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PATRICK ZUTSHI

The Publication of Entries in the Papal Registers concerning 
Great Britain and Ireland1

The starting point of the present paper is not the general opening of the Vatican 
Archives for historical research, normally dated to 1880–1881.2 Almost fifty 
years before this date, work had already begun on locating sources for British 
history to be found there.3 From 1823, the British government employed the 
Prefect of the Vatican Archives, Marino Marini, to supply transcripts from the 
papal registers. The forty-eight volumes of transcripts that he prepared (with a 
further two volumes of indexes) cover a wide chronological range, from 1216 
to 1759. They were initially stored in the State Paper Office, and in 1842 and 
1845 they were transferred on the instructions of the Home Secretary, Sir James 

 1 I am grateful to Michael Haren, Nicholas Vincent and Hanna Vorholt for their comments on a 
draft of this paper. For earlier treatments of the subject, see C. Burns, Ricerche nell’Archivio 
Vaticano sulla storia della Gran Bretagna e Irlanda, in: Archivio della Società Romana di Sto-
ria Patria 100 (1977), pp. 135–141; I. B. Cowan, British research in the Vatican Archives, in: 
P. Vian (Ed.), L’Archivio Segreto Vaticano e le ricerche storiche, Rome 1983, pp. 141–158; 
M. J. Haren, Vatican Archives as a historical source to c. 1530, in: Archivium Hibernicum 39 
(1984), pp. 3–12; J. Sayers , The Vatican Archives, the Papal Registers and Great Britain and 
Ireland. The foundations of historical research, in: P. Hoskin/C. Brooke/B. Dobson (Ed.), 
The Foundations of Medieval English Ecclesiastical History. Studies presented to David Smith, 
Woodbridge 2005, pp. 194–209. Two valuable surveys of the Vatican Archives with particular 
emphasis on British materials are L. Macfarlane, The Vatican Archives, with special reference 
to sources for British medieval history, in: Archives 4 (1959), pp. 29–44, 84–101; L. E. Boyle, 
A survey of the Vatican Archives and of its medieval holdings, Toronto 1972. All archival and 
manuscript sources cited in the footnotes are in the National Archives at Kew (formerly the 
Public Record Office), unless otherwise stated.

 2 See especially L. Pásztor, Per la storia dell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano nei secoli XIX–XX, in: 
AHP 17 (1979), pp. 367–423, at pp. 372–374; G. Martina, L’apertura dell’Archivio Vaticano: 
il significato di un centenario, in: AHP 19 (1981), pp. 239–307, at pp. 274f.; A. Esch, Leone 
XIII, l’apertura dell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano e la storiografia, in: C. Semeraro (Ed.), Leone 
XIII e gli studi storici, Città del Vaticano 2004, pp. 20–43; S. Pagano, Leone XIII e l’apertura 
dell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano, in: ibid., pp. 44–63, especially p. 57 and n. 30 for the date.

 3 For surveys of research using the Vatican Archives prior to the opening, see J. Rainer, 
Historische Forschungen in Rom vor der Öffnung des Vatikanischen Archivs, in: RHM 23 
(1981), pp. 181–193; Martina, Apertura (see note 2), pp. 258–274; O. Poncet , Les entre-
prises éditoriales liées aux archives du Saint-Siège, Collection de l’École Française de Rome 
318, Rome 2003, pp. 3–12; Esch, Leone XIII (see note 2), pp. 20–32.
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Graham, to the British Museum (now the British Library).4 This was done on 
the advice of Sir Frederic Madden, head of the manuscripts department at the 
British Museum. William Hamilton, Minister Plenipotentiary to the Kingdom 
of Naples, explained the background to the production of these transcripts in a 
letter of 19 November 1842 addressed to the Rev. Josiah Forshall, secretary of 
the British Museum, a copy of which is among the papers of Sir John Acton, 
first Lord Acton.5 It reads:

In reply to your obliging communication of the 17th. respecting ‘transcripts of the Pa-
pal Registers’, which have been otherwise called ‚Monumenta Vaticana‘, I have only 
to say, for the information of the Trustees of the British Museum, that I obtained 
permission from the Pope Leo XII to have these Papers transcribed from the Docu-
ments in the Vatican and elsewhere, in the year 1825, when on my return home from 
Naples, that I was much assisted in doing so by His Excellency the Chevalier Bunsen, 
that the Pope granted my request with the greatest readiness, acknowledging with 
courteous expressions the aid I had given my friend Canova, in recovering from the 
French Government in 1815, the pictures, statues, and other works of art, the spoils 
of Buonaparte in his early Italian Campaigns. On getting the Pope’s permission, to 
have extracts and copies made of the Papal Correspondence with England, preserved 
in the Vatican, I drew up and signed a regular treaty for the purpose with the Ab-
bate Marini, the Pope’s Arcivista [sic], by which he bound himself to have the whole 
copied; and submitted to the Chevalier Bunsen for collation with the originals, and 
I bound myself to give him a certain fixed remuneration, at so much per volume, 
and an allowance for life. When I came home the Government of the time, to whom 
I reported what I had done, acceded to my offer that they should take up my en-
gagement with the Abbate, – and in the course of about three years, the whole was 
completed. – Some of the early volumes were, as they were sent to me from Rome, 
submitted to the present Archbishop of Canterbury,6 who pronounced the contents to 
be highly interesting. The other volumes were sent direct to the Home Department. 
One of the Conditions between the Abbate Marini and me, was that the documents 
should not be published during his life or without his consent. This consent has long 
since been given, and I have made the same known to Mr. H. Hobhouse, Keeper of 
the State Papers, in whose custody they have now been for the last ten years or more. 
I think too that soon after the collection was completed, a Committee of three persons 

 4 See Catalogue of Additions to the Manuscripts in the British Museum in the years  
MDCCCXLI–MDCCCXLV, London 1850, pp. 1f. (Add. MSS. 15351–15400). A chrono-
logical index, prepared by Robert Lemon, is: British Library, Add. MS. 15401. See also 
O. Chadwick, Catholicism and History. The Opening of the Vatican Archives, Cambridge 
1978, pp. 24f.; C. Burns, Calendar of Papal Letters to Scotland of Clement VII of Avignon, 
1378–1394, Scottish History Society, 4th Series 12, Edinburgh 1976, p. XIX.

