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A PYRENEAN PARCHMENT

Miré, count of Cerdanya, Berguedi and Besaly, in the eastern Pyrenees north
of Barcelona, died some time in the year 927. In accordance with the
custom of the time and place, he had anticipated his death and written a will on
13 June 925, while still apparently hale and certainly in his prime.! On 11
September 927 his testamentary executors, formally surrendering their custody of
some of the late count’s estate, made certain lands over to at least two of the ben-
eficiaries named in Mir6’s will. Following customary legal practice, the transfer
of cach bequest was memorialized in a separate charter. One of these charters
is now in the Houghton Library at Harvard University.” It records the transfer
of Mird’s bequests of land in three locations in the county of Bergueda to ‘his
daughter Cixilona.}

This charter is the earliest document in a substantial collection of medieval
Catalonian charters purchased for the Houghton Library from collector, publish-
er and Catalandfil Joan Gili in 1991, with the generous financial sponsorship of
the Real Colegio Complutense of Madrid and Cambridge, Massachusetts. The
collection, which is still only provisionally inventoried, is the largest group of
medieval Catalonian charters in a United States library.*

The will is transcribed and printed by Préspero de
Bofarull i Mascard, Los condes de Barcelona vindicados, 2
vols. (Barcelona, 1836), 1:88-90, from an original parch-
ment in the archive of the monastery of Ripoli. The
monastic archive, possibly the richest in Catalonia, was
destroyed in a fire set by militant anticlericalists during
the Spanish exclaustration of 1835; see Antoni Pladevall,
Els monestirs catalans, 3d ed. {(Barcelona, 1974), 101, 107.
The charter is provisional number 1 of the Joan Gili
Collection of Medieval Catalonian Manuscripts, collec-
tively Houghton Library accession no. *91M-37.

A second charter dated the same day recorded the trans-
feral of Mird’s pious bequest of lands to the monastery
of Ripoll (Bofarull, Los condes, 1:91); it was consumed
along with Mir¢’s original will in the Ripoll fire of 1835.
The next largest is the group known as the “Sala Family
Archives,” 2 collection of 289 charters now distributed

the Smithsonian
and the Edward Laurence Doheny
Memorial Library of St. John's Seminary in Camarillo,
California. A handlist and study of the collection by
Joseph J. Gwara, Jr., completed in 1984, has recently
(Seprember 1996) been placed on the World-Wide
Web: [http://www.georgetown.edu/labyrinth/profes-
sional/pubs/sala/]. Simijar holdings include a small
collection at the Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley (see Thomas N. Bisson,
“Catalonian Manuscripts,” Bancroftiana 58 [June 1974),
4), and a pair of individual parchments at the University
of Pennsylvania {see John F. Benton, “T'wo Twelfth-
century Latin Charters from Rural Catalonia in the Lea
Library,” Library Chronide [University of Pennsylvania]
28 [1962], 14-25).
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The Houghton Library

The Gili collection consists of some $60 documents, in Latin or (later) in
Catalan, on parchment and paper, ranging in date from'927 to 1850. Thirty-six
parchments are from the twelfth century and before; 235 are from the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, and the final 289 are from the sixteenth through nine-
teenth centuries. The earliest documents, covering a range of subjects of diplo-
matic, legal and social interest, include donations, sales, exchanges and leases
involving ecclesiastical landed possessions; there are also testamentary settlements,
negotiations, agreements, oaths of fealty, and a charter commemorating the for-
mal consecration of the altar at a parish church. Such a collection of early char-
ters 1s an unusual and important acquisition: in addition to furnishing the raw
materials for specialized historical inquiry, it has provided the Houghton library
with a series of fine representative pieces for the study and teaching of Iberian
manuscript hands from the tenth century onward.

