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Barts Health Archives and Museums 

Research guide: Medieval records of St Bartholomew’s Hospital 

The collections held by Barts Health NHS Trust Archives and Museums relate to hospitals 

and healthcare spanning many centuries. The oldest of the hospitals for which we hold 

records is St Bartholomew’s Hospital, which was founded in 1123, alongside St 

Bartholomew’s Priory, by a man named Rahere. Many records survive from the first four 

centuries of the hospital’s existence, prior to its refoundation by Henry VIII in 1546, mostly 

relating to the property and endowments of the hospital. They provide an important resource 

for understanding the activities of the early hospital, and its importance to the citizens of 

London, as well as for researchers looking at the development of the City of London. 

The medieval hospital 

There were about 1,200 places in medieval England and 

Wales describing themselves as ‘hospitals’. Almost all of 

them were run by the Church, as infirmaries attached to 

religious houses (that is, institutions where men and 

women in holy orders lived and worked). However, 

these medieval hospitals were very different from 

modern hospitals, providing ‘hospitality’ rather than 

medical care as such – that is, a place to rest and 

recuperate. Many medieval hospitals were 

actually almshouses for the elderly and infirm, or places 

for pilgrims to rest. The medieval St Bartholomew’s 

Hospital fulfilled both of these roles, as well as taking in 

orphans and children of unmarried mothers and 

providing them with care and schooling, and medical 

care according to the knowledge of the day. In common 

with other similar institutions, certain people were 

excluded for the perceived safety of others, or the impossibility of helping them – including 

those with contagious diseases, lepers, ‘cripples’ and those judged to be ‘insane’.  

The spiritual welfare of those who stayed or resided in hospitals was seen as just as 

important as their health, although for many poor patients and visitors, the domestic 

arrangements and quality of nourishment would have been significantly better than in their 

own homes. In the early medieval period the sick were cared for by the brethren and sisters of 

St Bartholomew’s Priory, but gradually the hospital became independent.  It was using a 

distinctive seal from about 1200, and by 1300 had its own Master.  By 1420 the two institutions 

had become entirely separate. The records of the hospital were written by one of the brethren 

or clerks, and are all in Latin, the record-keeping language of the period. 

The Priory was closed as part of Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries in 1539 and, 

although the Hospital was allowed to continue, its future was very uncertain as it had no income 

with which to carry out its functions. Following the re-founding of St Bartholomew’s Hospital by 

Henry VIII in 1546 through the granting of a new charter, a new administrative structure was  

SBHB/HC/1/1 Grant of St Sepulchre 

from Rahere to Hagno the Clerk 

(the earliest surviving document in 

the archives) 
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created, and from the mid-16th century the surviving records of the hospital include minutes, 

accounts and other administrative records, and from later centuries also include some medical 

and other patient records. After the dissolution, the remaining part of the Priory became the 

Priory Church of St Bartholomew the Great, which still neighbours the hospital in West 

Smithfield. No records of the Priory survive from prior to the dissolution, although two items 

relating to the Priory survive in our collections as fonds SBHBP. These include SBHBP/2, an 

Inspeximus of documents relating to estates and rental incomes of the former Priory of St 

Bartholomew, drawn up in the years following the dissolution. 

Property deeds 

The surviving medieval records of St Bartholomew’s Hospital relate almost exclusively to the 

hospital’s estate property in London and elsewhere, and contain very little direct information 

about medical care or other aspects of the hospital’s work for the poor and needy. The first 

steps made by St Bartholomew’s Hospital towards independence from the Priory of St 

Bartholomew, in about 1170, gave the medieval hospital the right to accept and administer 

its own property. The rental income supported the work of the hospital. The estates were 

administered by the master and canons of the hospital and, under the mastership of John 

Wakeryng (Master 1423 to 1466), the hospital acquired more property through gifts as well 

as diversifying its investment into brewhouses, bakehouses, gardens and shops, as well as 

simple residential accommodation, generating a secondary income, and enabling the 

hospital to compete successfully with other religious establishments.  