 5 Cambridge University Library, Add. MS. 8119/I/R117 (enclosed in Add. MS. 8119/I/R116, a 
letter of 13 January 1870 from Joseph Romilly to Acton). Hamilton’s letter is cited by Chad-
wick, Catholicism (see note 4), p. 146 n. 16.

 6 William Howley, archbishop of Canterbury 1828–1848.
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was appointed to examine the papers, but as I was not one of the three, I never knew 
what was the result of such examination or whether it ever took place.
The collection consists of 7.000 or 8.000 Documents: about half of that number I am 
told are of the period between Honorius III or IV and our Edward IV; these I am 
assured are in an uninterrupted series, – the other half are of later date, and with 
breaks in the series.
As far as I can form an opinion on Sir Frederic Madden’s suggestion, I see no objec-
tion whatever to their being transferred to the British Museum, and think indeed 
that that is the proper place for the preservation of Documents, which must be illus-
trative of many points in the history of the country.

There were fears that Marini’s transcripts were inaccurate and his selection of 
texts tendentious (in other words, that he omitted anything that might be in-
terpreted as discreditable to the papacy).7 However, there was no means of 
checking whether these fears were correct, since only the staff of the Archives 
had access to the original manuscripts.

The earliest evidence of an English scholar being given access to the Vati-
can Archives comes not long after the preparation of the Marini transcripts. 
Thomas Stapleton, a member of a prominent Roman Catholic family, wrote 
on 28 April 1832 to his mentor and fellow-Roman Catholic, John Gage Roke-
wood, literary director of the Society of Antiquaries, as follows:

I got admission to the papal Archivium for the purpose of examining the original 
registers of the Popes. They do not commence before the 13th century, but contain 
numerous documents, – here I found all my intended labours anticipated, Monsignor 
de Marini the Archivist has for several years been employed in transcribing every 
document relating to England from the registers, as far at least as the miserable in-
dexes would admit of. I collated his extracts with the originals and found them very 
correct; this valuable work he has now completed and appended to it a learned pref-
ace. The whole MSS [sic] has been sold to the English government and must now be 
in England.8

It seems clear from this letter that Stapleton gained access to the original regis-
ters of papal letters at a remarkably early date, even though he limited his study 
of them to checking the transcripts made by Marini and did not, as far as I am 
aware, publish anything deriving from them. In this last respect he contrasts 

 7 Chadwick, Catholicism (see note 4), pp. 25, 31. A similar charge could have been made 
against Augustin Theiner, Marini’s successor as Prefect, in his case the offending transcripts 
having been prepared for Johannes Janssen and Lord Acton: see Martina, Apertura (see 
note 2), pp. 265f.

 8 Cambridge University Library, Hengrave Hall Manuscripts, 21/4/139. I owe this reference to 
Professor Nicholas Vincent. On Stapleton see N. Vincent (Ed.), Norman Charters from Eng-
lish Sources: Archives, Antiquaries and the Rediscovery of the Anglo-Norman Past (in press).
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with the Prussian scholar Georg Heinrich Pertz, who first consulted the Vati-
can Archives about a decade before Stapledon.9

In the 1860’s the question of gaining access to the Vatican Archives ‚for Eng-
land‘ was again being aired. Among the principal proponents of such a scheme 
were Lord Romilly, who as Master of the Rolls has responsibility for the Public 
Record Office, the Roman Catholic historian Lord Acton, and Joseph Steven-
son, an editor employed by the Public Record Office and a convert to Roman 
Catholicism. Stevenson’s involvement is apparent from his correspondence 
with Acton, in which he advises Acton about a letter that Acton was in the 
process of writing to Romilly concerning research in the Vatican Archives.10 
That Acton struck the right note in this letter is apparent from Romilly’s reply 
of 26 September 1866:

I have long been very anxious to obtain for the students of history an account as ac-
curate as could be, of the documents contained in the Archives of the Vatican which I 
should expect to be the most valuable that could be examined, and I communicated 
on this subject with Dr. Russell the President of Maynooth11 … He has, I believe been 
using his utmost interest to obtain for England admission into the Vatican, but has 
not been able fully to accomplish his purpose, although he has had the countenance 
of the Pope and of Cardinal Antonelli.12 He was promised that if our Government 
would send to Rome a Roman Catholic Agent to ascertain what documents are in 
the Vatican relating to England he would be favourably received and every assist-
ance given to him. But upon more minute enquiry Dr. Russell found that such agent 
would not be allowed admission into the Secret Archives where the most curious and 
valuable papers are preserved without interest and a liberal expenditure of money. 
Upon finding this to be the case I abandoned at least for the time being all inten-
tions of applying to H. M. Government on the subject; but your letter had renewed 
my desire to obtain access to these papers & has induced me to believe that through 
your instrumentality it might be accomplished. I am therefore disposed to make an 
application to H. M. Government for this purpose: but before I do so I wish to know 
whether you could give me (approximately) a statement of what sum would prob-
ably be required for the purpose, you state a few hundreds; could it be done for 5 or 
6? I wish also to know whether you will permit me to make use of your letter to me 
in my application to the Treasury, and also to state that the Agent whom the Govern-
ment might send should receive your cooperation & assistance. If the Government 
entertained the proposal my advice would probably be asked concerning the person 
to be employed in which case I should consult you.13

 9 Rainer, Forschungen (see note 3), pp. 182f.; Esch, Leone XIII (see note 2), pp. 21–23.
 10 Stevenson’s letters are among Acton’s papers in Cambridge University Library, Add. MS. 