We owe the existence of these early parchments to a cultural anomaly: in the
tenth century the area now known as Catalonia had a population of largely
Visigothic descent, whose traditional social order included a literate cadre of
professional scribes and judges and a habit of reliance on written documents
in routine affairs. Thousands of early charters—wills, land transfers, agreements,
and other memoranda—survive from medieval Catalonia, mostly in ecclesiastical
and state archives within Catalonia itself, or in Madrid. A significant proportion
of surviving charters consist of wills and related documents, drawn up in compli-
ance with Visigothic and Roman legal traditions dating back at least to the early
sixth century. '



An Early Catalonian Charter

According to the Catalonian legal tradition, both written and oral wills were
legally valid under varying circumstances; professional judges had the responsibil-
ity of authenticating them, and, presumably, of enforcing their terms.’ Wills were
routinely made, authenticated and executed according to a bureaucratic and
sacral procedure: after the death of the testator, witnesses would come before a
judge and priest to swear to the accuracy of the document, if written, or to for-
mally declaim its terms if oral. This authentication ceremony was memorialized
in a solemn charter which reiterated the terms of the will. After such authentica-
tion the executors made out formal charters of donation to each beneficiary
named in the will, specifying the goods or real property given. Thus the same
will could be represented by three types of written memoranda—the original will
(if written and not an oral declaration), the publication or authentication charter,
and a charter (or charters) recording the execution of its terms.

The Gil: Collection in the Houghton library in fact preserves examples of each
of these three main types of testamentary document from this period. There is an
original written will of Ermengol de Caresag, a minor landholder in the diocese
of Barcelona, written 5§ May 1166. There is a charter commemorating the formal
authentication of the will of one Guillem, who died on 6 December 1172 and
was buried—or at least asked to be buried—in the monastery of Sant Llorenc del
Munt, near Barcelona.’ Guillem’s will was authenticated in a hearing before Pere
de Corrd, professional notary and probate judge in Barcelona, presiding at the
altar of Saint Felix at the collegiate church of Saints Just and Pastor in
Barcelona—the designated chapel in Barcelona for sacral probate hearings at that
time. Finally, there is the charter of transfer, discussed here, in which the execu-
tors of count Mir6 fulfill a bequest by surrendering land to his daughter Cixilona.
Together these documents illustrate the different phases of a complex and
entrenched probate system, functioning smoothly in the tenth and twelfth centuries.

A CartarLonNiaN CouNT

Who was count Miré? The lands he controlled, includiﬁg those willed to his
daughter and transferred in our document, lay within a larger group of counties
nestled in the eastern Pyrenees known as the Mara hispanica—the “Spanish
March.” The March defined the farthest reach of the vast Carolingian empire
into the Iberian peninsula; it was set up in the wake of military campaigns in the
arca by Charlemagne and his sons between 785 and 8o1. The Carolingian kings
appointed Frankish counts to rule in the March, who in turn encouraged reset-
tlement of the arcas south of the Pyrenees that had been depopulated after
Muslim incursions at the beginning of the eighth century.”

By the later ninth century the influence of the Carolingian royal court had so
waned in the far-away Spanish March (as in other areas far from the royal court)

s Por further discussion of wills in this context, see 6 Grouped chronologically within accession no. *o1M-

Nathaniel L. Taylor, “Medieval Catalonian Wills:
Family Charter Evidence in the Archives,” Primary
Sources and Original Works 2/3-4 (1992), 102-34 (=
Discovery in the Archives of Spain and Portugal:
Quincentenary Essays, 1492-1992, ed. Lawrence J.
McCrank, New York, 1993, 102-34). Further detail on
the legal tradition can be found in my dissertation, “The
Will and Society in Medieval Catalonia and Languedoc,
8co-1200" (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1993), s0-83.

37, box 1: Ermengol de Caresag, 1166; the charter of
publication of Guillem’s will dates from early in 1173
(the date of the ceremony is partially effaced), but, since
the document is a notarial copy made on 8 February
1195 {old style, 1194}, it is currently filed under the year
1194.

