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Determining Participation Patterns in Medieval Courts 
Through Charter Witness Lists 

Rose Mary Coley * 

Knowledge about the great and f amous is easily ob ta ined . A m o n a r c h 
and his ac t ions are recorded m a n y t imes over by h is tor ians , chronic le rs , 
and poets . Lit t le is known about the men that par t ic ipa ted at the king 's 
cour t . Evidence about t he work ings of t he cour t and the cour t ie r s can be 
found in the wi tness lists of the char te r s . 

T h e witnesses to royal d o c u m e n t s p r io r to Magna Car ta fo rmed the 
basis for a pa r l i amen t system. The re were th ree types of char te rs which 
were witnessed: G r a n t s , Conf i rma t ions , and Writs. These men , by at test ing 
cha r t e r s agreed to enforce and accept the king's decrees . F u r t h e r m o r e , by 
at test ing to grants , these witnesses may have agreed to he lp the king p r o 
vide the p roper ty be ing gifted. There fore , a system of gove rnmen t evolved 
whereby the king sought approva l for his decrees . I t becomes impor t an t to 
know who the cour t ie rs were and how they were allied, because they gra
dual ly become an integral par t in the g o v e r n m e n t of Grea t Bri tain. 

C. Warren Holl is ter (1986, p. 98) in »Magna tc s and 'Cur ia les ' in Early 
N o r m a n England« identified the fifteen most f requent lay witnesses of 
royal char te r s as 'curiales ' . T h e 'curiales* in the reigns of William I consi
sted of N o r m a n nobles whose famil ies assisted in the Conques t of 1066. 
Descendan t s of William Vs ' cur ia les ' con t inued to attest the royal cha r t e r s 
of succeeding kings. Holl is ter theor izes in his ar t ic le about the early An
g l o N o r m a n magna tes that there is a re la t ionship between cour t part icipa
t ion and weal th . But th is does not explain why the 'cur ia les ' par t ic ipated 
together in rebel l ions against the king or why cer ta in witnesses only ap
pear with cer ta in o thers . By e x a m i n i n g the wi tness lists of the cha r t e r s of 
Richard I., g roup ings of par t icu lar witnesses are i l lustrated which provide 
clues to al l iance pa t t e rns a m o n g the 'curiales ' . 

T h e witness lists of surviving cha r t e r s p rov ide the identi ty of cour t 
m e m b e r s but only for t he days cha r t e r s were issued. From the cha r t e r s 
issued by Richard I . of E n g l a n d ( l ) , we know that cour t could be held on 
any day at any place. We also know by c o m p a r i n g cha r t e r s to Pipe Rolls 
that most of the cha r t e r s issued did no t survive . Solely using existing c h a r 
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ter a t tes ta t ions to d e t e r m i n e cour t a t t endance is unre l i ab le , because of the 
loss of so m a n y cha r t e r s and also because one could be at cour t and not 
attest . (Hol l is ter , 1986, p. 98) By c o m p a r i n g the wi tness lists to each o ther , 
pa t t e rn s emerge , p rov id ing an ou t l ine of political a l l iances . Repe t i t ions of 
witnesses also emerge on different dates , suggesting that these witnesses 
r e m a i n e d at cour t for a n u m b e r of days, but did not attest. There fore , I 
have developed two p r o g r a m s that i l lus t ra te these cour t par t i c ipa t ion pat
t e rns . R I C K P A T . P A S provides t he f requency of w h o attests with w h o m . 
T h e o ther , WITS.PAS, will list w h o could have been present a t cour t , based 
on the avai lable witness lists, for any day. C o m b i n i n g the results of these 
p r o g r a m s will p rov ide essential c lues to w h o was at cour t and the i r im
p o r t a n c e based on the i r p resence when the king was m a k i n g g o v e r n m e n t a l 
decis ions . 

My p r o g r a m s are wr i t ten in Pascal . 1 developed my own p r o g r a m s be
cause of t he l imi t a t ions of statistical packages which do no t al low the 
record m a n i p u l a t i o n requ i red . T h e data is en te red in a s imple text file; the 
witnesses are coded by n u m b e r , no t n a m e . 1 chose a text file to facil i tate 
the use of my p r o g r a m s by scholars w h o are un fami l i a r wi th c o m p u t e r s 
and da tabase p r o g r a m s . 

