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Lay Literacy in England, 1100-1300 

NICHOLAS ORME 

The ancient notion of three estates with distinctive functions 
was well known in medieval England. The clergy prayed, the 
knights fought, and the peasants laboured. In this tripartite 
scheme, literacy was seen as the distinctive skill of ecclesi-
astics; indeed, in the French and English languages, the 
word 'clergy' meant not only clerks but written learning. 
Those who practised it were clerks, and 'lay' was a synonym 
for 'illiterate'.1 Such ideas had a relationship to real social 
conditions. They could not have endured without some basis 
of fact, and it is impossible to disbelieve them completely. 
Equally, we know that they fail to express the whole truth 
about a complex state of affairs. Even in medieval times some 
laymen and women were recognized by ecclesiastical writers 
as having literary skills, and since the 1930s modern his-
torians have drawn attention to more and more such 
people: knights, ladies, citizens, and country-dwellers.2 It is 
now widely accepted that many of the English laity were 
either literate or involved in literary activities between 11 oo 
and 1300, and it is likely that the number grew significantly 
during the period. 

1 Louise W. Stone, W. Rothwell, and T. B. W. Reid (eds.), Anglo-Norman Dictionary 
(7 fascs.; London, 1977-g2), s.v. clergi,e, clerk, lai;J. A. Simpson and E. S. C. Weiner 
(eds.), Oxfard English Dictionary (2nd edn., 20 vols.; Oxford, 1989), s.v. clergy (5), 
clerk (2a, 4a, 5), lay (3). 

2 Relevant works include V. H. Galbraith, 'The Literacy of the Medieval English 
Kings', Proceedings of the British Academy, 21 (1935), 201-38;]. W. Thompson, The 
Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages (University of California Publications in Educa-
tion, 9; Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1939); H. G. Richardson and G. 0. Sayles, The 
Guucrnance of Medieval England (Edinburgh, 1963), 265-84; K B. McFarlane, 
The Noflility of Later Medieval England ( Oxford, 1973); M. B. Parkes, 'The Literacy of 
the Laity", in D. Daiches and A. Thorlby (eds.), Literature and Civilisation: The 
Medieval Warld (London, 1973), 555-77; N. Orme, English Schools in the Middle Ages 
(London, 1973); R V. Turner, 'The Miles Literatus in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-
Century England: How Rare a Phenomenon?', American Historical Review, 83 
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Defining people's literacy is a difficult matter. Writers 
of Latin in medieval England inherited the classical word 
lit(t)eratus, meaning 'literate' or 'a literate person', with its 
counterpart illiteratus. A corresponding word in Anglo-
Norman French, lettré, is found by the end of the twelfth 
century, and (somewhat later, in the fourteenth century) 
lettred and unlettred appear in English, followed by literate and 
illiterate in the fifteenth. 3 In all these languages, however, the 
words were employed rhetorically and variably as well as 
precisely and legally. Much depended on the literary con-
text. Litteratus, as well as meaning 'literate' in contrast to 
'illiterate', could be used to describe a cleric as opposed to a 
layman, or a choir monk as distinct from a lay brother. At 
other times it could mean the opposite: a literate layman who 
was not a cleric, but shared with the clergy their stereotyped 
ability to read. The word could also imply a standard of 
learning, and medieval writers sometimes referred disparag-
ingly to people they disliked as illiterati. Roger, Bishop of 
Salisbury (1103-39), Abbot Ording of Bury St Edmunds 
(1193-1205) and Ralph Nevill, Bishop of Chichester (1224-
44) were all accused in this way by hostile witnesses.4 None is 
likely to have been absolutely illiterate. Rather, their critics 
were asserting that they were less learned than they should 
have been. 

Naturally, those who were literate varied in their literary 
abilities. Dr M. B. Parkes, in an influential article published 
in 1973, distinguished between the scholar or professional 
man of letters, the cultivated reader who used books for 
recreation, and the pragmatic reader who read or wrote in 
the course of transacting his business. 5 These distinctions 
are helpful in suggesting the range of literary expertise and 
(1978), 928-45; M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England I066-z307 
(London, 1979; 2nd edn., Oxford, 1993, with recent bibliography); B. Stock, The 
Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and 
Twelfth Centuries (Princeton, 1983); N. Orme, From Childhood to Chivalry: The Educa-
tion of the English Kings and Aristocracy, zo6~z530 (London, 1984); N. Orme, 
Education and Society in Medieval and Renaissance England (London, 1989); and Carol 
M. Meale (ed.), Women and Literature in Britain, II50-z500 (Cambridge, 1993). 

3 Clanchy, From Memury to Written Record, 226-30; Stone et al. (eds.), AngurNorman 
Dictionary s.v.; Oxford English Dictionary s.v. 

4 Clanchy, From Memury to Written Record, 22g-30. 
5 Parkes, 'Literacy of the Laity', 555. 
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activities, but they fail to do justice to the variety that existed. 
Everyone's literacy was individual, and setting up simple dis-
tinguishing categories can be misleading. Many people must 
have been both 'cultivated' and 'pragmatic' readers, depend-
ing on the occasion, and surviving evidence about the one 
does not rule out the possibility of the other. There were also 
linguistic differences. Three languages were written in medi-
eval England-Latin, French, and English-causing further 
variation, depending on how many one knew and how far. 
There were those who could read but not write, those who 
did both, and those who could but did not. Kings, noblemen, 
and their wives might prefer to be read to and to dictate their 
writings, because it was easier or accorded better with their 
status and life-styles. Beyond the 'pragmatic reader' who 
could understand what he read, there were those who could 
pronounce a written text but not understand it, and those 
who used books for devotion by contemplating the letters as 
icons without being able to pronounce them. 6 So there was 
not a clear distinction between the literate and the illiterate. 
And even the illiterate, as Dr Michael Clanchy has shown 
in his fundamental study of literacy in medieval England, 
were not necessarily out of touch with literature. They could 
possess written documents and be present when reading 
went on.7 

