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What documentary sources might be used to shed light on rural life in medieval England?

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are many kinds of documentary sources available to those who have an interest in rural life in medieval England, from taxation records to charters. While only by using multiple documents is it possible to gain a true picture of what English rural life may have been like in the Middle Ages, each document has its own information contained within it to contribute to the overall picture and is therefore useful.
When looking at documentary sources that can provide us with information about rural life in medieval England, one of the key types to consider is Manorial Records. By their nature, manors both in the medieval period and today are primarily found in rural areas. This is because of what is known as the manorial system which was a way in which feudal lords organised their land for agriculture. Typically the manor was split into two parts, one consisting of the land granted to the peasants to live on and cultivate, the other belonging to the lord of the manor and tended to by the peasants on a part time basis, called the demesne.[footnoteRef:1] The manor house lay at the heart of things, and it was from here that the lord ruled over his land and the people in it. Manorial records therefore hold key information about rural communities and particularly the lower classes that we otherwise have little knowledge of. [1:  M. Bishop, The Middle Ages (Boston: First Mariner Books, 2001), p. 209.] 

Manorial court rolls have been used by such notable historians as Frederic William Maitland, Frances Page, and Frances Davenport to shed light on everything from power and land distribution in village society, to the migratory patterns of peasants between fiefdoms. Maitland for example, in examining the Littleport manor court rolls between 1307 and 1325, identified an ‘aristocracy of villains’ within the village community.[footnoteRef:2] Davenport in turn traced the names of villein families in the Forncett manor court rolls from 1400 all the way to 1565, and discovered how factors like emigration and a lack of male heirs contributed to the decline of serfdom in the post-Black Death era.[footnoteRef:3] Page used the 1349 court rolls from the joint court of the Cottenham, Oakington, and Dry Drayton manors to consider things from a sociological standpoint. The information allowed her an insight into the welfare system of medieval villages, as well as offering up an excellent example of the destabilising effect the Black Death had on rural societies.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Z. Razi, and R. Smith, Medieval Society and the Manor Court (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 6.]  [3:  Razi and Smith, Medieval Society and the Manor Court, p. 8.]  [4:  Razi and Smith, Medieval Society and the Manor Court, p. 14.] 

Manorial surveys are another useful tool. In its simplest form a manorial survey can be described as an administrative document containing a written description of a manor, the most famous example being of course Domesday Book which is occasionally referred to as the ‘Great Survey’.[footnoteRef:5] The amount of detail in a manorial survey varies greatly, and particularly some of the earlier ones are limited to a brief summary of the manor parts and their respective sizes for tax purposes. While this may give us an idea of the general scope of the Manor it doesn’t really tell us much about rural life. Surveys from later periods; specifically from the late 12th century and onwards, contained a much higher level of detail, with one of the surveys of the English manors of the abbey of La Trinité going so far as to provide the age and sex of all the horses, swine, sheep, and cattle kept there.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  H. James, Domesday Book, Or the Great Survey of England of William the Conqueror, A. D. 1086: Facsimile of the Part Relating to Essex (Classic Reprint) (London: FB&C Ltd, 2017).]  [6:  H.B. Clarke, Anglo-Norman Studies XXX: Proceedings of the Battle Conference 2007, ed. C.P. Lewis (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2008), p. 80.] 

Often the longest part of any manorial survey is the rental which can include a list of all the tenants living there, how each tenant used the land given to them, details of rent, and a description of the obligations they owed the Lord of the manor.[footnoteRef:7] Along with a record of a tenants duties to their lord, surveys can sometimes include a description of a tenants rights, and by comparing both we are given an insight into the relationship between the two, as well as an idea of the different expectations of a nobleman in rural society like a Lord of a Manor compared to aristocracy in urban areas like those that made up the royal courts. [7:  M. Bailey, The English Manor C.1200 To C.1500 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002).] 

