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The book under review is the second volume of an early fourteenth century 

statute book edited by Claire Fennell, the text is a transcription of a 

manuscript from the Bodleian Library, Oxford (Rawlinson MS B 520). It is 

a unique document as it is the only known version of a statute book written 

in Middle English, other surviving manuscripts were written in Latin or 

Norman French. These statute-books usually contained two main 

components, the first being a series of statutes and the latter part was 

made up of common-law tracts. The statute-book under review was 

constructed in this manner and is published in two parts. The first book 

contained the statutes and the second volume, which is the focus of this 

review, contains six common-law tracts. These tracts were used as a guide 

to current court procedure for those who came from the different strata of 

society and its translation into Middle English made it accessible to a 

broader spectrum of the population.  

The book opens with a lengthy and detailed introduction. Fennell 

explores these statute-books in general and the background to these 

manuscripts and why they were produced. Furthermore, the works of both 

Glanvill and Bracton, two important legal experts of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries respectively and on which the Rawlinson manuscript 

is based, are considered. The introduction is particularly useful in terms 

of plotting the development and implementation of the use of common law 

and the development of the judiciary in medieval England. However, the 

main part of the introduction is devoted to examining the Rawlinson MS 

520 manuscript and Fennell carefully traces the history of each tract. The 

earliest tract known as the Judicium essoniorum, for example, may date to 
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between 1218 and 1230, almost a century before it was translated into 

Middle English.  

The tracts take up slightly less than one third of the book’s length. 

The tracts themselves are not translated into modern English and they 

may therefore be less accessible to people not familiar with Middle English, 

but the introduction and the commentary at the end of the book go some 

way towards helping the uninitiated understand the text. It is slightly 

cumbersome going between the text and the commentary at the back and 

it might have been more useful if the commentary was printed on the 

opposite page of the text, but that is a small quibble.  

One of my main areas of interest is the sheriff in medieval Ireland 

and England and when I first received the book, I immediately checked the 

index to see if there were any references to the sheriff. The (excellent) index 

covers both volumes of A Middle English Statute-Book and I was slightly 

disappointed to see that most of the references to sheriffs were in the first 

volume, which just convinces me that I need to consult this volume too at 

some point. It is interesting to note the word ‘schirreue’ (sheriff) features 

on p. 58 and demonstrates that the word continued to be used after the 

Norman invasion of England. Historians who use Latin medieval 

administrative records or who are familiar with vernacular literature will, 

of course, be aware that the word never went out of use. Though vicecomes, 

the Latin for sheriff, occurs far more frequently in the administrative 

sources, on occasion it is rendered in English, particularly in the English 

pipe rolls, therefore it is interesting to see evidence for its usage in a 

different source. 

The book is an early Middle English text produced by 

administrators, at a time when most government records were written in 

Latin or Norman French and continued to be so for several more centuries. 

Therefore, as the only known statute-book written in Middle English, it is 

especially valuable in terms of tracing the development of the 
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English language from its Anglo-Saxon origins. This volume will not only 

be of value to those interested in administrative history, but it will also be 

of interest to those researching in the field of linguistics and those with an 

interest in Middle English. Fennell’s comprehensive knowledge of English 

legal history is apparent in the introduction and the commentary. It is an 

expensive book, particularly considering that it is a paperback and has 

just a single photograph of a page from the manuscript. The high price of 

€64 (taken from the publisher’s website), for a comparatively slim volume, 

would have been easier to justify if it were lavishly illustrated and in 

hardback. Despite this reservation, I believe this book to be an invaluable 

resource for anyone interested in the judiciary system of medieval England 

and the development of central government and its institutions. Since the 

common law and the governmental institutions of medieval England were 

also introduced to Ireland, I feel it is a volume that historians of later 

medieval Ireland should consult as well.  
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