Some variations in people's literacy were related to their 
sex, rank, and occupation; certainly, surviving records tell us 
more about certain social groups than others. The evidence 
about literacy in medieval England relates to at least four 
major categories: the male aristocracy, encompassing every-
one from the king through the magnates down to ordinary 
landed or household knights; the female aristocracy across 
the same range; townsmen; and countrymen. Kings and 
noblemen are particularly well favoured with records of their 
literacy, including some of the oldest references. The first 
great description of the English aristocracy, in Bede's Ecdesi-
astical History, already contains accounts of two seventh-
century kings, Sigeberht of the East Angles and Aldfrith of 
the Northumbrians, who came to the throne having been in 

6 Below, n. 68. 7 Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, chs. 2, 6-10. 
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close contact with clergy.8 Aldfrith (685-704), whom Bede 
informs us was able to read Latin, is the first clear English 
example of a literate layman. The next great portrayal of the 
class, the poem Beowulfwritten in the eighth century, does 
not feature literate noblemen, though its heroes are wise, 
eloquent, and good-mannered as well as brave and skilled in 
war. Beowulf, however, is a historical story about earlier times 
which are deliberately depicted as different from that of the 
audience, and it may already have been out of step with 
aristocratic education. Indeed, the story was probably written 
down for a king or lay nobleman to possess and read or hear 
read. By the early tenth century, the historian Asser was 
praising Alfred the Great as a literate king who encouraged 
literacy among his nobility,9 and by the twelfth century 
(when large numbers of literary works survive) there is a 
corresponding increase of writers who recommend literacy 
as a useful and even a necessary attribute of kings and noble-
men. The famous dictum that an illiterate king is a crowned 
ass ( rex illiteratus, asinus coronatus) is recorded by William of 
Malmesbury in about 1125 and by several English writers 
after him.10 John of Salisbury wrote in his Policraticus (before 
1159) that the king should be able to read the laws (though 
he envisaged illiterate monarchs being given good advice), 
and he mentioned with approval an opinion that king's chil-
dren should be educated in liberal studies. 11 Shortly after-
wards, the Archbishop of Rouen gave similar counsel to 
Henry II that his eldest son Henry should have a literary 
education.12 With regard to the lesser aristocracy, Peter 
Alfonsi in his Disciplina Clericalis (written in Spain before 
1140 but translated into Anglo-Norman by about 1200), 
wrote that knights should be versed in letters, and not merely 

8 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English Peopk, ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. 
Mynors (Oxford, 1991), 268-g (bk. 3, chs. 15, 18), 430-1 (bk. 4, eh. 26); 
B. Colgrave (ed.), Two Lives of St Cuthbert (Cambridge, 1940), 237 (Bede's Life, 
eh. 24). 

9 Asser's Life of King Alfred, ed. W. H. Stevenson (Oxford, 1959), 21, 58-60, 67, 
73, 75. 

10 Galbraith, 'The Literacy of the Medieval English Kings', 212-13. 
11 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, ed. C. C.J. Webb (2 vols., Oxford, 1909), i. 524 

(bk. iv, eh. vi). 
12 J.P. Migne (ed.), Patrologia Latina, 207 (Paris, 1855), col. 210. 
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so but in all the seven liberal arts.13 By the 1180s, the Anglo-
Norman poet Hue de Rotelande made the hero of his poem 
Ipomedon a nobleman who could read, and added the signifi-
cant observation that a man was better thought of if he had 
mastered clergie or literacy.14 

There were certainly opportunities for young printes and 
noblemen to learn letters in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. At this time, most noble education still had a domestic 
setting. Boys grew up in their parents' households and were 
sent away as they grew older, for longer or shorter periods, to 
be educated in the households of other lay noblemen or 
clerics such as bishops and abbots.15 Town schools existed in 
England by the late eleventh century, but their role is less 
clear in relation to the nobility. They took in noble youths 
requiring a good literary training for the Church, but we do 
not know how far they catered for boys intending to become 
knights.16 The sons of kings and great lay magnates who were 
expected to grow up as laymen are usually mentioned being 
reared in households under the care of a magister or 
pedagogus. Sometimes this person was a layman of knightly 
rank and sometimes a cleric, but in either case he seems 
primarily to have taught only his pupil since he is always 
called the magister of a specific person, not of a whole school 
like a schoolmaster ( magister scolarum) .17 Some modern his-
torians, including H. G. Richardson, G. 0. Sayles, and R. W. 
Turner, have implied that these household magistri were 
literate men capable of teaching letters.18 This may or may 
not be true. Magistri in romances are often knights praised 
for their physical prowess and courtesy rather than their 
scholarship: thus Sabot, the master in the Anglo-Norman 
romance Boeve de Haumtone, is characterized as a rich, strong, 

18 E. Hermes (ed.), The Disciplina Clericalis of Petrus Alfonsi (London, 1977), 113-
15. 

14 E. Kolbing and E. Koschwitz (eds.), Hue de Rntelande's Ipomedon (Breslau, 
1889), lines 194-212. 

15 On what follows, see Orme, From Childhood to Chivalry, chs. 1-2. 
16 Ibid. 67. 
17 Ibid. 18-26. Professor F. Barlow, William Rujits (London, 1983), 18-20, iden-

tifies the lay and clerical status of these early magistri in a different way from me. 
18 Richardson and Sayles, The Governance of Medieval Engl.and, 272-3; Turner, 

'The Miles Literatus in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century England', 935. 
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and warlike knight ( chevaler Ju riches, fort et combataunt) .19 

Often, the magister's duties may have been the general ones 
of protecting and supervising the boy, or have centred on 
non-literary matters such as manners and physical skills. 
Some may have taught letters ( especially if they were clerics), 
or a separate teacher may have been brought in for the 
purpose like Matthew, doctor ducis, who appears to have done 
this task for the young Duke Henry (later Henry II) in the 
114os.20 But it is probably unwise to assume that the masters 
of noble boys were literary teachers when no specific evi-
dence survives to this effect. 