8119/I/S215–217.
 11 Charles William Russell (1812–1880), President of Maynooth College since 1857.
 12 Pope Pius IX and the Cardinal Giacomo Antonelli, Secretary of State.
 13 Cambridge University Library, Add. MS. 8119/I/115a (copy).
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This letter illustrates the difficulties faced by those wishing to promote a scheme 
for which the approval of both the papal and the British government was nec-
essary. Its contents are notably prescient. It was indeed a Roman Catholic, 
Joseph Stevenson, who was sent to Rome and his work was indeed financed 
by the British government. Stevenson was the first of a series of transcribers 
employed by the British government through the Public Record Office with a 
view to finding and copying documents of value to British history. He did not 
begin work until 1872, the year in which he was ordained, following the death 
of his wife. His mission was part of a wider programme of research promot-
ed by the British government in foreign archives, including those of Vienna, 
Venice and Simancas, and many French repositories.14 There is no evidence 
to support the fears of Rawdon Brown, who was responsible for the Venetian 
Calendar, that Lord Acton had attempted to divert funds from that venture to 
the Roman one.15

Stevenson concentrated on the reign of King Henry VIII. Somewhat opti-
mistically the terms of his appointment stated that he was to proceed from that 
point as far as James II, then Mr. Stevenson is to commence with the reign of 
William the Conqueror, … and proceed down to the end of the reign of Hen-
ry VII …16 In other words, he was to cover the years 1066–1688, a period of 
over six centuries. Stevenson was soon reporting that the quantity of material 
is overwhelmingly large, far exceeding what he had expected.17 He was given 
almost unlimited access to the Archives. It is quite remarkable that the papal 
authorities favoured an employee of a non-Roman Catholic government, ad-
mittedly a convert to Roman Catholicism, in this way. Although from 1877 
Elie Berger of the École Française de Rome was given access to the registers 
of Pope Innocent IV,18 Stevenson and the Norwegian scholar Peter Andreas 
Munch, who had worked in the Vatican Archives in 1859–1861, were appar-
ently the only scholars given such wide access before 1879.19 It was in this year 

 14 See R. A. Griff i ths/J. E. Law (Ed.), Rawdon Brown and the Anglo-Venetian Relationship, 
Stroud 2005; E. King, John Horace Round and the ‚Calendar of Documents preserved in 
France‘, in: R. Allen Brown (Ed.), Proceedings of the Battle Conference on Anglo-Norman 
Studies 4 (1981), pp. 93–103; Vincent, Norman Charters (see note 8). 

 15 Cf. R. A. Griff i ths , From private enterprise to public service. Rawdon Brown and the Vene-
tian Archives, in: Griff i ths/Law, Rawdon Brown (see note 14), pp. 73–97, at pp. 87f.

 16 Statement relative to Mr. Stevenson’s Employment at Rome, published in English and Italian in: 
Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of the Public Records 34 (1873), pp. 318f.

 17 Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of the Public Records 35 (1874), p. XIII.
 18 Poncet , Entreprises (see note 3), pp. 10f.
 19 See Chadwick, Catholicism (see note 4), pp. 76–86; H. Torp, Lo storico norvegese Peter An-

dreas Munch nell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano, 1858–1861, in: Vian, Archivio Segreto Vaticano 
(see note 1), pp. 5–22.
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that another celebrated scholar began work – Ludwig Pastor, who also was 
given relatively free access to the Archives.20

However, Stevenson’s work did not proceed smoothly in every respect, as is 
apparent from the correspondence of Thomas Duffus Hardy, Deputy Keeper 
of Public Records.21 Stevenson was criticised by a dissenting minister, the Rev. 
John Waddington, and by a clerk of the Foreign Office stationed in Rome, 
Henry Clarke Jervoise. Little weight was attached to Waddington’s criticism. 
As Lord Acton, who was consulted about both critics, courteously put it: 
Something was heard in the winter of a Mr. Waddington, who threw doubts on 
Stevenson’s fidelity; but he seems to have been inspired more with theological 
zeal than with suspicion founded on facts.22 Clarke Jervoise stated in a letter of 
23 June 1873 addressed to Lord Granville, Secretary of State for Foreign Af-
fairs:

I am told that original documents were placed before him and that he was allowed 
to make his own extracts: his papers were however retained, for examination, it was 
said, and have not been returned to him, as he had expected, but he has been fur-
nished instead with what purport to be copies made from his own notes, and he has 
not been allowed any opportunity of comparing these copies with the original docu-
ments or the transcript made by himself.
If this be the case there can be no security that Mr Stephenson’s [sic] notes have not 
been garbled …
The above incident is a further proof of the extreme jealousy with which these Ar-
chives are withheld from the light of an open and fair examination.

Clarke Jervoise’s suggestions were taken more seriously than were Wadding-
ton’s. Hardy made enquiries of Stevenson,23 and he was soon able to report to 
Lord Romilly, whom Lord Granville had consulted, in reassuring terms:

The copies which were kept from him have been delivered up to Sir Augustus Paget, 
our Minister in Rome … The Roman authorities have detained his notes and memo-

 20 See Rainer, Forschungen (see note 3), pp. 188f.; H. Schmidinger, Theodor von Sickel e 
Ludwig von Pastor quali protagonisti dell’apertura dell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano, in: Vian, 
Archivio Segreto Vaticano (see note 1), pp. 27–35; C. M. Grafinger, Anfänge der österreich-
ischen Forschung im Archivio Segreto Vaticano und in der Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, in: 
RHM 49 (2007), pp. 429–455, at pp. 432f.

 21 PRO 1/122. The individual letters in this file are not numbered, but they are grouped together 
according to year. To avoid confusion, I should mention that, in this and the following foot-
notes, PRO is the classmark of the section of the National Archives concerning the former 
Public Record Office’s own history, as described in: Guide to the Contents of the Public 
Record Office, vol. II, London 1963, pp. 241–243.