In o rder to d e t e r m i n e g roup ing pa t t e rns a m o n g witnesses , I used l inked 
lists keyed by wi tness n u m b e r . For each witness , f requencies were tall ied 
for the wi tness and fellow at tes tors . T h e n u m b e r of t imes that wi tness(b) 
at tests with witness(a) provides a key to the i r a l l iance . T h e h igher th i s 
n u m b e r , the s t ronger the a l l iance. On the miss ing days or for par t icu la r 
beneficiar ies , th is pa t te rn should be repeated . Tradi t ional a l l iances are now 
shown that have existed between the nob le famil ies for gene ra t ions . (1 
expect s imi lar pa t t e rns to be found dur ing the ba ron ia l rebel l ions against 
J o h n be tween 1213 and 1215. This pa t te rn should also be repea ted throug
hout the reign of Henry 111 and the m a n y rebel l ions that occur red ; any 
changes a m o n g the families should occur after the dea th of H e n r y I l l ' s 
regent . ) 

Fo r days on which few char te r s or witness lists surv ived , 1 wan ted to 
c rea te a hypothet ical list of possible cour t a t t endan t s . Whi l e t he resul t ing 
list is no t comple t e , i t will be statistically accura te . A d d i n g the most fre
quen t co -a t t e s to r s as d e t e r m i n e d by my first p rog ram to th is hypothet ica l 
list will p rov ide a viable list for cour t a t tenders , thereby par t ia l ly filling the 
gap created by lost d o c u m e n t s . T h e m e t h o d for d e t e r m i n i n g the hypo the 
tical list of witnesses for my second program is based on SET Opera t ions , 
which are opera t iona l func t ions of Pascal . T h e a lgor i thm is as follows: 

Da te , < test date < D a t e 2 

Datej .wi tnesses * Date 2 .wi tnesses + 
test date .witnesses (if p resen t ) = 

test date .witnesses (4) 
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T h e r ema inde r of my presenta t ion will be spent showing examples of 
my program results. Fo r example , William de Mandevi l l e attests most of 
R icha rd ' s char te rs . Indeed , as R ichard ' s chancel lor , one expects h im to be 
perenn ia l ly present at the English cour t . W h e n using my list genera tor 
p r o g r a m , de Mandevi l le shows up regularly as the only cer ta in cour t ie r 
p resen t . Th i s changes , of course , when Richard leaves England for the 
Second Crusade and also after de Mandevi l le ' s dea th in 1190. 

T h e dates I chose to test my p rog rams are between Sep tember 10, 1189, 
a n d Sep tember 20, 1189. Th i s per iod encompasses t he G r e a t Council a t 
Pipewell Abbey in G e d d i n g t o n . Most of activity in Sep tember takes place 
at th i s t ime . T h e council officially began on Sep tember 15, 1189, however , 
R icha rd 1. a n d his cour t ie r s began ar r iv ing in G e d d i n g t o n on Sep tember 
10th. Since the court was s ta t ionary at th is per iod, the comings and goings 
of t h e cour t ie rs is m o r e evident . With most cour t ie rs c o m i n g after Septem
b e r 15th, my program which provides the hypothet ical list i l lustrates the 
greatest changes . 

On Sep tember 14, 1189, few of t he surviv ing cha r t e r s have witness lists. 
On ly one witness, William de Mandev i l l e , the king 's chance l lor , appears 
on this day. T h e day before , for tunately , has a witness list represent ing 
eight addi t ional witnesses. T h e day after, Sep tember 15, 1189, the first day 
of the counci l , twelve witnesses attest. These lists only share six witnesses. 
There fore , on September 14, 1189, we know that six cour t ie rs were present . 
These witnesses were Baldwin, a r chb i shop of Can t e rbu ry ; William de 
Mandev i l l e , earl of Essex; H u g h , b i shop of Lincoln ; William Marsha l ; 
Ranul f de Glanvi l l e ; and Rober t of Wheatf ie ld . All six of these men were 
i m p o r t a n t m e m b e r s of R ichard ' s g o v e r n m e n t . Baldwin and H u g h were 
a m o n g the ecclesiastical advisors to the king. De Mandev i l l e was the 
Chance l lo r and chief- jus t ic iar . William Marshal and Rober t of Wheatfield 
were jus t ic iars , Ranulf de Glanv i l l e was Henry II 's jus t ic ia r and will ac
c o m p a n y Richard on the Crusade . With these six men , the re were o thers 
tha t usually accompanied t h e m . W h e n the a r chb i shop of Can te rbu ry was 
present , many o ther b i shops would also be present , most notably H u g h , 
b i s h o p of D u r h a m , w h o was also a j u s t i c i a r^? ) Of the n ine teen char te r s 
tha t H u g h , b i shop of Lincoln attests, Baldwin of Can te rbu ry also attests. 
T h i s suggests that the b i shop of Lincoln was requi red by his re la t ionship 
wi th Baldwin to attest. The o ther at testors for this date are jus t ic iars and 
therefore may act independen t ly of each other . The i r c o m b i n e d presence 
in t ima tes a legit imizing effect to any cha r t e r they attest. As jus t ic iars and 
i m p o r t a n t ba rons , i t is conceivable that thei r allies a m o n g the o ther b a r o n s 
would be present . 

