph not only wrote to record the events that shaped England under John’s reign, but also was going against the monarch indirectly, by educating the public about his wrongdoings. 
However, this is not necessarily the case. Before continuing, I feel it is necessary to bring to attention the construction of the Chronicum Anglicanum. As stated at the beginning of the extract, Ralph felt it necessary to write the information discussed down, however he also describes whom he heard it from – “Venerable Men”. However, there is no reference to who these men were. Without thorough investigation we do not truly know these people’s motives, opinions or where their interests lay. But realistically, who “venerable” would have been visiting Ralph’s monastic domain? Lords and Monarchs, yes. But who did they answer to? Even our current Government will recommend articles stating that the Medieval council of the kings came from the leading churchman, and that meant the Roman Catholic Church (Nelson, 2015). 
By studying numerous articles, the likes of Joshua Marks’ and Dr Jessica Nelsons’ work (who, even though published at different levels of public influence, present similar views), we know the monastic orders held power over the people of Medieval England. This also indicates financial power. Furthermore, we know the monasteries also held the literary and educational power, and simply studying the authors of medieval scholarship will suggest this. It is almost as if they are like singularly opinionated Journalists of today. With the rise of orders like the Franciscans, and the decrease in popularity of well-defined orders like the Cistercians, it seems plausible that the extract, given the visible bias discussed, was no more then a popularity, and power, grab for a monastic order under threat.
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