 22 Letter of Acton to Lord Granville of 8 August 1873, copy in: PRO 1/122.
 23 Letter of 2 December 1873, in: PRO 1/38 (non vidi).
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randa, not allowing anything but full copies to leave the archives, lest the notes might 
lead to false and dangerous conclusions.24

Stevenson resigned at the end of in 1876. It later emerged that not all the tran-
scripts that he had made had been consigned to the Public Record Office. After 
his death, some were in the possession of the Jesuit historian John Hungerford 
Pollen and others in the archives of the Archbishop of Westminster,25 and the 
Deputy keeper Henry Maxwell Lyte attempted to secure them for the Public 
Record Office. Stevenson was succeeded by William Henry Bliss. Like Ste-
venson, he was a convert to Roman Catholicism – a point of more than purely 
biographical interest, for there was some criticism in England of the use by the 
government of Roman Catholics for editorial projects. William Turnbull, yet 
another convert, who had been employed in the Public Record Office to pub-
lish diplomatic papers from the reign of Elizabeth I, resigned in 1860 as a result 
of pressure from the Protestant Alliance. Not content with this success, the 
Protestant Alliance later accused Turnbull of having illicitly removed certain 
items from the Public Record Office. This charge was wholly without founda-
tion. The authorities, aware of the strength of anti-Catholic feeling, declined in 
three cases to appoint Roman Catholics as editors.26 It was a curious twist that 
in 1863 Stevenson, just a few years after being appointed Turnbull’s successor, 
converted to Roman Catholicism. In the case of the Roman mission, there were 
compelling reasons for the employment of a Roman Catholic, for it is unlikely 
that the special conditions of work that Stevenson and Bliss enjoyed would 
have been extended to non-Catholics.

Bliss enjoyed similarly favourable conditions of work to those of Stevenson. 
He commented:

Not many Popes have received such favours from England as to induce them to be 
specially liberal in opening their Archives to Englishmen, but as a fact Englishmen 
have received permission to make research that has been denied to others.27

A change is evident in Bliss’ activities from 1880 onwards. In addition to tran-
scribing (through his own efforts or with the help of amanuenses) sixteenth-
century and later documents in Roman archives, he devoted considerable en-
ergy to examining the registers of papal letters of the thirteenth, fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, making summaries of many entries concerning Britain and 
Ireland. He described his work in some detail in successive Annual Reports of 

 24 Letter of 15 December 1873, in: PRO 1/122.
 25 A letter of W. H. Bliss to Maxwell Lyte of 9 December 1901 refers to these transcripts: 

PRO 1/144. See also Maxwell Lyte’s letter to Bliss of 10 November 1903 and Charles Johnson’s 
letter to Maxwell Lyte of 4 April 1904 in the same file.

 26 J. D. Cantwell , The Public Record Office 1838–1988, London 1991, pp. 192f., 217f., 253f.
 27 Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 46 (1885), p. 131.
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the Deputy Keeper of Public Records.28 His work was not greatly affected by 
the general opening of the Vatican Archives, but on the occasion of its twenty-
fifth anniversary he wrote:

When the Archives were opened by Leo XIII to all nations I was invited by Card. 
Hergenröther to come down and sit with the others instead of continuing to work in 
the upper rooms, in order to avoid the jealousy of the new-comers.29

One serious disadvantage of the work done by Marini, Stevenson and Bliss in 
the Vatican Archives was that it was not published – unlike, for instance, the 
documents edited by Rawdon Brown from Venetian and other north Italian 
archives, which by 1884 filled six volumes (in eight parts).30 In 1889 there were 
doubts about whether financial support for Bliss’ Roman mission would con-
tinue.31 The Deputy Keeper of Public Records, Henry Maxwell Lyte, visited 
Bliss in Rome32 and proposed a change in the programme of research in the 
Vatican Archives, which was accepted by the government: Bliss was now en-
trusted with the publication of entries in the papal registers concerning Britain 
and Ireland.33 The publication The Calendar of Papal Registers was to take the 
form of summaries in English.

In order to understand why this particular method of publication was 
adopted, we must consider the policy that Maxwell Lyte adopted very soon 
after becoming Deputy Keeper in 1886 concerning the publication of various 
series of registers of the English royal government, registers that begin at the 
end of the twelfth century and that take the form of rolls. The publications 
consisted of calendars (or summaries or abstracts) of the enrolled documents, 
for such was their number that publication in extenso was not a realistic pros-
pect. In this way, the Calendars of Patent Rolls, Close Rolls and other classes in 
the Public Record Office were initiated.34 The first volume of the Calendar of 

 28 See, for instance, the description of the Lateran Registers of Boniface IX in: Annual Report of 
the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 51 (1890), pp. 24–28. The first mention of this work is in: 
Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 41 (1880), p. 816.

 29 Letter of 3 December 1905 to Johnson, in: PRO 1/144.
 30 R. Brown (Ed.), State Papers and Manuscripts relating to English Affairs existing in the Ar-

chives and Collections of Venice and in other Libraries of Northern Italy, 6 voll., London 
1864–1884. A further thirty-two volumes were published from 1890 to 1947.

 31 See Bliss’ letter to Maxwell Lyte of 11 July 1889, in: PRO 1/144.
 32 Sir Reginald Welby of H. M. Treasury wrote humorously to Maxwell Lyte: The Treasury will 

approve the idea of your going to Rome (physically not religiously); letter of 11 March 1890, in: 
PRO 1/169.

 33 See Cantwell , Public Record Office (see note 26), p. 318. Maxwell Lyte referred to the scheme 
in: Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 51 (1890), p. 22; Annual Report of 
the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 52 (1891), p. 22.

 34 Maxwell Lyte announced his plans for the Calendar of Patent Rolls in: Annual Report of the 
Deputy Keeper of Public Records 49 (1888), p. XIV.
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Patent Rolls appeared in 1891, the first volume of the Calendar of Close Rolls 
the following year. In the case of each of these series of rolls, the attempt had 
previously been made to prepare calendars arranged according to the names 
of the places and persons to which the documents referred. The entries in the 
Close Rolls of 12 Henry III were published in this way in 1866, and the same 
occurred for the Close Rolls of 1–9 Edward I from 1881 onwards. In the con-
text of the theme of the present volume, this point deserves emphasis, for the 
method of publication was not dissimilar to that later devised for the Reperto-
rium Germanicum.35

Maxwell Lyte, however, abandoned this method. He favoured instead a cal-
endar which followed the order of the original rolls. As regards the English 
summary, Maxwell Lyte stated that 

considering the undesirability of encouraging students to refer directly to invaluable 
manuscripts, which must suffer from frequent handling, I have caused the abstracts 
in the Calendar to be made so full that in ordinary cases no further information can 
be obtained from the Rolls themselves.36

He prepared detailed instructions for those engaged on the Calendars of Patent 
and Close Rolls in order to ensure consistency of approach. Although calendars 
of English public records had been issued throughout the nineteenth century, 
the scale of the programme that Maxwell Lyte inaugurated was quite new, and 
his initiative resulted in the issue of large numbers of volumes in a short space 
of time.37