Explicit references to noble boys like Henry II learning to 
read as a prelude to a lay career are very rare in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries. This is a problem of evidence, and 
does not tell us that such boys were not taught literary skills. 
At least a few are likely to have been taught to quite a high 
degree, because they were intended to become clergy but 
never achieved the aim, due to lack of vocation or a recall to 
secular duties because of the deaths of their elder brothers. 
Aldfrith's career was of this kind, and there must have been 
other examples in later Anglo-Saxon and Norman times. 
Such cases become more visible after 1200, when more bio-
graphical records survive. Gilbert Marshal, the third son of 
the great William Marshal, who was born in about 1200, was 
trained to become a cleric and held benefices. Eventually, 
however, he inherited the earldom of Pembroke in 1234, 
married, and adopted a secular way of life.21 Thomas de 
Clare, a younger son of the Earl of Gloucester, studied at 
Oxford in the 1250s but was later knighted and followed a 
military career in Ireland.22 Edmund Mortimer, son of a 
Welsh Marcher baron, passed several years at Oxford in the 
1270s and held benefices, but abandoned clerical life in 

19 A. Stimming (ed.), B()(fl)e de Haumtone (Halle, 1899), 10, lines 223-5. 
20 H. G. Richardson, 'The Letters and Charters of Eleanor of Aquitaine', English 

Historical Review, 74 (1959), 193-7. 
21 G. E. Cockayne, The Complete Peerage, ed. V. Gibbs etaL (13 vols. in 14; London, 

1910-59), x. 371-4; Matthew Paris, ChronicaMaiora, ed. H. R. Luard (7 vols., Rolls 
Series, London, 1872-84), iv. 135. 

22 A. B. Emden, A Biographical Register of the University of Oxfurd to A.D. I 500 (3 
vols., Oxford, 1957-g), i. 425. 
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1282 on the death of his elder brother and duly inherited 
the family barony. 23 

In general, however, much more is recorded in this period 
about the literacy of adults than the education of children, 
and recent historians have collected many casual references 
to such expertise from contemporary writers. In the twelfth 
century, several noblemen are credited with a knowledge of 
letters: Henry I, his son Robert Earl of Gloucester, the 
Beaumont brothers Waleran Count of Meulan and Robert 
Earl of Leicester, and the baronial Brian Fitz-Count. 24 Brian, 
indeed, is said to have written a manifesto on behalf of the 
Empress Matilda, and a letter on the same subject survives 
that is attributed to him. Other allusions throw light on one 
or two lesser noblemen such as Walter Espec, a York.shire 
landlord, who possessed a Latin text of Geoffrey of 
Monmouth's British history by 1139, and the unnamed miles 
litteratus from south Wales who liked to compose Latin verses 
extempore with a companion as a recreation. This man, 
described by Gerald of Wales and apparently alive in the 
second half of the twelfth century, had perhaps received a 
grammar-school education. 25 In the early and mid-twelfth 
century much of this literacy must have involved the reading 
and understanding of Latin. Boys were taught to read via the 
Latin alphabet-a custom which endured until the end of 
the Middle Ages-and they appear to have got their early 
reading practice from Latin liturgical books like the psalter. 
They were thus enabled to understand the Latin liturgy, 
Latin documents like charters, and Latin literature such as 
chronicles and saints' lives. 

Latin, however, was a difficult language to learn even for 
French-speakers and much more so for English ones. During 
the later twelfth century, a large amount of literature in 
French began to be produced both in France and England, 
including literary fiction and religious works. This change 

23 Ibid., ii. 1316. 
24 Orme, From Childhood to Chivalry, 148-g. 
23 Geoffrey Gaimar, L'Estoire des Engf,eis, ed. A. Bell, Anglo-Norman Text Society, 

14-16 (1960), lines 644o-6452; Gerald of Wales, opera, ed.J. S. Brewer et aL (8 
vols., Rolls Series, London, 1861--91), viii. 310. 
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may partly have been fuelled by the desire of the laity to read, 
but to do so more easily than Latin permitted. Boys contin-
ued to learn the Latin alphabet and, it seems, to master basic 
Latin skills: the ability to understand or at least recognize the 
material in a prayer-book or a Latin charter. But for more 
extensive reading or writing-religious, recreational, and 
administrative-they began to prefer French. Hue de 
Rotelande asserted in Ipomedon, in about the 1180s, that the 
laity hardly understood Latin unless it was translated into 
French, and Gerald of Wales, addressing his Latin history of 
the conquest of Ireland to King John (1199-1216) sug-
gested that it should be turned into French for the king's 
attention (perhaps meaning in an oral translation).26 By the 
thirteenth century, noblemen who could read or compose 
Latin fluently may have been growing rare, save for special 
cases such as judges or failed ecclesiastics. Matthew Paris 
mentions Paulin Peivre or Piper ( d. 12 5·1), a knight of Henry 
III who wrote a Latin life of St George, but calls him miles 
litteratus sive dericus militaris, as if he were an unusual kind of 
hybrid.27 Sir Stephen de Maulay, a Yorkshire knight, may 
have been another Latinist since Giles of Rome dedicated to 
him his academic Expositio in Aristotelis libros Posteriorum I & II 
in 1272-3,28 and Henry de Bray, born in 1270, ofHarlestone 
(Northants) was certainly a third. He copied out in 1322 a 
Latin miscellany including English history, geography, and 
his own cartulary. 29 But other real or alleged knightly writers 
of the thirteenth century-Luke of Gate ( the English knight 
said to have written the French prose Tristan), Walter of 
Bibbesworth, and Walter of Henley-preferred to write in 
French rather than Latin, and this preference continued 
among most of their successors in the early fourteenth 
century.30 

Hue de Rotelande tells us in another of his romances, 
Protheselaus, that his patron Gilbert Fitz-Baderon, Lord of 

26 Hue de Rotelande, Ipomedon, lines 27-9; Gerald of Wales, opera, ed. Brewer, v. 
410. 27 Paris, Chronica Maiora, ed. Luard, v. 242. 

