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Assignment 3 – Commentary on a Documentary Source

King William to Saint Denis

Historical documents are of enormous value in helping us better understand the medieval world. They offer us a ‘snapshot’ of a particular time and place, giving us crucial information about the people of that era, as well as the way in which their society was organized and run. There are various kinds of documents available to us, including charters and household accounts, which can provide us with different kinds of information. We can learn about the extent of a particular ruler’s whole kingdom and how he ruled his subjects, for example, or at the other end of the scale understand the day-to-day social relationships and common concerns in a particular locality (i.e. a manor estate).

The document we will look at in this commentary is a Royal Charter (also referred to as a ‘Diploma’) issued during the reign of William the Conqueror. This kind of document was used by the ruler to grant particular rights and privileges to specific individuals, groups or institutions, typically relating to control over a designated piece of land.[footnoteRef:1] The purpose of the present document is to confirm the rights of the Abbey of St Denis with regards to church lands in England.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Frederick Maitland, The Domesday Book and Beyond (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1921), p.72]  [2:  Reginald Brown, The Norman Conquest of England: Sources and Documents (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer Ltd., 1995), p.145] 


The document is structured in the typical fashion of a royal charter, which is based on the Roman Latin model transmitted to medieval Europe through the court of Charlemagne.[footnoteRef:3] It begins with the protocol (proem), which invokes God and sets out the pious reasons behind the actions of the king.[footnoteRef:4] William, after identifying himself with his various titles (encompassing his position as both a an English king and a Norman noble) addresses the ‘faithful of Christ’ and explains that God has commanded him to ‘“lay up…treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust do corrupt”’.[footnoteRef:5] This provides the motivation for the royal act to follow. [3:  Richard Sharpe, ‘Charters, Deeds and Diplomatics’, in Mantello, F.A.C., Rigg, A.G. (eds.), Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical Guide, The Catholic University of America Press (Washington: 1996) p.235   ]  [4:  Maitland, p.74]  [5:  Brown] 


The next section, generally referred to as the corpus,[footnoteRef:6] names the beneficiary of the king’s largesse and confirms the grant of Deerhurst Church, as well as Taynton Manor, as well as all the ‘appurtenances’ of these properties, to the Abbey of St Denis in France. This section is known as the ‘dispositive clause’.[footnoteRef:7] We should note, however, that William is simply confirming the previous grants of Edward the Confessor, whom he solemnly and respectfully refers to as his ‘illustrious ancestor’. William also makes it explicit that he expects recompense in return for his ‘gift’, namely the offering of regular prayers by the monks of St Denis for the success of the king and his issue ‘in this present life and the haven of perpetual peace’.[footnoteRef:8] The corpus concludes with a warning, known as the anathema or sanction, threatening divine punishment for anyone who chooses to ignore the precepts of the charter.[footnoteRef:9] He refers to the fate of ‘Dathan and Abyron’,[footnoteRef:10] which most medieval readers (or listeners) would have immediately understood as a reference to the wrath of God described in the Old Testament Book of Numbers. [6:  Maitland, p.75]  [7:  Ibid]  [8:  Brown]  [9:  Sharpe, p. 236]  [10:  Brown] 


The document concludes with the eschatocol, which comprises a dating clause and a list of witnesses.[footnoteRef:11] In this case, the calendar date and the regnal year are both given, while the witness list mentions prominent figures from the king’s court, including both nobles and ecclesiastical leaders. Notably, the list includes several members of the king’s family, such as his Bishop Odo, some of whom hold high church or secular positions. The eschatocol also identifies the place where the charter was issued, namely the Monastery of St Swithun in Winchester, therefore suggesting the importance of the city in royal affairs at this date.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Sharpe, p. 236]  [12:  Brown] 


Both the place and date of issue are highly significant. Winchester was the former Anglo-Saxon royal capital, where the Anglo-Saxon kings, especially Alfred, had established a royal palace and built the Old Minster as one of the principal religious buildings in the land. After the conquest, Harold Godwinson’s widow had surrendered the city to the Normans. William rebuilt Winchester, erecting a new cathedral, rebuilding the old royal palace and constructing a large castle just outside the city limits. The castle would be an important seat of power for the Norman kings for the next 100 years.[footnoteRef:13] By issuing charters from Winchester, particularly this one that mentions King Edward in such prominent terms and confirms his previous gifts to St Denis, it is clear that he is trying to establish continuity between the reign of the Anglo-Saxons and his own somewhat shakily established regime, and thereby to legitimate his rule.  [13:  Hugh Thomas, The Norman Conquest: England after William the Conqueror (Ranham: Rowhan and Littlefield Publishers, 2008), p. 39] 