It was natural that Maxwell Lyte should adopt the same method of pub-
lication when it came to the very extensive series of registers in the Vatican 
Archives. In a letter of 11 June 1890 addressed to Bliss, Maxwell Lyte was quite 
specific about the model to be followed:

My idea is that this Calendar – or at any rate that part of it which will deal with the 
medieval Regesta – should be printed uniformly with a Calendar of the Patent Rolls 
which is now in the press. For this purpose I send you some sheets of this work as sam-
ples by which you will see that most of the entries on the Patent Rolls can be reduced 
to one or other of a certain number of formulae. I believe that most of the entries 

 35 The Rev. F. C. Hingeston-Randolph adopted a similar method of publication (but with the 
records printed in extenso) for the registers of the bishops of Exeter, the first volume of which 
appeared in 1889; see D. M. Smith, Guide to Bishops’ Registers of England and Wales, Lon-
don 1991, especially p. 77 (with some criticism of Hingeston-Randolph).

 36 Calendar of the Patent Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office: Edward III. A.D. 1327–
1330, London 1891, p. VII; Calendar of the Close Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office: 
Edward II. A.D. 1307–1313, London 1892, p. VII. 

 37 Cf. J. B. Post , Public Record Office publication: past performance and future prospects, in: 
G. H. Martin/P. Spufford (Ed.), The Records of the Nation, Woodbridge 1990, pp. 89–99, 
at p. 93.
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in the Regesta could be similarly treated, … The enclosed Calendar of the English, 
Scottish, and Irish entries on the first 131 pages of the first Register of Clement V. will 
give you some idea of the form in which I should like the Calendar to be prepared, 
although it probably contains many errors, due mainly to the fact that it has been 
made from the abstracts printed at the Vatican, instead of from the original MS.38

Maxwell Lyte prepared detailed instructions concerning the method of publi-
cation.39 The Preface to the first volume of the resulting Calendar of Entries in 
the Papal Registers relating to Great Britain and Ireland, in briefly describing 
the method of publication, refers specifically to the Calendars of Patent and 
Close Rolls.40

The work of Bliss on the Calendar can be traced in his correspondence with 
Maxwell Lyte, which survives in the National Archives.41 This correspondence 
documents in great detail the preparation and production of the Calendar. Bliss 
was not reluctant to inform Maxwell Lyte of the problems that he encountered; 
for instance, the unreliability of the Italian postal service, or the fact that the 
Abate Pressutti, the editor of the registers of Pope Honorius III (1216–1227), 
had ‚detained‘ one of these volumes (Vatican Archives, Reg. Vat. 13), so that 
Bliss could not see it.42

A considerable amount of criticism was directed at the first two volumes 
of the Calendar of Papal Letters. Bernard MacCarthy reviewed them very 
severely. His attacks on the Calendar43 were even taken up more than once 
in the House of Commons.44 Some of the criticism is justified. Bliss, for in-
stance, had difficulty in adequately calendaring the longer and more complex 
letters and overlooked many letters which ought to have been included. Bliss’ 
shortcomings were recognised at the time. Thus, Charles Trice Martin of the 
Public Record Office was involved in checking volume 1 before its issue,45 and 
Charles Johnson, also of the Public Record Office, assisted with the index to 
volume 2.46 Indeed, Bliss was no more satisfactory as an indexer than as an au-

 38 PRO 1/55, no. 194 (draft). Maxwell Lyte’s reference is to: Regestum Clementis Papae V ex 
Vaticanis architypis … cura et studio monachorum Ordinis Sancti Benedicti editum, which be-
gan to appear in Rome in 1885.

 39 PRO 1/55, no. 216 (30 June 1890); Sayers , Vatican Archives (see note 1), p. 197.
 40 W. H. Bliss , Calendar of Entries in the Papal Registers relating to Great Britain and Ireland. 

Papal Letters, vol. 1: 1198–1304, London 1894, p. IV.
 41 Principally in: PRO 1/144. The individual letters in this file are not numbered.
 42 Letter of Bliss of 25 January 1891, in: PRO 1/144. For the lack of space for readers in the Vati-

can Archives see below at n. 70.
 43 See especially B. MacCarthy, A Calendar of Papal Registers, in: Irish Ecclesiastical 

Record 16 (1895), pp. 329–343. There is much material concerning MacCarthy’s attacks in: 
PRO 1/144.

 44 See Sayers , Vatican Archives (see note 1), pp. 197–201.
 45 See his letter to Maxwell Lyte of 17 November 1892, in: PRO 4/10/18.
 46 Calendar of Entries in the Papal Registers. Papal Letters, vol. 2, London 1895, p. II.
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thor of calendars, and Maxwell Lyte stated that he had never allowed any of his 
indexes to be issued without independent revision.47 Following the appearance 
of volume 2, and perhaps influenced by the criticisms of Bliss’ work, Maxwell 
Lyte seems to have accepted that Bliss needed a collaborator in Rome in order 
to continue his work on the Calendar.48 Johnson arrived in Rome at the begin-
ning of the following year and assisted Bliss in various ways. He was jointly 
responsible for volume III. His letters to Maxwell Lyte show that he was of a 
rather different stamp from Bliss, taking an interest in German-language schol-
arship concerning the Vatican Registers.49

Maxwell Lyte was also looking for someone to work with Bliss in Rome in 
the longer term. There were three possible candidates, Michael A. Costello, 
who later assisted with the indexing of Irish names in the Calendar, the emi-
nent Oxford medievalist Reginald Lane Poole, who proved to be too expen-
sive, and Jesse Alfred Twemlow, who was appointed.50 Twemlow had studied at 
the Ecole des Chartes and had been recommended by Frederick York Powell, 
Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford.51 He began work in October 
1896.52 After meeting the Twemlows, Bliss reported to Maxwell Lyte: His wife 
is an active little Frenchwoman … He is a pleasant and bright man, but so 
Frenchified that I think he understands French more quickly than English.53 
Relations between the Bliss and Twemlow were to be far from cordial. Bliss 
was soon writing to Maxwell Lyte complaining of Twemlow’s slowness, among 
other faults.54 Twemlow’s letters to Maxwell Lyte do not paint a more favour-
able portrait of Bliss.55 Maxwell Lyte clearly found it difficult to supervise the 
work of two scholars who were meant to be collaborating, but failing to do so 
effectively, in distant Rome.56

Given that Bliss himself admitted that he worked too fast and made errors 
as a result, his criticism of Twemlow does not appear to be well founded, and 
there is no doubt that Twemlow was the more meticulous scholar of the two. 

