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Transcription exercise – assessment 5
British Library, Cotton MS Cleopatra C VII (Merton Priory cartulary), fol. cvi (recto).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Image source – The image provided on Moodle is originally from Merton Priory cartulary is British Library, Cotton Cleopatra C.vii, fols. 60–204 (register of leases/acta, c.1150–1352). ] 
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The methodological approach here has been to produce an accurate transcript, note any particular features which may include the script used, place of production and historical context, including the standard formulaic expressions used, and what windows it might open onto its contemporary world.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This type of task is completely new to me so I am following the exemplar model as closely as possible.] 

Description
The folio is a most probably a chirograph and forms part of the Merton Priory Cartulary (British Library, Cotton MS Cleopatra C VII) and is fol. cvi (recto). The cartulary is held at the British Library but unfortunately not currently available digitally.
A chirograph was an early form of ‘two factor authentication’. The document is an agreement for a land charter, in this case, and would be written out twice on the same manuscript page with a large word, often ‘chirographum / cirographum’ in between. That large word would be cut with a wavy line and the two pieces fitting together was the measure of authenticity. This form of document was usual when there was a need for two or three identical and identifiable copies.[footnoteRef:3] This was very much a functional document and would have been written by a scribe at Merton and would have been produced for the agreement and was itself the agreement.  [3:  Stephen Mason, The Signature in Law: From the Thirteenth Century to the Facsimile (London: University of London Press, 2022), ch. 4 ‘Methods of authentication before manuscript signatures’, section ‘The chirograph’, https://read.uolpress.co.uk/read/the-signature-in-law-from-the-thirteenth-century-to-the-facsimile/section/f15964c3-e38d-4671-ae67-766e85a80b0e [accessed 14 December 2025].] 

The deed is written on parchment and there are twelve lines of text. The ruling would have typically been done with a stylus or back of a knife (dry point/hard point). The ink used was probably iron‑gall which was the black writing ink for medieval European charters and books, and which has oxidised to the colour we now see.[footnoteRef:4] The script is likely protogothic English document/charter hand, the standard hand for this type of work.[footnoteRef:5] This script was a transitional script which was moving towards more angular forms and was particularly used for documents.[footnoteRef:6] Document hands being characterised as faster than a book hand. The chirograph is situated in a collection of similar land charters, which is to say it has been filed according to category.[footnoteRef:7] The date range is quite wide and given by the National Archives as between 1150 and 1352.[footnoteRef:8] The script itself might indicate earlier rather than later within this range however it would really be necessary to identify the specific Prior Robert, as mentioned below, or one of the witnesses to give a firmer dating. [4:  Faye McLeod, ‘The Gall of It!’, Archives and Manuscripts at the Bodleian Library (15 May 2023) <https://blogs.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/archivesandmanuscripts/2023/05/15/the-gall-of-it/> accessed 14 December 2025].]  [5:  Dianne Tillotson, ‘Protogothic Document Hand’, Medieval Writing, 1 May 2005, <https://losthistory.net/medievalwriting/scripts/examples/protgot1.htm> [accessed 9 December 2025].]  [6:  Jane Roberts, Guide to Scripts Used in English Writings up to 1500 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2015) < https://welib.org/search?page=1&q=Guide+to+Scripts+Used+in+English+Writings+up+to+1500&__cf_chl_tk=oASp5Q3YIDrGIR0FihP6QxTG323jsMbM6pf_WIRCj6c-1765535136-1.0.1.1-lyOzZ3QifzkJMici2bcPCBK2gst0raaZN.W3xasxvaw> [accessed 15 December 2025], p104ff.]  [7:  The National Archives, ‘Merton Priory’, Discovery (Record Creator summary), n.d., <https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/c/F97668> [accessed 9 December 2025].]  [8:  The National Archives, ‘Cotton Cleopatra C.vii, fos 60–204’, Discovery (Item record), 13th–14th cent https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/N13727202] 

