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12th century Charter pertaining to Merton Priory[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Charter from Merton Priory, held in The British Library Cotton MS Cleopatra C VII, fol. cvi (recto). The charter is in two sections, referred to here as Part I, and Part II.] 



Introduction
The first aim of this assessment is to explore the definition of a charter, its intended use, and salient features. The provenance of the above charter will then be looked at in the context of the period it was issued. A transcription of parts I and II of the charter, with the abbreviated parts reinstated, will then be analysed by looking at features such as style of handwriting and alterations, and the use of abbreviations. Finally, analysis of parts of the content will highlight the distinctive features of the charter. 

Charters.
Charters were official, legal documents, written and issued by institutions whether royal, religious or lay. They recorded and set out conditions governing the transfer of property or land (and in some cases, people), the rights that govern them, and obligations by one or more parties. The textual elements of the organisation of medieval charters were, overall, highly formulaic. The accepted conventions, however, were subject to changes over the course of time and place of production and, in the late twelfth and thirteen centuries, scribes had a marked tendency to abbreviate.[footnoteRef:2] The majority of charters were transcribed onto single sheets of vellum/parchment, which, in the case of monastic charters, were later copied into cartularies to ensure a permanent record of the monastery’s holdings. As a legal document concerned with land grants to various individuals, details such as the conditions of tenure, annual payments and, the obligations due, were recorded in standard legal language of the period and in the presence of witnesses, thereby indicating its official status. The standard features of such charters are as follows: [2:  Paul Hayward, Medieval Primary Sources: Genre, Rhetoric and Transmission, www.lancaster.ac.uk. Accessed 28/12/2024.] 

· An invocation
· A proem giving a religious rationale for the land grant
· An exposition linking the grant to the rationale
· An intitulatio identifying the authority behind the grant
· A dispositive section, naming the recipients, and conditions pertaining to the grant
· A boundary clause
· A dating clause, usually given at the end of the document
· A list of witnesses whose names may be marked with a Chrismon
· A seal
· An endorsement[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid. ] 



Merton Priory Charter.
 From the time of the Norman conquest until approximately 1307, many of the charters issued were not dated, nor did they have any other chronological markers.[footnoteRef:4] It is, therefore, difficult to give an exact date for the above charter, but on the assumption that the Prior referred to in the charter was Prior Robert, the third of that name, then a reasonable assumption can be made that it dates somewhere between 1177 and 1186 when he was prior of Merton Priory.[footnoteRef:5] The document is bound within the Cartulary, located between ffo. C. and cj. but is lacking a seal.[footnoteRef:6] Including the charter in the cartulary had several advantages; it increased the likelihood of the document’s survival (single sheets being more vulnerable to loss and damage); the endorsement enabled the charter to be located with ease when needed; its inclusion highlighted and safeguarded its importance and legal standing. The Merton Priory charter, as a legal document, sets out a grant of land to a named individual and his heirs, and the obligations including payment that the named individual and his heirs must adhere to. An increase in the population in Europe had a direct impact on the way that religious houses administered their lands, with the need to ensure that the land was cultivated, producing both food and income. Land clearance was furthermore a priority, and the Augustinian houses, such as Merton Priory, were at the forefront of this movement to increase availability of land use.[footnoteRef:7] Such an agreement as the one illustrated in the above charter, is indicative of careful husbanding of available resources by outsourcing land use to individuals legally obligated to the priory. The charter does not state the type of land, but given that Merton is in Surrey, it is highly probable that the land is for arable use.[footnoteRef:8] [4:  Gelila Tilahun, Andrey Feuerverger and Michael Gervers, ‘Dating Medieval English Charters’ in The Annals of Applied Statistics 2012, Vol. 6, No. 4, p.1615, accessed 8/1/2025 at www.Jstor.org.]  [5:  Alfred Heales, The Chronological Records Concerning the Priory of Merton in the County of Surrey and Diocese of Winchester (London, Oxford University Press, 1898).]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain 1000-1300 (Cambridge University Press, 2003), p.237-238.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 235.] 