Many of the hospital’s tenements were located in London, spread across nearly sixty 

parishes but focused on the neighbouring parishes of St Sepulchre without Newgate and St 

Botolph Aldersgate. The hospital’s London properties fell into two distinct categories: those 

within the hospital precinct and those elsewhere in the city. Other properties outside London 

were concentrated in Middlesex and Essex, of which the latter were vitally important to the 

hospital, providing produce such as corn, hay and oats, and even cattle for breeding and 

slaughter.  

The original title deeds, charters, and other legal documents dating from 1137–1546 

(SBHB/HC/1/1-1625) are by far the largest series of early records. Most comprise small 

pieces of parchment with seals attached (or seal tags where the original seal is missing), in 

standard formats of legal text pertaining to the nature of the transaction. They follow their 

original arrangement, and are listed by the parish to which they relate (eg ‘St Sepulchre 

without Newgate’). 

This series includes the earliest document in the archives, an 1137 grant issued by Rahere, 

founder and first Master of the hospital, to Hagno the clerk (SBHB/HC/1/1); a number of 

papal bulls and episcopal letters and acts; letters patent issued to the hospital by monarchs 

from Edward I (in 1265) to Henry VI (1472); and deeds relating to chantries. All these items 

may be found by keyword searching (e.g. for ‘chantry’ or ‘letters patent’) within this series in 

our catalogue. 

Although there is no doubt that the medieval hospital would have maintained other 

administrative records, it is likely that the property deeds of the hospital (alongside its 

cartularies) were the only pre-Reformation records of the hospital preserved by the newly  
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appointed Governors following the refoundation, since they were the only evidence of the 

rights of the hospital to its endowments. The hospital continued to maintain its property 

portfolio throughout the following centuries, and the collection of deeds also includes 

documents relating to transactions up to c.19th century. 

Cartularies, repertory and rental accounts 

Cartularies were created by religious establishments, municipal corporations, and other 

institutions in the medieval period according to practice of the time, to compile copies of 

documents relating to properties and rights of an institution in a single ledger. It is thought 

that one reason for this was for ease of consultation in the increasing number of lawsuits in 

which religious houses were involved during the period. Cartularies also provided a copy of 

key documents in case of loss of the original records through negligence or fire.  

The possession of a cartulary was also a matter of prestige, and when John Wakeryng was 

elected Master of the Hospital in 1423, it is likely that he commissioned the most notable of 

the hospital’s cartularies – now known as ‘Cok’s Cartulary’ after the brother who began work 

on it – to demonstrate the independence of the hospital from St Bartholomew’s Priory 

following the final settlement between the two institutions made on 31 October 1420. ‘Cok’s 

Cartulary’ (SBHB/HC/2/1) was compiled between 1418 and 1505/6. Originally one volume, it 

was rebound in the 20th century as two volumes (SBHB/HC/2/1/1–2). It contains copies of 

title deeds, charters, etc. from 1133 to 1505/6, some of which no longer survive; a rental of 

London properties in 1456, a list of Masters of the Hospital from 1123 to 1466; and a brief 

chronicle of the Kings of England from Edward the Confessor to Henry VI. (When the names 

of donors and tenants mentioned in the 1456 rental list of properties, ff.7–38, are compared 

with those in the Cartulary, it is clear that many of the original deeds and leases had already 

been lost by the 15th century.) 

There are two further volumes compiling deeds and extracts of other documents relating to 

the hospital, known as The ‘Little Cartulary’, compiled 1430–1485 (SBHB/HC/2/2), and the 

‘Repertory’, compiled 1553-1695 (SBHB/HC/2/3). The ‘Little Cartulary’ contains copies of 

deeds of London properties, 12th–15th centuries, and extracts from London rentals c.1270–

1390 and account rolls 1367–1424. A bifolium from the antiphonal of the parish of St 

Audoen, and two further folios from medieval service books are also bound in the same 

volume. The ‘Repertory’ is a 16th/17th-century compilation including some copies of deeds, 

mainly London, dating from 1364 onwards. Only one medieval account roll survives, 

although there are some extracts from lost rolls from 1367–1424, in the ‘Little Cartulary’ 

(SBHB/HC2/2). The surviving roll is an account roll of rents arising from country properties of 

St Bartholomew’s Hospital, dated 1350, and compiled by the renter, or brother responsible 

for collecting rents, Brother Richard de Hameldone. It is endorsed with a note of expenses 

on various properties. 