For political narrative background, see Thomas N.
Bisson, The Medieval Crown of Aragon: a Short History
(Oxford, 1986), 19-22.
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that the counts had become functionally independent and free to appoint their
own successors. In fact, the counties became hereditary. Guifred “the Hairy”
(died 898), believed to have been of local (Visigothic) stock although probably
originally a royal appointee, founded a prolific dynasty of hereditary counts in
Barcelona and the surrounding counties. His descendants assumed the royal
crown of Aragon after a political marriage in the mid twelfth century; they held
sway in the western Mediterranean, ruling a swath of states from Valencia to
Sicily, down into the fifteenth century.’

In his own lifetime count Guifred had shared power with his brothers in the
Spanish March; after his death, Guifred’s children and nephews also shared
power. Four sons—Guifred Borrell, Sunifred, Sunyer and Miré—held the title of
count in different parts of the March. In stages between 895 and 913, Miro, our
testator, acceded to rule in the mountainous counties of Besalt, Cerdanya,
Vallespir, Conflent, and Bergued3, which had been separately ruled by his father
and two uncles Miré and Raoul.? Our document mentions three of Mird’s estates
in Berguedd; other bequests in his will concerned lands in Cerdanya and
Vallespir, as well as in Ausona and Barcelona—two counties actually ruled by
Miré’s brother Sunyer,

Asness HEMMO

Although four of Guifred’s sons became counts, at least two other children of his
were well placed in ecclesiastical careers in establishments founded by the Hairy
count. Raoul, Guifred’s fifth son, was placed as a monk in the monastery of
Ripoll (founded by Guifred around 879-880); in due course he became its abbot
and bishop of Urgell.” Near Ripoll Guifred and his consort Guinidilda founded
another religious house—a convent for women dedicated to Saint John the
Baptist—placing their young daughter Hemmo there as a nun.” When she came
of age in the 8gos Hemmo assumed power as abbess of the new nunnery of Sant
Joan de les Abadesses (“Saint.John of the Abbesses’ ), ruling justly,
prosperously, and, in the words of her nephew count Borrell I of Barcelona,
in a terse compliment paid after her death, “according to the rule of monastic
governance.” " ' '

As the daughter and sister of the ruling men in the province, and as the abbess
of the richest nunnery, Hemmo was a powerful figure in her own right, and pos-
sibly the most powerful woman in the March. She ruled the nunnery until her
death in or after 942, rounding out a tenure of nearly fifty years. It is perhaps
because of her unusually powerful status—both by birth and by virtue of her
office—that she appears named first among the executors of her brother’s will.

8 Although his father and grandfather were probably 1 A charter of 885, which exists only in a forged or inter-

counts in the region as well, Guifred’s reigh marks the polated form, records the oblation (E! Ardhivo Condal,
beginning of functional independence; before Guifred no. 3, 101-103); an authentic charter records the conse-
royal appointees from other families had alternated with cration of the church on 24 June 887 (Bl Arhive Condal,
his own forbears. For the beginnings of the dynasty, see n0. 4, 103-107).
Ramon d’Abadal i de Vinyals, Els primers comtes catalans, 1> Quoted by Udina Martozell, El Awhivo Condal, pro-
1d ed. (Barcelona, 1980). For later centuries, see Bisson, logue, xii, from document no, 128 (285-287), a charter
The Medieval Crown of Aragon. recording the elevation of Hemimo’s successor as abbess
9 d’Abadal, Eis primers comtes, 349. after an intervening period of chaos. Udina’s discussion
10 Federico Udina Martorell, Bl Archivo Condal de Barcelona of Hemmo’s career, in the prologue, xii~xxi, is the best
en los siglos IX-X: estudio critico de sus fondos (Barcelona, available, but see also Edward Junyent, El monestir de

1951), prologue, x~xi. Sant Joan de les Abadesses (Baxcelena, 1976), 24-29.






