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BRITISH POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH IN FIFTEENTH-CENTURY HISTORY, 1919–99


Tim Thornton


This paper is an attempt to consider the development of the study of fifteenth-century history through one of its most important technical expressions – the postgraduate thesis.1 The thesis, in existence in its present form for approximately eighty years, has provided in that time both the most important expression of concentrated research on virtually all periods of history, one of the most important means of validating that work, and a key means of access to academic posts and therefore the opportunity of continuing to add to the body of valid historical knowledge. This of course interacted with another major material constraint, the level of recruitment to academic posts, and the degree to which they supported research activity; but even when the job market was in its most expansionist phase, the possession of a higher degree represented a crucial means of access. One underlying theme to this paper will be that the development of ideas on the fifteenth century is as much a product of the material and intellectual constraints imposed during the research degree process as of the free flow of scholarly argument or the working through of a practical training experience.2 It has been observed that, as early as the last years of the nineteenth century, the longevity and influence of the ideas of Bishop Stubbs, as opposed to those of contemporaries such as Freeman and Froude, despite their greater popular publishing successes, rested on his control of the developing mechanisms for historical training.3 In fifteenth-century history, more so than in many other fields, those constraints tended to support relative consensus until recently. Because this paper examines successful completions of theses, it will inevitably chiefly consider the consequences of these constraints, rather than the actual processes at work; in that sense it is intended to stand as much as anything as a pointer to the need for further work. On the other hand, some of the possible reasons for the patterns observed will become apparent before its conclusion.


Although many in the nascent historical profession had sought to give a proper structure to the teaching of historical method through research for more than thirty years, it was only in 1919 that the Ph.D. degree emerged as something approaching a common standard among the universities of the United Kingdom.4 In Oxford, for example, efforts at the end of the nineteenth century to include in the undergraduate degree a special subject with a strong research element had foundered amid opposition from many tutors. Such interests were therefore refocussed into the B.Litt., but this too found little success.5 Only in the rapidly growing new universities like Manchester were scholars like Tout able to make research a more integral part of the study of history.6 By the end of the 1920s, however, the pattern of research for postgraduate degrees had settled somewhat, with a concomitant stability in terms of their deposit in university libraries and their reporting.7


The first and most obvious trend in the production of postgraduate degrees in history is a growth in overall numbers. During the 1930s the total number of research degrees successfully completed each year averaged around 110; this had risen by the early 1950s to around 150 and from 1953 the total did not drop below 190 except in 1957 (160) and 1959 (178). The early sixties saw something of a decline in numbers, with 190 only being exceeded again in 1963. From the late 1960s, however, growth took off at remarkable rates. In the 1970s, an average of over 440 historical theses were completed every year, in the 1980s over 490, and from 1991 to 1996, the number completed each year fell below 500 only in 1994 and 1995. In the period to the 1960s, growth does not seem to have affected medieval studies, for the number of theses completed in this area remained remarkably steady, as interestingly did that of candidates in modern British history after 1500. The growth areas that boosted overall numbers were in American and Asian history. Proportionately, therefore, late medieval topics became progressively less significant. They represented about 7.76% of thesis completions in the 1930s; this steadily declined to about 6.77% in the 1940s and 5.83% in the 1950s. It is only in the 1990s that the relative popularity of medieval history as a subject for the writing of theses has grown slightly. In the decade 1971–80, 389 or 8.81% of thesis completions related to medieval history as a whole. In the following period, 1981–90, absolute numbers of completions on medieval topics had grown to 426, but proportionately this represented a continuing decline to 8.67% of all completions.8 The early 1990s saw a recovery, with medieval British and European history accounting for 10.30% of completions.9


Although absolute numbers of completions in late medieval history grew, therefore, that growth did not keep pace with the overall growth of the subject at postgraduate level. The comparative restriction implied by this is borne out in another area, the location of study. There was a remarkable concentration of postgraduate work in a very few universities until relatively late. Before the 1950s, that concentration essentially centred on London. In 1930–1, the forty-seven Ph.D.s in History listed in the Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research included 21 from London, with no other university even in double figures, the next highest figure in England being Oxford’s and Manchester’s four. The following year London had 19 out of 44, and in 1931–2 27 out of 42. At the end of the decade, it still produced 33 out of 53.10 Even in 1950 the total of London Ph.D.s was 20 out of 55, although this figure indicates that other universities were now producing and doing so more profusely. In that year 12 Oxford D.Phil.s were completed, whereas in the 1930s the university had never produced more than 8 in one year (in 1936); and the average in the years 1931–9 was less than five per year. Cambridge produced even fewer.11 In England, London, Oxford and Cambridge stand out through the 1960s, with lesser contributions from Liverpool, Leeds and Manchester. Sheffield and Nottingham were also soon producing work on the later middle ages. At Sheffield, although nothing in the field was produced amongst the meagre output of the 1930s, the Second World War saw the completion of a thesis on the educational achievements of Archbishop Rotherham, and in 1951 a thesis was submitted on Louis de Luxembourg. In 1953 the supervision of G.R. Potter ensured the completion of two works on the fourteenth century.12 At Nottingham, the first history Ph.D.s validated in the university’s own right were completed in 1952. Roskell ensured that late medieval subjects were soon represented, with M.A.s on the parliamentary representation of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire (1956) and of Norfolk and Suffolk (1959).13 Yet other universities, new and old, were not involved. Although Birmingham was producing research degrees at a reasonable rate, it was only in the 1960s that it began to produce medievalists who touched upon the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.14 Even a longer standing institution like Durham could show little if any postgraduate work on the late middle ages until Storey’s thesis on Bishop Langley in 1954.15