28 F. Roth, The English Austin Friars, r249-r538: II, Sources (New York, 1961), 7. 
29 Dorothy Willis (ed.), The Estate Book of Henry de Bray, Royal Historical Society, 

Camden 3rd series, 27 (1916), 3. 
80 Renee L. Curtis (ed.), Le Roman de Tristan en prose (3 vols., Cambridge, 1985), 

i. 8, 39. On the other two authors, see below, n. 36. 
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Monmouth (1174-91), possessed a collection of books in 
Latin and French.31 We do not know their titles and we 
cannot reconstruct the literary interests and activities of any 
single nobleman in this period, but we can identify the kinds 
of literature they read as a class. It is possible they used Latin 
liturgical books (if only for devout contemplation or as a 
programme of the service), if we can build on a reference by 
Chretien of Troyes in the 1170s to a lady reading from a 
psalter.32 Latin prayer-books specially made for the laity, how-
ever, are known only from the mid-thirteenth century.33 By 
the end of the twelfth century devotional works and lives of 
saints were available in French. In the thirteenth century 
Robert of Greatham dedicated a treatise on the seven sacra-
ments, called Corset, to an Alain who may have been one of 
the Montfort family, and Peter D'Abernon addressed his 
Life of St Richard of Chichester to his kinsman Sir John 
D'Abernon.34 French chansons de geste and romances were 
evidently popular, hence Hue's composition of Protheselaus 
for Gilbert, and some families commissioned works to cel-
ebrate the deeds of their ancestors. The History of William 
the Marshal and the romances Gui de Warewic and Fouke 
FitzWarin, all composed in the thirteenth century, fall into 
this category. 35 There was also a market for practical works in 
French. By about 1300 not only had Walter of Bibbesworth 
written a treatise on learning French and Walter of Henley 
one on husbandry, but the standard works of the day on 
kingship and war, the Secretum Secretorum ascribed to Aristotle 
and the Epitoma Rei Militaris by Vegetius, had both been 
translated into Anglo-Norman versions.36 Composite manu-

31 Hue de Rotelande, Protheselaus, ed. F. Kluck.ow (Gottingen, 1924), lines 1207-
11. 32 Below, n. 60. 

33 Clanchy, From Memory to Written R.ecurd, 289--90. 
34 M. Dominica Legge, AngltrN11m1an Lif.erature and its Background (Oxford, 1963), 

212-13, 270. ss Ibid. 138-75. 
36 Annie Owen (ed.), Le Traite de Walter de Bibbesworth sur la langue franf(l,ise (Paris, 

1929), corrected by W. Rothwell; 'A Misjudged Author and a Mis-used Text', 
Modem Language Review, 77 (1982), 282-93; Dorothea Oschinsky (ed.), Walter of 
Henky and other Treatises (Oxford, 1971); Peter D'Abemon, Le Secre de Secrez, ed. 
0. Beckerlegge, Anglo-Norman Text Society, 5 (1944); Lewis Thorpe, 'Mastre 
Richard, a Thirteenth-century Translator of the "De Re Militari" of Vegetius', 
Scriptorium, 6 (1952), 39-50; M. Dominica Legge, 'The Lord Edward's Vegetius' 
ibid. 7 (1953), 262-5. 
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scripts also survive, containing copies of Henley alongside 
parliamentary statutes, recipes for cookery, lists of measure-
ments, proverbs, moral poems, and other treatises. 37 Finally, 
any king, magnate, or knight would encounter documents: 
royal writs, private charters and conveyances of land, letters 
and wills, the proliferation of which between 11 oo and 1300 
has been so well charted by Dr Clanchy.38 Every nobleman 
must have had muniments relating to his private property 
and affairs, and many men took up public duties as justiciars, 
sheriffs, coroners, jurors, and commissioners. Though clerks 
and clergy were often available to help write and read such 
documents, recent historians have been unwilling to see the 
nobility as totally dependent on intermediaries to deal with 
such material. 

There can be no doubt, therefore, that the nobility in-
cluded some-perhaps many-who could read, and that all 
of them had to do with literary material at first or second 
hand. At the same time, literacy should not be overempha-
sized as an element of male noble culture. Certainly, contem-
poraries did not unduly stress it. By the second half of the 
twelfth century writers of romances often describe how 
heroes such as Horn, Ipomedon, and Tristan were reared 
and trained. But the process involves a variety of skills and 
standards-moral, artistic, and physical-and literacy is not 
singled out for attention. We do not possess the educational 
sections of the earliest Tristan romances, Thomas's Anglo-
Norman version (c.1155-70) and Beroul's continental one 
(probably 1190s), but neither shows the adult Tristan as a 
literate man.39 The earliest text to handle Tristan's upbring-
ing, Eilhart von Oberge's German version of the late twelfth 
century, says nothing about the learning of letters, and men-
tions only courtesy, music, and physical exploits.40 In con-
trast, Beroul and Eilhart focus on noble disengagement from 
literature. When Tristan is in the forest and needs to commu-
nicate with King Mark, he gets the hermit Ogrin to write the 
king a letter. This is duly read to Mark by a chaplain who 