This method of comparing documents from rural and urban settings is also useful when considering Wills and Probate records as a possible source for information on rural medieval life. Again when it comes to Wills, the records with the most information date from the late medieval period with the Last Will and Testament as we know it today evolving sometime in the late 13th century.[footnoteRef:8] Nevertheless the information we do have can provide an insight into multiple aspects such as ‘popular devotion and mentality, personal wealth and living standards’,[footnoteRef:9] and by comparing Wills and Probate Inventories we are able to see overarching trends that emerge at different times.  [8:  C. Phillips, ‘Wills’, Medieval Genealogy, (2017), [Online]. Available from http://www.medievalgenealogy.org.uk/guide/wil.shtml. (Accessed on 10th August 2018).]  [9:  P. Slavin, Understanding Medieval Primary Sources: Using Historical Sources to Discover Medieval Europe, ed. J.T. Rosenthal (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), p. 145.] 

One of the major disadvantages of Wills and Probate however is its bias towards the wealthy and upper class. For example one of the most significant courts that dealt with Will documents was The Prerogative Court of Canterbury whose records are now held at The National Archives, and are described as containing the wills of wealthy people from Wales and south England and those who left property in England and Wales as part of their estate but who died overseas.[footnoteRef:10] As such any mention of people from the peasant classes or serfs are largely peripheral. However on the upside, Wills are an important source of information on another underrepresented group, that of rural women in the medieval ages. Wills can give information on the kind of things rural women owned and subsequently how much freedom they had, for instance the number of Wills that include books and what kind of books can tell us how much access rural women had to literature in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  The National Archives, ‘Wills and probate before 1858: further research’, (2018), [Online]. Available from http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/wills-and-probate-before-1858-further-research/. (Accessed on 10th August 2018).]  [11:  M.C. Schaus, Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), p. 700.] 

Wills often; but not always, particularly in the early medieval period, fell under the jurisdiction of the church and as such are termed as a kind of ecclesiastical record. Ecclesiastical records and to some extent Monastic records are perhaps one of the most important sources of medieval documents in any area of study. The church was after all central in much of everyday life, and with one in every village, the church rivals the manor in terms of which institutions lay at the heart of rural society.
Tithe records are an excellent source of information on the ever changing relationship between the church and the local, rural community. Tithe refers to an annual tax paid to the church of typically around a tenth of all the produce of the land. This generally meant agricultural produce but overtime the definition of produce was expanded so that some tithes were paid in money instead of goods.[footnoteRef:12] Originally tithes were voluntary, but during the medieval period it became an obligation, and failing to pay tithe could result in severe punishment. This did not of course stop people from trying to avoid tithe payments, whether through lying about how much produce or income they earned or simply refusing to pay upfront.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  A.E. Faulkner, Historical Dictionary of Late Medieval England, 1272-1485 (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2002), p. 553.]  [13:  ibid.] 

Tithe was intended towards the upkeep of the church but a good portion of it also went towards the priest’s income. If a priest therefore discovered that the tithe was not being fully paid, they could choose to pursue this in the church court, but doing so meant that they ran the risk of angering their parishioners and potentially being pushed out in favour of a rival cleric that the village community may believe would treat them fairer. Many priests therefore relied more on preventative measures, with regular sermons specifically designed to scare their parishioners into paying the full tithe.[footnoteRef:14] Here we see then how much power the clergy held over the rural community and vice versa. [14:  ibid.] 

Tithe data over a region, much like the information given in manorial surveys, can also be examined over time to provide an overview of different trends. Trends such as which estates and individuals were thriving and bountiful at which times, and how significant historical events like the Black Death or a change in the monarchy affected rural communities in terms of wealth and power. For example, tithe records from the north-eastern area of England show that at the start of the fifteenth century, grain production in the region between Tyne and Tees fell to less than a third than what it had been a century before,[footnoteRef:15] which shows just how far reaching the effects of the Black Death were even decades after the fact. [15:  B. Dodds, and R. Britnell, Agriculture and Rural Society After the Black Death: Common Themes and Regional Variations (Hertfordshire: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2008).] 