This picture was changed by the development of new university departments in the 1960s and afterwards. Even so, the change was gradual; although many more universities were involved in providing supervision, the concentration of work in a few institutions remained significant. Taking three random sample years in the 1990s and analysing all historical theses completed then,16 for example, London still accounted for 19.66% of completions, Oxford 17.9% and Cambridge 12.29%. Beside those institutions, only Birmingham, Edinburgh, Exeter, Leeds and Manchester could claim more than 3% of the total of 1302 history thesis completions. Yet in spite of this concentration of study, 64 institutions saw the successful completion of a history thesis.17


This concentration of postgraduate work in a few institutions had an impact on the geographical focus of the work.18 Since doctoral work from colleges of the University of Wales relevant to the fifteenth century was rare before the 1960s, the constraints imposed on the history of Wales in the late middle ages are obvious. Swansea provides a particularly clear example of a university college which did not contribute a thesis on late medieval history for many years. Theses in history were regularly completed from the early 1930s, but there was nothing that even marginally touched on the fifteenth century until the thesis on Swansea under the Tudors of W.S.K. Thomas supervised by G. Williams to completion in 1958.19 Just three theses on late medieval history were produced in Cardiff before 1960, and only one of these related to Welsh history; on the other hand, Bangor produced three M.A.s, of which two directly related to Wales, and Aberystwyth three, all on Welsh topics.20 Interestingly, the same is true of the Scottish universities, in spite of their longer heritage. Amongst them, only Edinburgh produced a significant number of doctoral theses before the 1960s, and there late medieval studies never had a strong grip.21 Glasgow frequently produced nil returns in the lists of theses completed in the period, and St Andrews and Aberdeen rarely more than a handful of theses with very few relevant to the fifteenth century.22 The establishment and development of the teaching of Welsh history and Scottish history in the universities and colleges of each respective country may have helped to promote their subject,23 but in later medieval studies the paucity of postgraduate work held back their potential.


This geographical limitation in subjects studied was eventually partially broken down with the emergence of the new universities of the 1960s, many of which explicitly set out to promote the local histories of their area. This institutional development interacted with, and in many ways ensured the dominance of, the school of local history usually associated with Leicester. The first thesis from Exeter came in 1950, on the quarter sessions in nineteenth-century Devon. The following year came one on Exeter diocesan administration in the fourteenth century, and in 1954 a thesis on the city of Exeter in the years 1625–88.24 At Hull, 1953 saw the completion of a work on the granges of Yorkshire monasteries and 1956 one on the social history of the East Riding of Yorkshire from 1603–1660.25 Still, as has already been argued, the new diversity of location of study concealed considerable continuing concentrations; and supervisors of theses on later medieval history seem to have been less swiftly drawn into the trend for locally based and locally focussed studies than those working in many other periods.


Indeed, there is no doubt that until well into the 1960s not only was the study of the late middle ages concentrated in a very few universities but the power of a handful of individual supervisors over the production of postgraduate work was complete.26 In the 1930s, 35 supervisors were responsible for 69 supervisions.27 This apparent plurality in fact concealed the overwhelming dominance of a group of five supervisors and within that group the huge influence of just two. Williams, McFarlane, Thompson, Power and Jacob between them supervised on 33 occasions – nearly 48% of the total. In fact, Power supervised six and Jacob no less than seventeen theses.28 In the 1940s, the reduced number of supervisions (35) did not result in a similar reduction in the number of supervisors active: 23 scholars acted as supervisor of a late medieval thesis. The dominance of a small group continued, however: Jacob (6) and Williams (5) between them were responsible for over 31% of acts of supervision, and with Coopland, Lennard and McFarlane, who each supervised two theses to completion, for just under 49% of the total.29 The 1950s saw a slight reduction in the domination of such a small group, but given the large increase in the number of supervisions taking place (to 111), it was not as significant a dilution as might have been expected. Five scholars supervised on five or more occasions during the decade, Jacob on seven and Carus-Wilson on eight: the five accounted for 32, or just under 29%, of the supervisions in the period.30 In the 1960s, the change continued, but slowly: sixty-seven supervisors took part in 103 supervisions, and the most prominent six were responsible for twenty-eight, or just over 27%.31