37 For descriptions, see Oschinsky, Walter of Henley, 11-50. 
38 Clanchy, From Memory to Written &curd, eh. 2. 
39 e.g. Beroul, Tristran, ed. A Ewert (vol. i, Oxford, 1939), lines 2278-680. 
40 Eilhart von Oberge, Tristrant, ed. Danielle Buschinger (Goppingen, 1976), 

lines 13o-84. 
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composes a reply which Ogrin reads to Tristan.41 Neither 
king nor knight is directly involved. Later writers were more 
likely to portray their heroes as personally literate. Hue's 
Ipomedon in the 1180s is 'well lettered' and better esteemed 
for that reason; Gottfried von Strassburg' s Tristan ( c. 12 1 o) 
explicitly learns letters in his youth; and in the French prose 
Tristan ( c. 1215-35) Tristan reads a letter by himself and 
Lancelot writes one.42 After this it is common to find passing 
mentions of noble literacy in romances, but the ability rarely 
attracts the attention which is given to other accomplish-
ments. Even in the thirteenth century, the young William 
Marshal is chiefly praised for his singing, good manners, and 
athletic feats, and Guy of Warwick for his courtesy, generos-
ity, and skill as a hunter.43 

There are also numerous references to kings and noble-
men making contact with literature through other people, 
rather than personally. The Anglo-Norman poet Denis 
Pyramus writing in the late twelfth century tells us that the 
Lais (short stories) of Marie of France were popular with 
earls, barons, and knights who had them recited frequently 
and took great delight in them.44 Chretien de Troyes's Yvain 
(1170s) portrays a girl reading a romance to her noble 
father and mother,45 and Gerald of Wales, as we have seen, 
imagined that his Irish history would reach King John via an 
intermediary. Writers of romances sometimes adopt the 
manner of addressing a noble audience by mouth, as in Boeve 
de Haumtone. 'Lords barons, now listen to me ... If you will 
hear, I will tell you.'46 Writing could also be done at second 
hand, through general instruction or precise dictation, to 
produce apparently personal letters and even a whole book. 
Here, the example of Geoffrey de la Tour Landry, the noble 
author of The Book of the Knight of the Tower, is relevant al-

41 Ibid., lines 4764--901; Beroul, Tristrant, ed. Ewert, i. lines 2278-680. 
42 Hue de Rotelande, Ipomedon, lines 85--96; Gottfried von Strassburg, Tristan, ed. 

K. Marold and W. Schroder (Berlin, 1969), lines 2062--94; Le Rnman de Tristan en 
prose, ed. Curtis, i. 145-6; ii. 16-20. 

43 P. Meyer (ed.), Histoire de Guillaume le Marechal (3 vols., Societe de l'Histoire de 
France, Paris, 1891), i. lines 400-1162; A. Ewert (ed.), Guide Warewic (2 vols., Paris, 
1932-3), i. 63-8. 

44 Denis Pyrarnus, La Vie Seint Edmund le Rei, ed. H. K,jellman (Gothenburg, 
1935), lines 35-48. 

45 Chretien de Troyes, Yvain, ed. W. Foerster (Halle, 1887), lines 5363-72. 
46 Boeve de Haumtone, ed. Stimming, lines 1-5. 
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though somewhat later in date. The author, who lived in 
Anjou (France), was walking in his garden one day in 1371 
when he decided to write a book to instruct his daughters. 
He tells us that 
I went out of the garden and found on my way two priests and two 
clerks that I had, and told them that I wanted to make a book 
and an examplar for my daughters to learn to read French 
( roumancier). So I made them bring me the books that I had, such 
as the Bible, the deeds of the kings, the chronicles of France, 
Greece, England and many foreign lands, and I had each book 
read, and where I found a good example to extract I had it taken 
out to make this book.47 

In such a way a man might 'write' a book from sources read 
to him, perhaps in an extempore translation which he 
rearranged in his mind and dictated to scribes, without 
personally undertaking any reading or writing. The Book 
of the Knight of the Tower confirms the importance of literary 
relationships, as well as personal literacy, in medieval 
societies. We shall never know if all the male nobility were 
literate, but it may not matter. They lived with literate 
people, and many aspects of their lives (religion, public serv-
ice, private administration, and recreation) were influenced 
by literary texts that could be brought to them at second 
hand. The same principle applied to society beneath the 
nobility. . 

Literacy among noble women is also well attested, and is 
now well endorsed by cultural historians. There had been 
literate and even learned women in classical times, and their 
existence was remembered in medieval literature which drew 
on classical sources. The difference between the two eras 
was that in classical times Latin was a vernacular language, 
whereas by the later period it was an ecclesiastical and schol-
arly tongue. For a medieval writer or reader, a Latinate 
woman suggested an unusual degree of learning and a per-
son who was also of an exceptional kind. The eleventh-
century 'vulgate' Life of St Katharine of Alexandria (alleg-
edly martyred in the fourth century), adapted into Anglo-

47 M.A. de Montaiglou (ed.), LeLiuredu Chevalier de la Tour Landry (Paris, 1854), 
4· 
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Norman by the nun Clemence of Barking towards 1200, uses 
learning to make the saint seem superhuman; she studies the 
liberal arts to such effect that skilful scholars could not worst 
her in debate.48 In the late twelfth-century continental ro-
mance, Partonopeu de Blois, Melior, daughter of the Emperor 
of Constantinople, is portrayed as a prodigy who learnt all 
the liberal arts from masters before she was fifteen. 49 Morgan 
and Viviane in the early thirteenth-century French prose 
Estoire de Merlin are depicted learning astronomy, necro-
mancy, and other magic crafts, while Felice, the heroine of 
Gui de Warewic, studies astronomy, arithmetic, and geometry 
under Premonstratensian canons from Toulouse.50 Such sto-
ries developed and publicized a concept of the well-educated 
noblewoman but one which is, arguably, meant to create a 
romantic heroine as much as to sketch a model for readers 
and listeners to follow. When educationists in France began 
to discuss the bringing up of noblewomen in the thirteenth 
century, they did not recommend such high levels of exper-
tise. Vincent of Beauvais advised in the mid-century that girls 
should be able to read, but did not specify an ambitious 
range of studies.51 His successor Giles of Rome, who was 
more influential in England than Vincent, mentioned even 
reading only in relation to high-born women unable to work 
with their needles. 52 Academic education for lay women, by 
the thirteenth century, was largely confined to the world of 
romance. 