Transcript[footnoteRef:9] [9:  These are the conventions used here: Topographic lineation so that the line breaks reproduce the manuscript exactly. Each numbered line corresponds to one written line on fol. cvi r.
Line-end division marks: Where the scribe carries a word over the line break and marks it with a slash (/), the slash is retained.
Abbreviations: Abbreviations are expanded in square brackets (e.g., Conuent[us])
Tironian et: The visible character 7 is retained as 7, since it is present in the manuscript.
Punctuation and capitalisation: Recorded as written 
Loss / illegibility / uncertainty: Lost or illegible text is indicated by [---] or [illeg.]; doubtful readings are marked (?).
] 

1. Sciant p[re]sentes 7 futuri q[u]od Ego Rob[er]t[us] p[ri]or 7 Conuent[us] Eccle[s]ie S[an]c[t]e Marie
2. de Mertona Concessim[us] Almanno de Wendt’ 7 heredib[us] suis q[u]od illa t[er]ra q[ue] fuit
3. Wlwardi seruile. 7 in incremento .j. a[cr]am q[ue] fuit Godwini Gronch’ apud Scolas
4. 7 domus adi[ac]ens q[ue] iacet uxta Claipyrre  sup[er] q[ua]m Sigar’ sedit  tenenda ipsi
5. 7 heredib[us] suis in feodu 7 hereditate p[ro] .ii. sol[idos] annuatim 7 p[er] libero seruicio
6. suo. q[u]od scilicet ad submonitacionem n[ost]ram ipse 7 heredes sui ad pla/
7. cita n[ost]ra infra comitatum Sudr’ fideliter uenient. 7 hac Concessione
8. 7 tenura q[u]idem eidem ipse Almannus nob[is] in capite suo homagiu[m] fecit
9. 7 fidelitatem iurauit. heredes sui p[er] eum facient similiter. hoc in uenerimus
10. habebit q[uam] diu p[re]dictum censum bene solua[n]t. 7 et fideles nob[is] extiterint hi s[unt] Will’ de bosenuilla
11. 7 Gillebert[us] cleric[us]. 7 Artur[us] de Michela Iohann[es] cleric[us] de ching.
12. 7 Lefranc[us] de Wendt’.
Note: The number, ‘78’ appearing at the top right has not been transcribed. Perhaps this is a later cataloguing number, but it does not seem to be part of the original charter.
Commentary 
The manuscript is from The Cotton Cleopatra C VII volume in a cartulary associated with the Augustinian Priory of St Mary, Merton (Surrey). The priory was one of the most influential and wealthiest of its day.[footnoteRef:10] The folio finds its place within similarly categorised charters. Although it is not certain whether the manuscript is an original or a cartulary copy, it may be reasonable to suppose that as it has remnants of the indenture that it was the prior’s section of the original agreement. Given the poor condition of the document head, this is not quite as certain as it might be. However, given the endorsement on the back, this does suggest an original deed rather than a cartulary copy.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Colin Platt, The Abbeys and Priories of Medieval England, new edn (London: Secker & Warburg, 1984), p.35 < https://welib.org/search?page=1&q=The+Abbeys+and+Priories+of+Medieval+England> [accessed 12 December 2025]]  [11:  University of Nottingham, Manuscripts and Special Collections, ‘Glossary’ (defining ‘endorsement’ as ‘something written on the back of a deed’) < https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/manuscriptsandspecialcollections/researchguidance/deeds/glossary.aspx> [accessed 15 December 2025]] 

The parchment shows uneven toning which reduces some of the clarity of the writing, as does some surface staining, and the aforementioned significant edge-loss at the head. This last makes it much more difficult to see the word used in the indenture and the wavy line itself. 
The ink has been mentioned above, the verso ink is paler and browner, perhaps suggesting a different batch of ink, a different time of writing, or both. There is no illumination or display decoration present, probably because this was a functional document and the important element was immediately to have two identical copies. 
The text itself is a Latin private charter (that is a legal record of a transaction) using standard formulaic conventions used in documents (diplomatics).[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  I think it is interesting that many kinds of texts have some kind of formulaic, ‘plug and play’ elements. For a storyteller they might make rendition easier to remember and for legal documents they clarify what exactly is meant.] 