Sep tember 18, 1189, was the day Richard I . moved from G ed d i n g t o n . 
On th is date , the greatest n u m b e r of cour t ie rs would be leaving the cour t . 
Fo r ty - s ix witnesses were present on the day before Sep tember 18th. Only 
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one wi tness was present on the day t h e next cha r t e r s were issued, Septem
b e r 20, 1189. Twenty-seven wi tnesses were present on the e igh teen th . The
se twen ty - seven witnesses were t he r e m a i n i n g witnesses from the counci l . 
T h i s demons t r a t e s that the cour t i e r s a t t end ing the i t ineran t court of Ri
c h a r d I . were not cons tan t w h e n the cour t t ravel led. C o r e m e m b e r s of the 
cour t can then be demons t r a t ed by examin ing the possible list for Septem
b e r 20, 1189. Only one witness, Will iam de Mandev i l l e , actually appea r s in 
any wi tness lists for this da te . On Sep tember 18th, twen ty - seven witnesses 
were p resen t . On Sep tember 22 , 1189, eleven witnesses were present . T h e 
wi tnesses shared by these lists were Baldwin , a r c h b i s h o p of Can t e rbu ry ; 
William de Mandev i l l e ; Will iam M a r s h a l ; Rober t of Wheat f ie ld ; J o h n , 
b i s h o p of Norwich ; Gi lbe r t , b i s h o p of Roches ter , and Walter, a r c h b i s h o p 
of R o u e n . Fo r a m o n a r c h p r e p a r i n g for t h e Crusade , th is list is not sur
pr i s ing . I t is expected that he wou ld s u r r o u n d himself wi th his jus t ic ia rs 
and chance l lo r to advise t h e m of ac t ions to take in his absence . I t is also 
expected that a c rusader would seek advice and abso lu t ion from the clergy. 

Whi l e these lists canno t be def ini t ive , they do a t t e m p t to fill in t he gaps 
for t h e missing wi tness lists. H o w e v e r , these p r o g r a m s do d e m o n s t r a t e the 
chang ing cons t ruc t of the cour t . In t h e early par t of the reign R icha rd is 
most ly s u r r o u n d e d by ecclesiastics with several m a j o r b a r o n s con t ro l l ing 
i m p o r t a n t g o v e r n m e n t pos i t ions . T h e b a r o n s will eventual ly o u t n u m b e r 
ecclesiastics at cour t as shown by the n u m b e r of l aymen at test ing. 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e of this research is to identify t he pe r sons in t he royal 
cour t . T h e al l iances and appea rances are directly connec ted to the patro
nage system and the work ings of t h e cour t . I f t he cour t m e m b e r s are 
k n o w n and appea rance pa t t e rns are def ined, then u n d e r s t a n d i n g how and 
why the the system worked is no t far off.(4) 

Notes 

1. F o r my test case, I am using Richard I.'s cha r t e r s tha t were issued 
d u r i n g Sep tember 1189. R icha rd ' s cha r t e r s were the first tha t had real 
t i m e dates . Th i s data was provided by T h o m a s Keefe, Professor of 
His to ry at Appa lach ian State Univers i ty . 1 was Dr . Keefe's Research 
Assis tant and C o m p u t e r Consu l t an t whi le 1 a t t ended ASU as a gra
d u a t e s tudent . 1 am grateful to D r . Keefe for his suppor t a n d encou
r a g e m e n t whi le deve loping these p r o g r a m s and wr i t ing th is paper . 

2. T h e intersect ion of wi tness lists for Da te , and D a t e 2 , w h e r e the dif
ference in days is less than seven, is the wi tness list for the test date . 
F o r consecut ive dates of c h a r t e r a t tes ta t ions , such as those du r ing the 
Counc i l a t Pipewell Abbey and o thers , my Date j and D a t e 2 sets may 
consis t of the p rev ious two days wi tness lists. This is to insu re a grea ter 
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subset of possible witnesses. At present , only the witness lists for Ri
cha rd I.'s Sep tember cha r t e r s are avai lable . T h e r e are few dates a m o n g 
these lists which are seven days apar t . W h e n fu r the r data is available, a 
new p rocedure will be added to my program for cases when the dif
ferences between Dates , and 2 are greater than seven, the hypothet ical 
list is de t e rmined by the intersect ions of Da te , , D a t e 2 , and witnesses 
which appea r in 75% of the cha r t e r s for th i r ty days closest to the test 
da te . 

3. Of t he fifty-six char te rs that Baldwin, A r c h b i s h o p of Can te rbury at
tested, H u g h , b i shop of D u r h a m , attested th i r ty - four , William Marsha l 
th i r ty - s ix . 

4 . M a n y scholars have tr ied to descr ibe the pa t ronage system by using 
P ipe Rolls which are m o r e comple te than the char te r s . My p r o g r a m s 
shou ld co r robora t e theor ies that access to pa t ronage was gained by 
a t t endance at the i t inerant royal cour t . R1CKPAT.PAS has been used 
by Dr . Keefe to c o m p a r e groups of witnesses to cha r t e r s with Pipe Roll 
en t r ies for his pape r » C o u n t i n g Those W h o C o u n t : the Year 1189-1190 
in A n g l o - N o r m a n History.« 
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