There is nevertheless a good deal of evidence about 
women's literacy in letters, didactic literature, and even ro-
mances where the subject comes up casually and seems more 
realistic. It points to the skill among women in both the old 
Anglo-Saxon and the new Norman royal families during the 
late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. Margaret Queen of 

48 E. Eininchel (ed.), Life of St Katherine, Early English Text Society, original 
series. 80 (1884), 8: Clemence of Barking, Life of St Catherine, ed. W. MacBain, 
Anglo-Norman Text Society, 18 (1964), 5. 

49 J. Gildea (ed.), Partonopeu de Blois (2 vols., Villanova, Pa., 1967-8), i. 186-8. 
50 H. 0. Sommer (ed.), The Vulgate Vernon of the Arthurian R.omances (8 vols., 

Washington, 19og-16): L'Estoire de Merlin, ii. 211-12, 253, 338; Ewert, Gui de 
Warewic, i. 14 7-56. 

5t Orme, From Childhood to Chivalry, 157. 
52 Ibid. 
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Scotland (d. 1093), sister of Edgar the Aetheling, studied 
sacred writings and discussed hard questions with the 
learned men of her court. 53 Her contemporary Matilda ( d. 
1083), the wife of the Conqueror, is said by Orderic to have 
had a knowledge of letters.54 Matilda's daughter Adela (d. 
1137), the mother of King Stephen, read Latin prose and 
poetry, and one of her correspondents suggested that she 
might study StAugustine.55 Margaret's daughter Matilda (d. 
1118), the first wife of Henry I, commissioned a life of her 
mother in Latin which the author said was intended for her 
to look at, not merely to hear.56 Henry's second wife, Adeliza 
of Louvain, likewise commissioned a life of her husband by 
the historian David, apparently in French.57 As the twelfth 
century proceeds, evidence ofliterary interests survives from 
lower down the aristocracy. Constance, the wife of the 
Lincolnshire magnate Ralph Fitz-Gilbert, and an heiress in 
her own right, is reported by Geoffrey Gaimar to have given 
a silver mark for a copy of David's Life of Henry I and to have 
kept it and read it in her chamber. She was responsible for 
borrowing Geoffrey of Monmouth's history in Latin and 
giving it to Gaimar, who employed it to write his Anglo-
Norman works on British history.58 By the middle of the 
century, Sanson of Nanteuil was translating the Proverbs of 
Solomon into Anglo-Norman for Alice de Condet, probably 
the wife of Richard Fitz-Gilbert of Clare, and by its end 
Guischart de Beaulieu's Anglo-Norman Sermon in verse pays 
compliments to a certain Lady Denise, possibly one of the 
Hacon family from Hampshire.59 

At the beginning of the twelfth century the works used by 
noblewomen were in Latin, like those of noblemen, but 
gradually French also came to be read. David's Life of Henry 
I appears to have been in that language, and Sanson's prov-

55 Thompson, Literacy of the Laity, 170-1, 188. 
54 Marjorie Chibnall (ed.), The Ecclesiastical Histury of Orderic Vitalis (6 vols., 

Oxford, 196g-80), ii. 224-5. 
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erbs certainly were. As the century wore on, women are likely 
to have resembled men in reading less in Latin and more in 
French. If they learnt letters, they would have done so in the 
form of the Latin alphabet, and some may have read Latin 
liturgical texts to the extent of pronouncing the words. 
Chretien of Troyes's Yvain portrays the noble lady reading 
the psalter.60 Girls, however, seem to have had less formal 
schooling than boys, and a true understanding of Latin ap-
pears to have grown rare among them by 1200. Marie of 
France who lived in England in the mid-twelfth century knew 
Latin but wrote chiefly in French, and at the end of the 
century Clemence of Barking was able to write her Anglo-
Norman Life of St Katharine from Latin sources. But after 
them there is not much evidence for the understanding of 
Latin by lay noblewomen in England until the early sixteenth 
century.61 Even nuns, though saying the Latin liturgy daily, 
appear by 1300 to have been more familiar with French or, 
later on, English.62 Noble wives and widows involved in the 
management of their own or their family's affairs must have 
come into contact with Latin documents and may even have 
acquired some familiarity with their form and content. But 
when they read at length or drew up personal letters or 
wills-usually through a scribe-they too preferred to use 
French. It is impossible to say whether more noblewomen 
were literate than men, or spent more of their time reading. 
The more secluded lives of women may have encouraged 
literary activities, but men had better formal training to read 
and a greater need to do so because of their involvement in 
public life. 

In breadth of interests, on the other hand, noblewomen in 
England came close to their male counterparts. Chretien's 
allusion to liturgical text reading is complemented by various 
references to women's involvement with devotional litera-
ture in Anglo-Norman. Robert of Greatham's thirteenth-
century Miroir (sermons on the Sunday gospels) was written 
for a Lady Aline who may have belonged to the Montfort 

60 Chretien, Yvain, ed. Foerster, lines 1414-15. 
61 For a possible exception, see below n. 64. 
62 Eileen Power, Medieval English Nunneries c. r275 to r535 (Cambridge, 1922), 