 47 Quoted in a letter from Twemlow to Maxwell Lyte of 15 May 1900, in: PRO 1/160. Cf. above 
at n. 46.

 48 A letter of 17 November 1892 from C. T. Martin of the Public Record Office to Maxwell 
Lyte makes it clear that Martin had already been recruited to check Bliss’ work for volume 1: 
PRO 4/10/18.

 49 These letters also survive in: PRO 1/144. He was back in Rome in 1904, now looking for ad-
ditional materials concerning the reign of Elizabeth I.

 50 The relevant correspondence is in: PRO 1/144.
 51 See York Powell’s letter of 3 September 1895 to Maxwell Lyte in: PRO 1/160.
 52 See Twemlow’s letter to Maxwell Lyte of 9 November 1896 in: PRO 1/160.
 53 Letter of 2 November 1896, in: PRO 1/144.
 54 For example, letters of 8 and 15 November 1896, in: PRO 1/144.
 55 Twemlow’s correspondence with Maxwell Lyte survives in: PRO 1/160. The individual letters 

in this file are not numbered, nor on the whole are they kept in chronological order.
 56 See, for instance, his exasperated letter of 15 February 1900 to Twemlow in: PRO 1/160.
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A long letter from Twemlow to Maxwell Lyte of 14 May 1897 makes clear how 
much revision of Bliss’ work was needed.57 It was perhaps fortunate that with 
the appearance of volume V in 1904 the involvement of Bliss in the Calendar 
largely ceased and he returned to transcribing post-medieval records in the 
Vatican Archives and elsewhere.

Maxwell Lyte recognised the improvements brought by Twemlow to the 
Calendar. Nonetheless, to judge from his correspondence with Twemlow, his 
relations with him were less cordial than with Bliss. He constantly complained 
about one or other of Twemlow’s alleged failings, especially his slow rate of 
progress. Twemlow made various proposals for improvements in the edito-
rial method of the calendar. He suggested, for instance, with reference to the 
litterae secretae of Eugenius IV that they should be printed in Latin and in 
chronological order.58 These suggestions and most of his other proposals were 
not adopted by Maxwell Lyte.

Bliss, Johnson and Twemlow, were responsible for fourteen volumes of the 
Calendar containing papal letters, based on the Vatican and Lateran Registers 
and covering the years 1198–1492. Twemlow was the sole editor of most of the 
these volumes. Bliss was responsible for one volume containing petitions to the 
pope, based on the Registers of Supplications.59 A letter of Bliss implies that a 
second volume was in preparation,60 but it never appeared. All these volumes 
were published under the auspices of the Public Record Office between 1894 
and 1960.

In 1947 the Public Record Office relinquished responsibility for all Calen-
dars that did not concern its own holdings, including the Calendar of Papal 
Registers, although, as we have seen, the last volume published under its ae-
gis did not appear until 1960. Harold Cottam Johnson of the Public Record 
Office, writing to Rev. Aubrey Gwynn, S. J., in 1951 proposed that the Irish 
Manuscript Commission should take over editorial responsibility for the se-
ries.61 It is very fortunate that the Commission was willing to do so. It was 

 57 In: PRO 1/160.
 58 Letter of 26 May 1906 in PRO 1/160. See also his letter of 2 March 1897 in the same file.
 59 Calendar of Entries in the Papal Registers relating to Great Britain and Ireland: Petitions to the 

Pope, vol. 1, London 1897.
 60 Letter of 9 November 1902 to Maxwell Lyte, in: PRO 1/144: I hope the Volume of MS Calen-

dar of Petitions, following the printed one, has been found.
 61 Letter of 10 April 1951, in: PRO 1/1251: We decided in 1947 that we should have to suspend the 

calendars of foreign archives relating to Great Britain and to devote our limited funds, printing 
facilities and editorial resources entirely to the publication of the Records in our own custody. 
This decision was taken reluctantly, particularly in view of the great value, as we were assured, 
our Calendars of Foreign archives possessed for students. We were particularly sorry to bring to 
an end the Calendar of Papal Registers, which we would like to have continued at least to the 
year 1534, possibly to 1558 … It seems to us desirable that the continuation should form part of 
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initially envisaged that Her Majesty’s Stationery Office would continue as the 
publisher, but eventually the Irish Manuscripts Commission assumed this role 
as well. The British Academy and more recently other bodies have provided 
additional financial support. In the revived series, six volumes, published in 
seven parts, have so far appeared, covering the years 1484–1521 and prepared 
by Michael Haren and Anne Fuller.62 These volumes of the Calendar display 
a number of editorial improvements vis-à-vis the earlier ones; for instance, the 
dating of letters according to the modern calendar (in addition to the Roman) 
and the provision of introductions, which discuss, among other matters, the 
processes by which papal letters were issued and the legal significance of the 
various clauses contained in them. There are now chronological indexes and 
indexes of incipits, fuller subject indexes than hitherto, and indexes of persons 
and places which identify British and Irish place-names (often garbled in the 
registers). The summary is more detailed and takes full account of the various 
legal clauses, which are crucial to an understanding of the letters. Also included 
are letters from the lost Lateran Registers when their contents are indicated 
in the extant tables of contents (the so-called rubricellae).63 It is intended that 
the series should continue until 1534. Mrs Fuller’s second volume covering 
the remaining Lateran Registers of Leo X is expected to appear soon, while 
Dr Haren is working on the registers of Adrian VI and Clement VII.