 

















Transcription
The upper edge of the page in Part I is torn but the bottom half of the letters of two words can just be seen. The letters are large and may or may not be capital letters. The penultimate letters of both words would appear to be the letter ‘α’, with the last letter of the second word possibly being an ‘s’. The page is rectangular with no margins, with a double height spacing between the title and the beginning of the text. The capitals of the first line of the main body are distinctly larger than any following capital letters.
       Title: [ **** (a) *]  [ *** (as?)]
1. Sciant p(re)sentes (et) fut(ur)i q(ou)d Ego Ro(be)rt(us) p(ri)or(i) (et) Convent(us) Eccl(es)ie S(ancte) Marie
2. de Mertona Concessi(mus) Almanno de Wendt (et) heredib(us) suis t(e)r(r)a(m) illa(m) q(ue) fuit
3. Wlwardi Sewilde (et) in i(n)crei(me)nto (et) acr(andum)n q(uem) fuit                                                           Godwini Groinchy ap(ud) Scol(a)
4. (et) dimid(iam) acra q(ue) iacet ivxta Clairutte sup(er) q(ua)m Sigar sedit teneda ipsi
5. (et) heredib(set) suis in feudu(m) (et) hereditate p(er) ii sol annuati(m) (et) p(er) libero ser -
6. -vitio suo q(uo)d scilicet ad submonition(on )e(n) n(ost)ram ipse (et) herede(bu)s sui ad pla-
7. -citta  n(ost)ra infra comitatu(s) sudri(us) fideliter vemient. P(ro) hac Consessione
8. (et) tenura q(ua)m ei dam(anus). Ipse Ailmann(us) nob(is) in Capto tir(i)o homagi(bus) ser(vi)t
9. (et) fidelitate(st) iurato. (et) heredes sui p(rimo) ei(usdem) facient similiter. Hoc ti(tulo) tenem(en)tu(m)
10. Habet(ata) q(ua)m diu p(re)dictu(m) censu(m) bene solu(t)itit. (et) fideles nob(is) exta(mine)ri (irio).
11. his t(estibus?) Witt de bosevilla. (et) Gillb(er)to cler(icos). (et) Arth(rus) de Michela(ham). (et) ham(on)
12. cleri(cus) de ching. (et) Lefward de Wendl.

Part II is unlikely to be a continuation of the main page. Instead, this could be an endorsement, written on the outside of the document, which gives a short summary of what the document is. When folded, it would enable the document to be identified in its folded form, enabling easier storage but at the same time, easily identifiable. 
13. C(hi)rog(ra)p[h]
14. Nonicas d(e) dait (et) ail
15. Man[( /i)] d(e) Wand[(t/l)]es w(ilde)
16. (et) t(er)ra (et) q(uem) i(p)se (et)
17. heredes ei[(u)  /)]is. ii So(l)t
18. redde debe(n)t

Script type
The charter, written in Latin, is written in minuscule or transitional document Gothic hand, most used in the twelfth century, although variants can be observed as the Caroline miniscule gives way to the Gothic script. The Gothic Book Hand, or Black letter, was the script most in use in the twelfth to sixteenth century, characterised by the upright appearance of the letters and the even spacing between the characters. It is not a cursive hand but certainly what is termed a charter hand, and the letters are formed of upright strokes of the pen which would require the constant raising of the nib from the vellum or parchment to form the letters. The overall effect is one of neatness and accentuates the formal nature of the document. The elongated s and f are characteristic of the charter hand as are the ascenders of b, round d, h, l  which open with a curve from the right.[footnoteRef:9] The script is written between four imaginary lines with the ascenders reaching up to an imaginary line above minimum height, and the descenders reaching below to an imaginary line. There is a very faint imprint of a line that has been drawn as a guide after the final letter of the main document. This would have enabled the very even spacing of the lines over the whole document. It is also possible to see the ghostly imprint of other writing on the document which may have come from several causes; there may have been writing on the back of the document; the vellum/parchment itself may have been used before and the writing erased to make way for this new document; another vellum may have been placed on top and the imprint of the letters are still visible under the text of this present charter, or it may be the endorsement which was written after it was folded. The writing is very neat with no obvious erasures in the main body of the document, unlike the endorsement where the scribe has clearly taken less care, where two corrections and one erasure are clearly seen. There is extensive use of abbreviations in both. In Part I this is presumably due to the scribe’s intention to be able to fit the entire document on one sheet only. There are two forms of abbreviation for ‘et’, one in the main body of the charter, and the other in the endorsement where the ampersand symbol is used. Other abbreviations are made, both occurring in various positions within the words themselves. Examples of the most common abbreviations are:  [9:  Bernard Bischoff, Latin Palaeography, trans. by Dάibhί ό Crόinίn and David Ganz (Cambridge University Press, 2017), p. 138. ] 