246-g. 
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family. 63 John of Howden translated his own Latin medi-
tation on Christ and the Virgin into Anglo-Norman for 
Eleanor of Provence, the queen of Henry Ill, and Matthew 
Paris wrote her a Life of St Edward in Anglo-Norman verse. 
His Life of St Edmund, in the same medium, was written for 
Isabel, Countess of Arundel (d. 1282), and Isabel even en-
couraged Ralph Bocking to write his Latin Life of St Richard 
of Chichester in 1268-72.64 Noble ladies liked to read 
fiction, and one or two may even have written it. Marie of 
France certainly devised the Lais,65 but the romance Blandin 
de Cornoailles once attributed to Queen Eleanor of Provence, 
is now ascribed elsewhere.66 The late twelfth-century poem 
Waldef, a chanson de geste in Anglo-Norman, was addressed to 
a -female duce amie, and Robert of Greatham said that he 
wrote his Miroir to cure his patroness of her love for Tristan 
and for chansons de geste such as Basin, Miainet, and Sansonet. 
At least one practical work was written for a woman: Walter 
of Bibbesworth's Tretiz de Langage (c.1250), which sought to 
help Denise de Montchensey teach her children better 
French. 67 As with men, these examples are random ones and 
do not tell us what was normal. No doubt there was a range 
of abilities, from those who read and understood to those 
who listened to readings like the mother in Chretien's Yvain 
or who contemplated prayer-books they could not read, as St 
Elizabeth of Hungary ( d. 12 51) is said to have done in her 
childhood.68 By about 1300 an English vocabulary writer 
could make the general statement that mothers taught their 
children to read ('woman readeth child on book'),69 and 
later still the motif of the Virgin Mary learning to read from 

65 On the works in this para., see Legge, Angw-Nurman Literature, 145, 213, 233, 
269-70, and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, '"Clerc u lai, muine u dame": Women and 
Anglo-Norman Hagiography', in Meale (ed.), Women and Literature in Britain, 61-
85. 
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her mother (a fact not recorded in the early apocryphal 
gospels) became a popular subject in religious art. 70 

From at least the early twelfth century, the wealthier men 
of the towns had opportunities and reasons for becoming 
literate. It was there that schools and schoolmasters, inde-
pendent of religious houses, were chiefly to be found. Such 
schools appear in English records during the late eleventh 
century in places such as Canterbury, Dunwich, Lincoln, and 
Old Sarum, where there were cathedrals or important cen-
tres of trade. They can be traced in at least thirty-five English 
towns during the twelfth century and in at least sixty-nine 
during the thirteenth.71 Many (though not all) town schools 
had ecclesiastical affilations, being often governed by local 
monasteries or clerical dignities, and many of their pupils 
must have been studying with careers as clergy in mind. We 
do not know how many other boys came in as a preparation 
for lay employment any more than we do in the case of 
noblemen's sons, but schoolmasters (working for fees) were 
unlikely to refuse customers and it was cheaper for a town-
dweller to send his or her son to school than for most other 
people. Urban parents had only to pay the master's fees, 
which were comparatively small, and afford the loss of the 
child's earnings; the greatest expense of schooling, then as 
now, was the cost of food and lodging away from home. 
True, the custom said to have been followed in the English 
schools up to the mid-fourteenth century, by which French 
was used as the language for teaching Latin, may have pre-
sented an obstacle, but the custom may not have been uni-
versal and some of the élite families of the larger towns knew 
French.72 Townsmen certainly sent their sons to schools to be 
trained as clerics-Thomas Becket's schooling in London in 
the 1130s is a well-known example73-and would-be clerics, 
as we have seen, could pass from school to lay careers if their 

7o Clanchy, From Memory to Written Rec(ll"d, 13. 
71 Orme, English Schools in the Middl,e Ages, 293-321; Education and Society, p. xiv. 
72 The assertion that Latin was taught in French is made by the 14th-cent. writers 
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ambitions changed or family arrangements were altered by 
unforeseen deaths. 

Moreover, by the twelfth century the more important male 
town-dwellers had practical reasons for learning to read. The 
leaders of urban communities were acquiring charters of 
privileges from their royal or seigneurial overlords, and re-
ceiving letters from those authorities requesting things to be 
done. Communal activities like the keeping of a judicial 
court and the imposition of taxes and tolls were beginning to 
generate documents. The earliest surviving series of town 
records, the guild rolls of Leicester, begins in 1196, to be 
followed by (for example) the taxation rolls of Wallingford 
in 1227, the rolls of the London court of husting in 1252, 
and the mayor's court rolls of Exeter in 1263.74 Extant 
records are often preceded by evidence that towns had cleri-
cal staff involved in making and handling documents. Lin-
coln had two town clerks by 1202 75 and similar functionaries 
are recorded in London shortly afterwards. A two-volume 
collection of the laws and customs of the capital was drawn 
up by a clerk in the city guildhall between 1206 and 1216.76 

Oxford had a clerk by 1227-8 and Exeter one by 1237.77 Not 
all literary activity in towns can have been confined to clerks, 
however, since the citizens who served as chief officers had to 
be involved with documents and may well have kept private 
personal records of their property, trade and affairs. It is 
more difficult to gather the names of individual literate 
townsmen than it is with the aristocracy, but the references 
to Vitalis the clerk, sheriff of London in 1161-2, and Eudo 
the clerk, reeve of Canterbury in about 1205, suggest that 

74 G. H. Martin, 'The Origin of Borough Records' ,Journal of the Society of Archivists, 
2 (1960-4), 152; G. H. Martin. 'The Registration of Deeds of Title in the Medieval 
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both were regarded as clerical and therefore very likely liter-
ate. 78 In Bath, a casual mention of Reiner the goldsmith as 
scrivener of the guild-merchant in about 1220 points to 
another leading citizen able to read and write.79 