The standard diplomatics include:
· Notification: Sciant presentes et futuri…
· Issuer/grantor identification: Ego Robertus prior et conventus…
· Dispositive act (the grant): Concessimus…
· Beneficiary: Almaino… et heredibus suis…
· Tenure clause: in feodo et hereditate…
· Render/rent: pro ii solidis annuatim…
· Homage/fealty: homagium fecit et fidelitatem iuravit…
· Witness list: hi sunt…
The grantor is named in line 1 as Robert, prior, and the convent of St Mary of Merton.  Unfortunately, there seem to have been more than one prior Robert and so this name cannot solely be used to firmly date the charter.[footnoteRef:13] The beneficiary is a layman, Almainus de Wendt and his heirs. The first name seems a little strange and could mean, ‘German’ or ‘the German’ but seems to be acting as a personal name.[footnoteRef:14] The name ‘de Wendt’ is interesting partly as it also appears in the list of witnesses. The ‘de’ (of) form may indicate a location and possibly a local one connected with the river Wandle, given Merton’s location.  [13:  Wikipedia contributors, ‘Merton Priory’, Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia, last modified 27 November 2024, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merton_Priory> [accessed 14 December 2025].]  [14:  This idea seemed a bit odd to me at first but then I remembered there is a popular guitarist at one of the online music shops called, ‘Danish Pete’ which seems a similar kind of naming.] 

The dispositive clause, the actual legal action of granting, grants him land which is identified in an interesting manner. Rather than providing an address, the location is identified by the previous owner, and by reference to another location – ‘apud Scolas’, near a school. This naming by location seems to have been quite common, the name ‘Merton’ itself means ‘farmstead by the pool’.[footnoteRef:15] There is almost a sense of the physicality of the land becoming part of the communal narrative and memory. The charter specifies that the land is to be held ‘in feodo et hereditate’, establishing an inheritable tenure, which would have been an important feature. and it fixes an annual rent of two shillings. The charter then articulates service obligations: the tenant and his heirs are to attend the priory’s pleas within Surrey (“ad placita nostra infra comitatum Surr[ei] fideliter venire”). ‘Pleas’ here refers to court sessions. The tenure of the land is tied to participation, as required, in the manorial court sessions. This is an important layer of the agreement as it provides a mechanism for perpetuating the social relationships and obligations in a structured social hierarchy. [15:  1. London Borough of Merton, ‘History of Merton’, Merton Council (n.d.) <https://www.merton.gov.uk/leisure-recreation-and-culture/history-and-heritage/history-of-merton> [accessed 14 December 2025] ] 

 The witness list closes the document and as mentioned above, there is the occurrence of the same surname name as the person receiving the grant. This mixture of aspects additional to a simple rental agreement may seem odd to us today. The priory’s arrangements are not only economic (rent) but also jurisdictional (court attendance) and socially hierarchical (homage/fealty).
The broader historical significance of this folio lies in how it offers a window on to monasteries as nodes for the structural integrity of society. In merging the various roles mentioned they not only were keeping the strands of society tight they were also forming much of the web’s shape in the first place. It would be an interesting study to see how the later dissolution of the monasteries affected those same aspects of society the monasteries were responsible for regulating at the time of this charter. The charter constructs a weave of relationships: property rights are defined through prior holding details, tenure is fixed through inheritance, rent is quantified, suit to court is demanded, and social subordination is ritualised through homage and fealty. Cartulary preservation then writes those relationships into the world beyond the original participants in the agreement. Such a multi-faceted structure could be seen as actually part of the mechanism for crafting the network and norms of the society and social order. This layering of relationships then generated a massive administration which itself became part of the network, by embedding the deed within a repository designed to survive beyond immediate transaction and thus preserve the social order. This folio is a practical document and is about trading land for rent and obligation, but it is also an element in the crafting of the relationship dynamic of medieval society. 
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