The year the charter was issued, 1069, was also an extremely important one with regards to the question of the legitimacy of William’s rule. At that time, the kingdom was somewhat unstable and William faced widespread rebellion, particularly from resurgent Anglo-Saxons and other claimants to the throne. William would soon embark on the harrying of the North in an attempt to crush rebellion and firmly establish his realm. In addition to military action, the Norman Church was used as an “agent of colonization” to help spread Norman cultural influence and political power. William encouraged the settlement of Norman abbots and monks in this period, importing a foreign tier of leadership over the existing institutions of the church in England. The king also replaced Anglo-Saxon earls with Norman ones in these years, and rewarded his supporters, the ‘sagacious’ magnates mentioned in this charter, with land and possessions.[footnoteRef:14] The confirmation by William of the rights of St Denis in regards to Deerhurst and Taynton should arguably be seen as part of a wider strategy to maintain the loyalty of his allies and establish a strong, cross-channel Anglo-Norman kingdom that he could bequeath to his future heirs. [14:  Ibid, p.43] 


In addition, the pious language of the charter and the religious nature of the grant at this particular time suggest a further two-fold significance here. William is exploiting the religious legacy of Edward the Confessor. He is showing that his right to rule is not just based on force of arms, but also on his good deeds and the divine favour of God. At the same time, William must have been aware that his power was indeed gained through war and slaughter. He must have had real concerns about the wrath of God and the eventual fate of his own mortal soul in the world to come. He therefore makes it explicit in the charter that the monks of St Denis and Deerhurst are required to say prayers for him and his family to ensure he is able to obtain the grace of God and receive the ‘treasures in heaven’ that he has earned through donations and piety.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Brown] 


The use of charters as a historical source presents several problems to the historian. Firstly, they were written in Latin or older forms of English (or other languages), so most historians will rely on finding an accurate translation. Secondly, these documents might not be dated, which affects their value as a historical source. The historian may need to rely on paleography, or a deeper understanding of changes in formulaic language or conventions over time, in order to accurately date the document. Furthermore, many of the documents may have survived in the form of copies held in medieval cartularies. Scribal errors may have been introduced, or the scribe may have ‘edited’ the language of the document to fit with contemporary standards. Finally, there is also the problem of outright forgery, which was widespread in the middle ages. Forgeries can usually be detected, but the historian needs to treat charters and other documents with the utmost care.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Sharpe, p. 238] 


The research potential of medieval charters, however, is considerable, and we can use them to learn about important aspects of medieval society. They help us to understand the extent of a king or other landowner’s control and the way in which he or she exercised power. For example, William’s charter to St Denis, as well as other charters bequeathing land to secular magnates, allow us to understand the process by which the old Anglo-Saxon aristocracy and ecclesiastical order was disenfranchised and replaced by Norman nobles and bishops. The language used in charters is also useful for the historian. The language was highly formulaic, but these formulas changed over time in response to shifting circumstances. This can help us in dating documents to a particular period and can also offer clues to changes in social and economic structure. In addition, certain clauses in the charter were highly detailed and offer a wealth of information about specific families or geographical areas. For example, land charters usually included a boundary clause, which described the extent of the estate in question and allows the historian to build a picture of landholding patterns over time.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ibid] 


The witness lists included in every charter also allow us to trace the movements, and sometimes to follow the entire careers, of particular persons over time. In the case of royal charters, they tell us who was at the king’s court at a particular time (and perhaps who was in the king’s favour). This can help us to understand the king’s circle of nobles and advisors (‘our magnates’ as mentioned by William in the St Denis charter[footnoteRef:18]) and trace its evolution. Conversely, we can identify notable absentees that were not present, which might suggest conflict with the monarch or other important reasons for their absence.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Brown]  [19:  Sharpe, p. 239] 


In summary, charters are a rich source of information for those involved in historical research. They have survived in considerable numbers and offer a wealth of information about medieval life and society. Indeed, even medieval forgeries can be useful in helping us make inferences about a particular individual, place or epoch. Charters are among the most important primary sources in the research arsenal of a modern historian.
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