The Calendar of Papal Registers is the most frequently cited and the most 
substantial of the publications with which this paper is concerned. To a great 
extent the ground it covers – or rather the ground it does not cover – has de-
termined the nature of the other publications of sources for British history in 
the Vatican Archives. I have mentioned that the Calendar of Papal Registers 
included one volume of petitions to the pope. This was published in 1897 and 
covers the years 1342 (when the registers begin) to 1419. Annie Dunlop (née 
Cameron) and several other scholars set about publishing the later Scottish 
petitions to the pope in the Calendar of Scottish Supplications to Rome, the first 
volume appearing in 1934. The Scottish History Society published the first three 
volumes, the University of Glasgow (through the Scottish Academic Press) the 

the present series and should be similar in format and plan. A joint publication with the Irish 
Historical [sic] Manuscripts Commission would be very favourably considered; especially in 
view of the preponderance of Irish business. PRO 1/1251 and PRO 1/1350 are files concern-
ing negotiations between the Public Record Office and the Irish Manuscripts Commission, 
1951–1952.

 62 The overlap with the first series is to be explained by the fact that the last volume of this series 
(vol. 14) covers all the Vatican Registers of Innocent VIII and the Lateran Registers of 1 In-
nocent VIII, while the first volume of the revived series (vol. 15) covers the remaining Lateran 
Registers of Innocent VIII.

 63 Cf. L. Macfarlane, The centenary of the Calendars, in: Calendar of Entries in the Papal Reg-
isters relating to Great Britain and Ireland: Papal Letters, vol. 7, I, pp. VII–IX.
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following two, covering the period to 1471.64 A sixth volume, by James Kirk 
and Roland Tanner, is in preparation. Annie Cameron also published fifteenth-
century cameral sources concerning Scottish benefices,65 the only volume of 
its type for any part of the British Isles, although earlier Michael A. Costello 
had begun to publish records of the annates payable from Irish benefices,66 
and William Edward Lunt edited the financial accounts of fourteenth-century 
papal collectors in England.67

Historians have frequently lamented the fact that the Calendar of Papal 
Registers completely ignored the Avignon Registers.68 Bliss was well aware that 
the Avignon Registers were the original registers from which most of the four-
teenth-century Vatican Registers were copied. He was also aware that from the 
pontificate of Innocent VI (1352–1362) onwards not all the letters in the Avi-
gnon series were copied into the Vatican series, something that Heinrich Deni-
fle had pointed out to him.69 Because of lack of space, it was not possible for a 
reader to consult more than one volume at a time in the Vatican Archives, and 
this presumably rendered impracticable a publication based on both series of 
registers.70 There were plans to publish a supplement to the first three volumes 

 64 E. R. Lindsay/A. I. Cameron (A. I. Dunlop)/I. B. Cowan, Calendar of Scottish Sup-
plications to Rome, 3 voll., Scottish History Society 3rd Series 23, 48, 4th Series 7, Edinburgh 
1934–1970, for the years 1418–1432; I. B. Cowan/J. Kirk, Calendar of Scottish Supplications 
to Rome, 2 voll., University of Glasgow, 1982–1997, for the years 1431–1471.

 65 A.I. Cameron, The Apostolic Camera and Scottish Benefices, 1418–1488, St Andrews Uni-
versity Publications 35, Oxford 1934.

 66 M. A. Costel lo, De annatis Hiberniae, vol. 1: Ulster, Dundalk 1909. By way of appendices, 
Costello included much material from the registers of papal letteres. The publications concern-
ing annates that continue Costello’s work are listed in: Boyle, Survey (see note 1), p. 195, 
to which may be added: M. A. Bolster, Obligationes pro annatis diocesis Corcagiensis, in: 
Archivium Hibernicum 19 (1970), pp. 1–31; J. Coombes, Obligationes pro annatis diocesis 
Rossensis, ibid., pp. 33–48.

 67 W. E. Lunt (Ed.), Accounts rendered by papal collectors in England, 1317–1378, Memoirs of 
the American Philosophical Society 70, Philadelphia 1968.

 68 E.g., P. N. R. Zutshi , The letters of the Avignon popes: a source for the study of Anglo-papal 
relations and of English ecclesiastical history, in: M. Jones/M. Vale  (Ed.), England and her 
Neighbours, 1066–1453. Essays in honour of Pierre Chaplais, London and Ronceverte 1989, 
pp. 259–275, at pp. 261f.

 69 See Annual Report of the Deputy Keeper of Public Records 48 (1887), p. 643; a memorandum 
of 18 December 1891; and letters from Bliss to Maxwell Lyte of 2 November 1894 and 12 Feb. 
1903 (the last three all in: PRO 1/144).

 70 Bliss wrote to Maxwell Lyte on 30 January 1893: As the space allotted to each reader in the ar-
chives is no more than two feet, collation of two volumes of registers in not possible (PRO 1/144). 
Bliss later pointed out that lack of space made it difficult to compare the registers with printed 
works: letter to Maxwell Lyte of 7 October 1896, ibid. This provides a partial explanation, al-
though by no means a sufficient excuse, for the failure of Bliss’ first volume to use earlier publi-
cations of the papal registers, notably the various editions for Innocent III (the most accessible 
being that printed in the Patrologia Latina), Pressutt i ’s for Honorius III (the first volume of 
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of the Calendar (to 1362), a volume which would have included those letters 
of Innocent VI in the Avignon Registers which were not copied into the Vati-
can Registers and therefore excluded from volume 3 of the Calendar.71 Later 
Charles George Crump of the Public Record Office proposed the publication 
of entries in the Avignon Registers concerning Great Britain and Ireland, be-
ginning with John XXII.72 Neither of these plans reached fruition, although 
Crump’s memorandum was marked approved by Maxwell Lyte.

This deficiency in the Calendar of Papal Letters has been partly remedied 
by the massive series of calendars of lettres communes of the Avignon popes 
published by the École Française de Rome, which is based principally on the 
Avignon Registers. The series does not extend into the Great Schism, but the 
registers of the Avignon popes in this period are of especial interest for Scot-
tish history, because the kingdom of Scotland, unlike England, was part of the 
obedience of Avignon. It is therefore very appropriate that calendars of letters 
of Clement VII73 and Benedict XIII74 concerning Scotland should have been 
prepared.