One kind of important legal document, and in some ways very similar to the Will, was the Charter. Most of which survive as transcripts preserved in cartularies of religious houses thus making them a kind of ecclesiastical record as well.[footnoteRef:16] Charters may potentially be considered as the medieval equivalent of the modern Deed and as such can tell us about the history of ownership of rural estates, and due to the nature of inheritance also contains information on genealogy. Royal Charters were typically used to sanction the shift of a town to becoming a city, and are still used today as evidenced by places such as Chelmsford or Inverness which each received their Charters in the last few decades.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  A. Rio, ‘Early Medieval Charters: A Guide For Students’, The Making of Charlemagne’s Europe, (2018), [Online]. Available at http://charlemagneseurope.ac.uk/charter-basics/. (Accessed on 12th August 2018).]  [17:  J. Morrison, Essential Public Affairs for Journalists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 308.] 

Private Charters on the other hand, almost exclusively dealt with rural settlements over urban, and from the eighth century onwards, often referred to land granted to lay people instead of just the aristocracy or the church.[footnoteRef:18] By the second half of the thirteenth century we even start to see how Charters are being used at village level, and these can therefore be used to get another glimpse into the inner workings of rural society from a local standpoint.[footnoteRef:19] Furthermore, while Charters often dealt with the transference of property, the property itself was not necessarily limited to land. Buildings, livestock, and even ‘unfree persons’ were also included.[footnoteRef:20] Through this we can therefore see how little agency the lower classes had over their own lives, for even the peasantry, while not considered tradeable goods like the unfree serfs, had their livelihoods closely connected to the land and property belonging to the manorial lord, and a change in ownership could also mean a change in jobs, taxation, and rights. [18:  W. Brown, M. Costambeys, M. Innes, and A. Kosto, Documentary Culture and the Laity in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).]  [19:  C. Briggs, Credit and the Rural Economy in Europe, c. 1100-1850, eds. P.R. Schofield and T. Lambrecht (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2009).]  [20:  A. Rio, ‘Early Medieval Charters, Charlemagne’s Europe, [Online].] 

Another documentary source that is often cited as being a great resource for information on rural life in medieval England, and one that does not include a statistical component unlike those previously mentioned, is the illuminations contained in certain medieval manuscripts. Due to the nature of time keeping in the Middle Ages, the year was built around religious dates like Saints feast days, and the changing of the seasons.[footnoteRef:21] This is why so many illuminations in Psalters and Books of Hours, when not depicting biblical scenes, are of agricultural ones showing peasants performing various tasks in accordance with different points in the agricultural cycle. [21:  A. Bovey, ‘Peasants and their role in rural life’, The British Library, (2015), [Online]. Available at https://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/peasants-and-their-role-in-rural-life. (Accessed on 13th August 2018).] 

The best example of this is found within the Luttrell Psalter, with a series of images in the margins depicting each stage of the agricultural year from ploughing and sowing a field, to crow scaring while the wheat is growing, and finally to the harvest and transportation. Peasantry are of course not the only people shown in the images, the manuscript was commissioned by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell and was intended to act as a record of his life.[footnoteRef:22] Naturally therefore there are multiple scenes that show Sir Geoffrey in his role as Lord of the Manor, often accompanied by his family members on their rural estate. [22:  ‘The Luttrell Psalter’, The British Library, (2018), [Online]. Available at https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-luttrell-psalter. (Accessed on 13th August 2018).] 

Members of the ruling classes like Sir Geoffrey relied on the labour of the peasantry and serfs to survive, as such they could not afford to ignore them but neither did they always give them due respect. Being commissioned by the wealthy, illuminated manuscripts tended to reflect their perspective on pastoral life, one that was often idealised or overly flattering to the Lord and misrepresentative of the peasantry. The Luttrell Psalter is significant because it is currently considered to be one of the most accurate representations of rural life, and while still probably somewhat idealised, has been invaluable to scholars researching day to day life of the inhabitants on a medieval rural estate.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  ibid.] 