· The letter ‘p’ with a horizontal line through its descender signalling possible combinations of per, prae, pre, par, por, or pro. See line 4.
· Superscript vowels appearing over q and p, and other letters, such a q with superscript ‘o’ above indicating q(uo) or q (ue). See line 2. 
· The letter p with a line above signals omission of r such as p(r)imo. See line 10.
· When a small ‘9’ comes over the last letter of a word it shows omission of (us). See line 2. 
· What appears as a modern semi-colon (;) could be ‘set’ at the end of a word. See line 5. 
· Words can have multiple abbreviations of the same or different types as can be seen in line 6.
· There are many examples of words that have been shortened with the indication mark, or tilde, above the letters of the word. They appear on every line of the document and require the reader to fill in the gaps. There may be several combinations of missing letters and choosing the correct one is dependant on some knowledge of Latin.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Help with identifying the various symbols used for abbreviations was accessed at https://guides.loc.gov/manuscript-facsimilies/deciphering-scribal-abbreviations#s-lib-ctab-24229924-6 and https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/manuscriptsandspecialcollections/researchguidance/medievaldocuments/letterformsanddab... .] 



Analysis of parts of the document, Parts I and II
· Sciant presents et future – This is a standard opening for medieval charters ‘Let those present and future know’.
· Ego Robertus prior et Conventus Ecclesie Sancte Marie de Mertons – this identifies the author and his ecclesiastical affiliation.
· Concessimus Almanno de Wenta heredibus suis terram illam – We have granted to Almamannus of Wenta and his heirs that land – indicates the priory is granting land and to whom.
· Godwini Cronchy apud Scola – reference to land formerly owned by Godwini in Scotland? There appears to be some uncertainty surrounding the translation and location. However, King David I of Scotland founded the Augustinian house of Holyroood from Merton in 1128, so it is feasible that the priory owned land in Scotland.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders, p. 54.] 

· Dimidiam acra que juxta Clairutte – indicates the half acre of land and its exact position and boundary. In this case an half are next to Claiputte where Sigar lives.
· Sibi et heredibus suis in feudum et hereditate - to him and his heirs in fee and inheritance, a legal phrase indicating ownership rights.
· per ii sol annuatim – specifies the annual payment of two sol.
· o homagibus servit et fidelitatest iurato – the clause specifies that Almannus and his heirs are to provide service to the priory other than the financial agreement.
· Testibus (clericis) – witnesses to the document which underscores the legality of the document with clerical verification of the transaction.
· Part II details the type of document, name of the recipient of the grant, location and witnesses. 
 
Aside from their religious duties, it is important to remember that monasteries were also concerned with commercial enterprises, and the management of land endowments was a key factor in their existence. They were landlords of vast tracts of land, and the careful management of this resource was of prime importance on many levels. By exploiting the work of lay tenants, monasteries, abbeys and priories such as Merton, were able to increase their income, using produce from arable cultivation (and livestock) not only for their own use, but as a vital market commodity to sell locally. Charters, such as the document analysed here, were an essential tool in the careful management of the priory’s estate, giving legality to the agreements made with lay members of the local community, which could be produced in any court in the event of disagreements or challenges to the priory. Such documents were often made in triplicate and carefully stored in cartularies as evidence of the priory’s holdings.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Lionel Butler and Chris Given-Wilson, Medieval Monasteries of Great Britain (Michael Joseph Ltd., 1983), p.84-5.] 
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