A Commentary on the Chronicon Anglicanum: Unveiling the Interests of the Author and Intended Audience

A review of several passages from the Chronicon Anglicanum between 1207 - 1212, written by Ralph of Coggeshall, reveals a chronicle deeply invested in the interplay of religious and political power, particularly between King John of England and the Church. The content reflects Ralph’s concern with events that impacted both the Church’s authority and the wider moral and social order of England and beyond, offering insights into the author’s interests and intended audience.

Author’s Interest in Church-State Conflicts

Ralph’s chronicle meticulously records conflicts between King John and the Church, particularly with the papacy and the Archbishop of Canterbury. This focus illustrates Ralph’s concern with the integrity and influence of the Church, especially under hostile political conditions. Key events such as Archbishop Stephen Langton's contested appointment, the expulsion of Canterbury’s convent, and the confiscation of Church property highlight the conflict between secular and religious authority. The harsh terms John imposed on the clergy in 1208, with an interdict on England and Wales, indicate a Church suffering under the king's oppressive policies. 

"The whole of England and Wales was placed under a general interdict. The day before the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary [24 March] the estates, the incomes and the moveables of the clergy and monks were confiscated."[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Chronicles of Matthew Paris: monastic life in the thirteenth century, ed. & trans. R. Vaughan (Gloucester, 1984) The Medieval World Handbook, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=527841 p11] 


This view was shared by a number of other chroniclers, including Matthew Paris, who declared “King John - a greater tyrant than whom has never appeared among those born of women”[footnoteRef:2], when recounting the interdict and incurred heavy losses suffered by the church.  [2:  Chronicles of Matthew Paris: monastic life in the thirteenth century, ed. & trans. R. Vaughan (Gloucester, 1984) p58
] 


Ralph portrays John as a figure undermining Church authority, even ignoring his own promises of restitution. This tension is also clear in Ralph’s account of John’s punitive measures, such as ordering the demolition of clerical properties in 1209, which suggests Ralph’s alignment with ecclesiastical interests and disdain for John’s overreach.

Ralph’s choice to chronicle such struggles highlights his interest in the Church’s fate under secular rulers. Chroniclers in religious houses often saw themselves as protectors of ecclesiastical memory, upholding the Church’s moral authority by recording abuses against it. This makes Ralph’s audience likely to be fellow clergy, monks, and ecclesiastical patrons who shared or sympathized with his religious concerns. Ralph’s narrative serves as both a record of historical events and a moral account, demonstrating the consequences of failing to respect the Church.

The Role of Miraculous and Unusual Events

Ralph shows a clear interest in supernatural or miraculous events, which he frames as divine warnings or signs of spiritual conflict. In both 1209 and 1210, he records occurrences of "a battle of the clouds with the sun," an unusual natural phenomenon that he includes without clear interpretation. Such descriptions may be intended to evoke an apocalyptic or ominous atmosphere, underscoring a cosmic disturbance in response to King John’s actions against the Church. Medieval audiences often viewed strange natural events as divine omens, so Ralph’s inclusion of these events would resonate with readers who believed in the alignment of heavenly and earthly affairs. Ralph’s mention of visions, described as “heard from venerable men,” also reflects his belief in the spiritual significance of dreams and visions as moral guidance. These supernatural accounts likely serve to reinforce his position on the Church’s sanctity and divine favour, warning of judgment against those who defy it. Other stories scattered throughout the CA serve to remind the reader of the importance of social conformity, integrity, and adherence to the moral ‘body’ of the church.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Wonders, prodigies and marvels: unusual bodies and the fear of heresy in Ralph of Coggeshall’s Chronicon Anglicanum, Elizabeth Freeman, Journal of Medieval History Vol 26, No. 2, p142 2000] 


Interest in Political and Religious Alliances

Ralph’s chronicle also records interactions and alliances that extend beyond England, demonstrating a broader view of Christendom’s political and religious landscape. He takes care to note significant events like the excommunication of both King John and Emperor Otto, indicating an interest in the unity of ecclesiastical authority against secular powers. By documenting Otto’s consecration and subsequent conflicts with Pope Innocent III, Ralph positions these secular leaders within a wider narrative of defiance against the Church, reinforcing the notion of a Europe-wide struggle between secular and religious jurisdictions. As with other chroniclers, such as Matthew Paris, Ralph provides crucial documentation of religious reforms, political conflicts, and social changes during a transformative period of medieval history.

These passages would interest an ecclesiastical audience attuned to the complex web of loyalties and excommunications that shaped international relations. Ralph’s awareness of events outside of England suggests he intended his work for an audience who valued knowledge of the broader political and spiritual implications of these conflicts, perhaps extending to lay readers within the nobility sympathetic to the Church’s cause.

Social and Moral Commentary

Throughout this extract, Ralph demonstrates a moralistic tone, particularly in his choice of details about King John’s harsh treatment of religious orders. His emphasis on the king’s oppressive taxation of Cistercian abbeys and the denial of their right to attend an important chapter meeting in 1210 implies a moral disapproval. 

"King John imposed a very heavy tax generally on all the religious houses of the whole of England; but he oppressed the Cistercians particularly greatly, and did not give permission for the abbots to go to the annual chapter of Citeaux."[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Chronicles of Matthew Paris: monastic life in the thirteenth century, ed. & trans. R. Vaughan (Gloucester, 1984) The Medieval World Handbook, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=527841 p11] 


The punishment imposed on the Cistercians due to the political dealings of the Count of Toulouse further highlights Ralph’s view of John as a ruler unjustly using his authority to oppress religious communities. Ralph’s record of punitive measures and financial demands imposed on the Church serves as an implicit condemnation of the king’s tactics, likely appealing to readers who would see this behaviour as immoral or sacrilegious.

Moreover, Ralph’s chronicling of events like the knightly ceremony for the Scottish king’s son reflects an interest in the preservation of social and political rituals that affirmed hierarchy and honour within Christendom. Such details would have resonated with an audience that valued stability and the chivalric order, reinforcing their view of a just society underpinned by the Church’s moral oversight.

Conclusion

The Chronicon Anglicanum serves as a compelling document not only of historical events but also of the ideological and spiritual priorities of its author, Ralph of Coggeshall. His emphasis on church-state conflicts, supernatural phenomena, and political alliances highlights his concern with the Church’s spiritual and temporal authority amidst ongoing secular encroachment. Ralph’s intended audience was likely religious and lay figures invested in the Church’s protection and the broader spiritual health of Christendom. By embedding moral and supernatural commentary within his chronicle, Ralph not only preserved history but also provided a narrative reinforcing ecclesiastical values and warnings against sacrilege, aligning his work with the broader mission of the monastic chronicler to safeguard the Church’s legacy.
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