Content of the records 

Although the surviving medieval records relate only to estate holdings, they do provide 

insights into the wider activities of the hospital, and its links with other individuals and 

institutions, as well as the residents and tenants of the hospital precinct and property 

beyond. As the property and rights were mainly acquired as gifts and endowments to the  
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hospital, formulaic legal documents often include a note on the background to the gift, details 

of administrative or logistical arrangements, or lists of assets owned by the hospital. For 

example, a grant of 1442 relating to the hospital site (SBHB/HC/1/1199), and two entries in 

‘Cok’s Cartulary’ (SBHB/HC/2/1/1, ff.89–92) relating to deeds which no longer survive, 

concern the water supply to the medieval hospital, and SBHB/HC/1/1464 is a receipt dated 

1487 giving details of the jewels, plate, and other items in the treasury of the hospital. Some 

records provide insight into individuals associated with the early hospital, such as the grant 

of Isabella, daughter of Edward de Bray, to the hospital, c.1250 (SBHB/HC/1/38), which 

relates to Isabella’s admission as a sister to the hospital. In return for the dwelling which she 

grants the hospital, Isabella is granted a ‘sister's allowance’ and received as a sister for the 

rest of her life.  

Many of the early records document transactions that took place during the forty-year period 

when John Wakeryng was Master of the hospital. Under his administration, the hospital 

consolidated its properties and finance and its position as a key institution serving the City of 

London. It is thought that the hospital’s black and white shield emblem originates in 

Wakeryng’s personal seal; the first example is attached to a deed dated 1423 

(SBHB/HC/1/1458).   

 

There are a small number of other medieval documents which are not records of St 

Bartholomew’s Hospital itself in the collection, consisting of items from the parish records of 

two pre-Reformation City parishes (St Nicholas Shambles and St Audoen). For further 

information, please see our Parish and Church Records research guide.  

Published sources and records held elsewhere 

The story of the foundation of the Hospital and Priory Church by Rahere in 1123 is 

recounted in the Liber Fundacionis Ecclesie Sancti Bartholomei Londoniarum… (the Book of 

the Foundation of the Church of St Bartholomew in London). This was written in about 1180, 

some 30 or 40 years after Rahere’s death, by an Augustinian canon of the Priory who had 

talked to those who had known the founder. The original work no longer survives, but a copy 

in Latin transcribed in about 1400, with a contemporary transcription into Middle English, is 

held at the British Library (ref. Cotton MS Vespasian B IX). An article by the hospital’s former 

archivist, Nellie Kerling, ‘The Foundation of St Bartholomew’s Hospital’ in Guildhall 

Miscellany, vol. 4, no. 3 (1972) pp. 137–48, also covers the early years of the hospital. 

The published histories of the hospital cover the medieval period in varying detail; Norman 

Moore’s 1918 two-volume History of St Bartholomew’s Hospital (SBHREF/1021) gives 

considerable detail about the hospital’s estate property in the Middle Ages, including 

transcriptions of the Latin text of a number of documents and some translations, although 

there are some errors in his work. The archives holds an English transcription 

(SBHREF/151) of the earliest-known charter to the hospital and Priory, from 1133, ‘The 

Charter of King Henry the First to St Bartholomew's Priory’, the original of which is held at 

The National Archives. 

The only work known to refer to treatments probably used at the hospital during the medieval 

period is not actually held in the hospital archives. This is a medical treatise or compendium  
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of contemporary treatments and recipes, written by John Mirfeld or Mirfield, a clerk at the 

hospital, before 1387, known as the Breviarium Bartholomei. Although the hospital's 

archives do not possess a copy, copies are held at Pembroke College, Oxford (ref. MS2), 

and the British Library (ref. Harley MS 3). An English translation is available in Percival 

Horton-Smith Hartley's book Johannes de Mirfeld: his life and works (SBHREF/780).  