Nor was urban male literacy restricted to documents; it 
extended to literature like that in vogue among the nobility. 
We do not have as much evidence of works commissioned 
by townsmen or dedicated to them as we have for their 
superiors, but it is likely that some of the metrical romances 
composed in Anglo-Norman and English between 1150 and 
1300 were read by the urban elites, particularly English ro-
mances. The story of Havelok is a case in point. The late 
twelfth-century Anglo-Norman version takes its hero (a lost 
king's son) to Grimsby and its fishermen, and the late thir-
teenth-century English redaction adds a scene at Lincoln 
where Havelok goes to find work. 80 This second version tells 
how fishermen go from Grimsby to Lincoln, how fish and 
meat are sold on the High Bridge of the latter city, how 
porters wait there to be hired, and how the servants of the 
great men who live on the hill come down to buy their food. 
Havelok, though partly aristocratic, seems also to speak to 
an urban audience familiar with such matters. So too the Life 
of Guy of Warwick appealed to Baldwin de Windesore, 
a leading citizen of Exeter, who caused a copy of the text to 
be written in 1301, probably a vernacular version of this 
chanson de geste. 81 Some citizens of London cultivated history 
and poetry. A chronicle of city affairs beginning in 1188 
was written in Latin between 1258 and 1272, probably 
by Arnold Fitz-Thedmar, alderman of Bridge Ward, or 
by someone associated with him. It mentions him and his 
affairs and is the earliest of a genre of city chronicles pro-
duced in London and other towns during the following 
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centuries.82 At about the same time some Londoners 
founded a guild called the Puy, whose distinctive feature was 
an annual feast at which each member had to compose a new 
song or pay a fine. The prize song was displayed in written 
form at the guild's premises throughout the following year, 
and the guild maintained a clerk to carry out its secretarial 
work and a box for its muniments, so necessary seemed such 
things even in a voluntary guild by the end of the thirteenth 
century.83 

Finally, literacy reached some of the male inhabitants of 
the countryside. True, most of the early records of schools 
relate to towns, but some of these schools were in small 
settlements that were virtually rural in character, or suffi-
ciently near to the countryside to be attended without board-
ing. There was also a tradition of priests instructing pupils,84 

and lay people may well have taught each other to read or 
even learnt by themselves; not everybody need have got the 
skill in school or in childhood. Villeins appear as the parents 
and supporters of scholars. As early as the late twelfth cen-
tury, Walter Map maintained that rustics were eager to edu-
cate their children in the [liberal] arts,85 and court rolls of 
the late thirteenth century reveal the payment of fines by 
bondmen to send their sons to school.86 Here the intention 
was probably to train them as clergy, but the usual chance 
existed of a lay career by accident. The chief practitioners of 
literacy in the countryside were seigneurial officers: stewards 
and bailiffs. Manorial courts were keeping rolls recording 
their business by the 1240s, and within another twenty years 
there were treatises on court practice which incidentally rec-
ommended the keeping of written court records.87 One such 
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treatise suggests that manorial officials should list in writing 
their tools and stock each autumn, so as to know what to buy 
for the coming year, and by the 12 70s they were also advised 
to record the names of all laymen over the age of twelve for 
the twice-yearly view offrankpledge.88 In 1285 the Statute of 
Exeter required bailiffs to provide the king's commissioners 
with rolls containing the names of villages and hamlets.89 We 
do not know how many villeins could read, but they certainly 
used documents. The Peterborough Abbey cartulary known 
as Carte Nativorum contains copies of many charters issued by 
one villein to another, conveying tiny pieces of property (an 
acre, a half-acre or a house), and some villeins even had seals 
by the thirteenth century, despite their technical inability to 
possess or convey any land of their own.90 

Most people nowadays have direct access to literature. Far 
more of us read than are read too, and personal literacy is an 
essential skill without which status falls and everyday life is 
impaired. This was less true in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, even after the great transition from memory to 
written record described by Dr Clanchy. Only the clergy were 
required by law to be literate, and literacy for them was but 
one of several desirable qualities. The enquiries directed at 
candidates for ordination concerned their legitimate status, 
physique, moral behaviour, and economic resources, as well 
as their ability to read and sing.91 For many clergy, their 
major literary task-the saying of the liturgy-was done from 
memory as much by reading texts. Novice monks, up to at 
least 1300, spent much of their time learning by heart the 
weekly cycle of services.92 Much of the literature relating to 
kings and noblemen, as has been said, ignored the topic of 
literacy, and Mark and Tristan were shown depending on 
others to read without apparently losing status in doing so. It 
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was the same with merchants and townsmen. The contempo-
rary Life of St Godric of Finchale ( d. 1170) by Reginald 
of Durham tells of a man of lowly origins who became a 
shipman and a merchant, grew skilful in navigation, learnt 
French; and went on pilgrimages. His religious knowledge 
was based on the Lord's Prayer and the Creed which he knew 
by heart, and not until the age of forty did he own a psalter 
and begin to learn to read; yet Godric was eventually ac-
claimed as a saint.93 Among the peasantry, Langland was to 
assert in the 1360s that abstinence and conscience-non-
literary disciplines-produced a Plowman better acquainted 
with God's word than a literate priest.94 Right to the end of 
the Middle Ages, ecclesiastical writers and legislators recom-
mended the laity to know and repeat by heart the Paternos-
ter, Ave Maria and Creed as their basic devotional aids. 

Personal literacy mattered less in this period, because 
there was less to read and more opportunity to get someone 
else to read it. Literacy was more of a communal skill, less of 
an individual one. It is therefore impractical, even if it were 
possible, to estimate how many people were literate. Simple 
figures would do justice neither to differences of ability nor 
to relationships between the literate and illiterate. Most bi-
ographies of lay people have to be constructed and studied 
without knowing whether they were literate or not. What Dr 
Clanchy and others have now shown beyond doubt is that 
English society was collectively literate by 1300. Many genres 
of literature, documents, and inscriptions existed, and pro-
liferated in numerous examples. Everyone had some contact 
with a literate person, in the shape of a servant, a master, or 
an agent such as a priest or bailiff; with a literary forum like 
a church or a court where texts were being written or read; 
or with literate material. Literacy and literature already 
affected everyone's lives. 
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