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The Registers Of The Archbishops Of Canterbury: 13th - 17th Centuries

Introduction

The registers of the Archbishops of Canterbury survive from 1279 with a gap for the period 1327 to 1349. The
earlier registers are said to have been taken to Rome by Archbishop Kilwardby (1272 - 1278) when he resigned the
see. MS. 1212 is a different kind of register from the remainder in the series, being concerned with the
archiepiscopal estates. It is included because of its importance and early date (from Saxon times).

The registers are 'out-letter books' containing copies of documents issued by or directly concerning the
Archbishops in their capacities as ordinary, metropolitan, and, until the Reformation, papal legates. In the see of
Canterbury the Archbishop was ordinary and the registers contain his institutions and ordinations. In addition he
exercised direct jurisdiction in the Peculiars which lay territorially in other dioceses. As metropolitan the
Archbishop had jurisdiction in his Province, and as such conducted visitations, administered sees during
vacancies, and took part in the election and consecration of bishops. He also held provincial ecclesiastical courts,
including the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, which explains the presence of the important series of medieval
wills in the registers. As head of the Province he presided over Convocation, and a substantial part of the registers
contains the records of this body. Finally, until the Reformation, the Archbishop was papal legate, in which
capacity he exercised jurisdiction over religious houses and, until the reign of Queen Mary, in Calais and the
neighbouring parts of Picardy in the diocese of Thérouanne.

The main types of documents contained in the registers are thus institutions, records of ordinations, of the
appointment of archbishops, bishops, and officers of the archbishops, of Convocation, of visitations, of the
administration of vacant sees, and occasional records of ecclesiastical courts, of which wills are the most
important. In addition there are records of the archbishops as great territorial magnates. For the history of
England in the middle ages and for the century following the Reformation the registers are one of the most
important of all sources, indispensable for the student of church history and of social, economic, political, legal,
and genealogical history.
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