Scottish scholars have been pioneers in research in two distinct archives 
which have been transferred to the Archivio Segreto Vaticano, those of the 
Rota and the Apostolic Penitentiary. The Scottish entries in these archives have 
been identified and photocopied or microfilmed. The Manualia of the Rota 
from 1464 (when they begin) until the abolition of papal jurisdiction in Scot-
land contain 374 Scottish cases. James Robertson is planning to publish the 
Scottish cases from the Manualia and the other record series of the Rota in the 
form of summaries with full indexes.75 As far as I am aware, the publication 

which appeared in 1885), Berger’s for Innocent IV (which began to appear in 1884), Prou’s 
for Honorius IV (1886–1888), Langlois’ for Nicholas IV (1887–1893), and A. Theiner (Ed.), 
Vetera Monumenta Hibernorum et Scotorum Historiam illustrantia, Rome 1864. However, all 
these works are cited in the Preface to Bliss ,  Calendar (see note 40), vol. 1.

 71 See the undated memorandum Supplement to Vols. I–III. Papal Letters, letters of 26 Au-
gust 1896 and 12 Feb. 1903 from Bliss to Maxwell Lyte, all in: PRO 1/144; and a letter from 
Twemlow to Maxwell Lyte of 3 April 1900, in: PRO 1/160. A draft letter of 25 April 1898 in 
PRO 1/160 from Maxwell Lyte to Twemlow concerns my scheme for the revision of Vols I and 
II of the Calendar of Papal Letters.

 72 Memorandum of 1 November 1908: PRO 4/10, no. 32.
 73 Burns, Calendar Clement VII (see note 4). Cf. also idem, Papal letters of Clement VII of 

Avignon (1379–1394) relating to Ireland and England, in: Collectanea Hibernica 24 (1982), 
pp. 7–44.

 74 F. McGurk, Calendar of Papal Letters to Scotland of Benedict XIII of Avignon, 1394–1419, 
Scottish History Society 4th Series 13, Edinburgh 1976. The latest letters in this volume are 
dated 1 January 1419.

 75 J. J. Robertson, Scottish legal research in the Vatican Archives: a preliminary report, in: Ren-
aissance Studies 2 (1988), pp. 339–346; idem, The Canon law vehicle of civilian influence with 
particular reference to Scotland, in: D. L. Carey Mil ler/R. Zimmermann (Ed.), The Civil-
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of the petitions from Scotland in the registers of the penitentiary is not so far 
advanced.76

Since they became available for research in 1983, there has been consider-
able interest in the registers of supplications of the penitentiary, largely as a 
result of the work of Ludwig Schmugge and his collaborators.77 This applies to 
England and Wales as well as to Scotland. Peter Clarke and I have located and 
transcribed the petitions – over 4.000 of them – from the ecclesiastical prov-
inces of Canterbury and York (that is to say, from England and Wales) in the 
fifteenth century registers. This material will be published, by the Canterbury 
and York Society, in the form of full transcripts of the more individual petitions 
and summaries in English of the more formulaic ones. It is planned to submit 
the work to the publisher in August 2011. Once these volumes are finished, we 
hope to continue the process of locating, transcribing and publishing petitions 
from England and Wales for the sixteenth century, that is, as far as the reign of 
Queen Mary (d. 1558).

A number of distinctive features of the study and publication of entries in the 
papal registers concerning Great Britain and Ireland emerge from the forego-
ing account. One is the pioneering work done by Scottish scholars in a number 
series that had hitherto received relatively little attention: the registers of peti-
tions, the records of the apostolic chamber, the registers of the penitentiary, and 
the manuals of the Rota. Another is that the most popular means of publication 
has been to calendar – that is, to summarise the contents of – the documents, in 
the English language, in contrast to the continental practice of either printing 
the entries in full or providing a summary in Latin. This method of calendar-
ing, as we have seen, reflects the policy adopted by the Public Record Office 
in the publication of its own registers (or rolls) – an approach that was widely 
followed by British scholars in the case of records outside the Public Record 
Office, for instance, episcopal registers. The failure in the English-speaking 
world to maintain Latin as a requirement for advanced study in the humanities 

ian Tradition and Scots Law, Berlin 1997, pp. 117–133. It is remarkable that for the same period 
there are only twenty English cases in the Manualia: Robertson, Canon law (see above in this 
note), p. 122.

 76 For a survey of this material, see J. P. Foggie, Archivum Sacrae Poenitentiariae Apostolicae 
in the Vatican Archives as a source for Scottish historians, in: The Innes Review 47 (1996), 
pp. 110–126.

 77 See especially L. Schmugge, Kirche Kinder Karrieren: Päpstliche Dispense von der unehe-
lichen Geburt im Spätmittelalter, Zürich 1995; L. Schmugge/P. Hersperger/B. Wiggen-
hauser, Die Supplikenregister der päpstlichen Pönitentiarie aus der Zeit Pius’ II. (1458–1464), 
Bibliothek des Deutschen Historischen Instituts in Rom 84, Tübingen 1996; Repertorium 
Poenitentiariae Germanicum, voll. 1–6, Tübingen 1996–2005, covering the pontificates of Eu-
genius IV, Nicholas V, Calixtus III, Pius II, Paul II and Sixtus IV; L. Schmugge, Ehen vor 
Gericht. Paare der Renaissance vor dem Papst, Berlin 2008.
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means that these publications are much more accessible today than if they had 
been appeared in Latin. Finally, I should mention one further respect in which 
the British and Irish experience differs from that of most other European coun-
tries: The publication of materials concerning Great Britain and Ireland from 
the Vatican Archives has never been the responsibility of a national research 
institute in Rome. The Calendar of Papal Registers was promoted by the Pub-
lic Record Office and financed by the British government. Most of the other 
ventures have been more or less private in character, that is, the result of the 
initiatives of individual scholars. When after the Second World War the Pub-
lic Record Office wished to give up its involvement in the Calendar of Papal 
Registers, it invited the British School at Rome to take over responsibility for 
the publication. However, the British School, which is primarily an institute 
for archaeology and the fine arts, declined to do so.78 It would be interesting to 
speculate on how the development both of the School and of British research 
in the Vatican Archives might have been affected if the response had been posi-
tive – but that is beyond the scope of this essay.

 78 Sayers , Vatican Archives (see note 1), p. 203.