Illuminated manuscripts are not the only examples of a more literary type of source for rural England however. One type that has received growing interest in recent years is the contemporary sermon and particularly the ad status genre, which were sermons that were addressed to specific groups within society.[footnoteRef:24] Like manorial surveys and tithe records, sermons provide an insight into the relationship between tenants and their lords and local clergy, but in a way that comes across as much more personal. Such sermons reflect the attitude of the preacher to his congregation and as such are often coloured by personal bias. But just as reading a diary will create a more empathetic response in the reader than examining a taxation assessment, the personal literary nature of the sermon helps remind us that we are dealing with real people and can give us a richer impression of rural life. [24:  P. Slavin, Understanding Medieval Primary Sources, p. 145.] 

The subject matter of a sermon can for instance, inform us about the state and occurrences in the local community. As mentioned above, a sermon that focusses heavily on the spiritual punishments to be suffered as a result of dishonest accounting, is a strong indicator that parishioners had been avoiding paying tithe. Equally sermons can reflect the events of wider society, as evidenced by the spattering of sermons addressed to the laity encouraging them to join the crusade as a form of penitence.[footnoteRef:25] Often preachers included many metaphors in their sermons, linking the parables and teachings of the bible to events and scenes closer to home, and thus more familiar to their parishioners. Thus sermons can provide us with another glimpse into the day to day life of rural communities. [25:  B.M. Kienzle, and J. Zaleski, ‘A History of Medieval Christian Preaching as Seen in the Manuscripts of Houghton Library’, Harvard College Library, (2012), [Online]. Available at http://hcl.harvard.edu/libraries/houghton/collections/early_manuscripts/preaching/purpose.cfm. (Accessed on 13th August 2018).] 

Such scenes are likewise present in much of medieval poetry and prose, which also offer a more secular, personal look at rural life in England. These pieces of literature almost always include a reference to the importance of labour as demonstrated in the poem Song of the Husbandman from the early fourteenth century,[footnoteRef:26] and considered to be the predecessor of the later, better known poem Piers Plowman by William Langland, which looks at the state of English society in the wake of the Black Death and rather aptly, the move away from the feudal system towards a labour economy.[footnoteRef:27] Poems like these can also show the beliefs held by people in medieval England, and in particular the different perceptions of different classes. Katherine C. Little argues that when it comes to rural medieval life, the general view was that leisure was reserved for the nobleman, and labour for the peasantry. A peasant who is not labouring is therefore not pardoned as being at leisure but instead chastised and labelled idle, greedy, and sinful.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  K.C. Little, Transforming Work: Early Modern Pastoral and Late Medieval Poetry, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013).]  [27:  ‘William Langland, Piers Plowman’, The British Library, (2018), [Online]. Available at http://www.bl.uk/learning/timeline/item126920.html. (Accessed on 13th August 2018).	]  [28:  K.C. Little, Transforming Work: Early Modern Pastoral and Late Medieval Poetry, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013).] 

As we can see, there is plenty of information to be gathered from documentary sources that shed light on rural life in Medieval England and it comes in many different forms. Manorial and Ecclesiastical records represent the two industries at the heart of rural society, the manor and the church, and thus provide the bulk of relevant documents. Manorial court rolls and surveys, as well as tithe records each provide a wealth of statistical data that when examined in bulk can reveal fluctuating patterns in rural communities over time particularly in regards to land and power distribution, and how significant events like the Black Death affected things. Such information can therefore give us a big picture view of rural life and how it functioned. Wills and Charters take a closer look at specific communities and areas of land. They each can be used to trace the history of ownership of a rural estate or track the genealogy of a rural family. Illuminated manuscripts, contemporary sermons, and medieval poetry and prose are examples of literary documents that are an excellent source of information for rural medieval life from a more colourful, personal perspective.
Naturally the disadvantage of several of these kind of documents is their propensity to be biased. Wills and Illuminated manuscripts for instance were made for the wealthy nobles and as such referred to the lower classes either peripherally, or in the case of the latter, from an often inaccurate subjective viewpoint. While contemporary sermons and medieval literature were of course influenced by the authors own views and beliefs. But in viewing all of these documents together, the result is an extensive and fairly accurate view of rural life in medieval England.
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