Given the argument so far, there is a danger of becoming trapped in a narrative of gradually increasing diversification and differentiation. In other areas, however, it is clear that there was some diversity in the 1930s, although limited, and that this was replaced by greater uniformity in succeeding decades. There have been, for example, considerable changes in the make-up of the body of individuals engaged in successful postgraduate study. Most striking and most easily monitored has been the gender balance. Women, once very well represented amongst those who wrote theses on late medieval history, almost disappeared from the field, only returning in the 1990s to something approaching equality of numbers. In the 1930s, the proportion of women amongst those completing theses on late medieval history was only just less than half, with 30 of the 67 or so late medieval degrees being by women. This proportion of about 45% fell dramatically in the 1940s to less than 30%, and the fall continued in the 1950s, to just 27%.32 The actual numbers of theses completed by women did not dramatically decrease, but the overall rise in the number of late medieval dissertations concealed a dramatic relative decline in participation by female students. It was only in the 1980s that the proportion of women among students completing theses (in all divisions of the discipline) significantly increased, to over 36%; the figure for the 1990s, before 1997, was as high as 40% again.


The decline in work on late medieval topics by female postgraduates in the 1940s and 1950s is even more striking when the variety of the postgraduate degree is also built into the calculation. In the 1930s work below the Ph.D./D. Phil. level amounted to just over half of all degrees awarded; similarly just over half of the women who completed theses completed junior dissertations. In the 1940s, however, although the proportion of junior theses fell, to less than 30%, and were less likely to be by women (women doing junior degrees accounted for less than 39% of such work), it is striking that no woman was supervised to completion of a senior thesis at all during the decade. The ten successful women writers of dissertations on late medieval history worked exclusively at junior level. This position improved slightly in the 1950s, but still nearly two-thirds of the diminished proportion of female postgraduate candidates had worked for junior degrees. In the 1970s, while 70% of degrees were at senior level, the proportion of theses by women that were at a senior level still only just exceeded 50%, so again it was only in the 1980s that a greater degree of equality was achieved. In fact, the situation of the previous decades was reversed, with female candidates more likely to complete higher degree theses than junior ones. In that decade just over two-thirds of late-medieval theses were at senior level, while exactly 75% of women’s work was at that level. Thus far in the present decade the proportion of women completing senior theses (77.5%) is again higher than the overall proportion of such works.


Such changes are of course reflective of very diverse factors. The supply of candidates for postgraduate study depends on undergraduate success, although the role explicitly or implicitly ascribed in the minds of some examiners to perceived potential for postgraduate study when awarding firsts and upper second degrees that means this issue may also be relevant. The relative decline of female participation in fifteenth-century studies may of course be linked to conscious or unconscious supervision and related policies, and it is striking that while some important women scholars of the 1930s and 1950s, notably Power, Carus-Wilson, and Ady, produced many graduate students (not all of them women of course), in the 1940s and again in the 1960s there were very few women supervising candidates in fifteenth-century history. Of the six supervisors who accounted for more than a quarter of supervisions in the 1960s, only one, Carus-Wilson, was a woman.33 It may also be that the decline in junior degrees at this point was connected to the decline in the proportion of women candidates, although the nature of the causal link is hard to establish. Differential completion rates, when studied, have not been found to be easily explicable in terms of crude economic considerations, but issues of funding, subject studied, gender, among others, clearly play a role in determining which theses, once commenced, are brought to completion.34 The choice to take on postgraduate study represents a significant commitment, financially, in terms of time and of energy. The role of the postgraduate degree as a route into employment in academic or similar work means that the changing aspirations of, and attitudes to, women as potential academics play a role. Such considerations clearly have considerable implications for the make-up of the academic community; there may be similarities to be found between recent trends in other professions, such as the law, where women are becoming better represented, especially in lower and middle ranks of the profession. For our purposes here, to a greater extent than in other professions, the process of qualification matters because it is one of the chief means by which the body of knowledge policed by the profession is developed and validated.


One sign of the recent healthy diversity in fifteenth-century studies has been the ‘junior’ series of conferences and their publication by Alan Sutton and now by Sutton Publishing, which has taken place for twenty years. The first such ‘junior’ conference to be published, that held in July 1978 and published as Patronage, Pedigree and Power in 1979, featured work such as that of A.J. Pollard on ‘The Richmondshire Community of Gentry during the Wars of the Roses’, Michael Hicks on ‘The Changing Role of the Wydevilles in Yorkist Politics to 1483’, Carole Rawcliffe, on ‘Baronial Councils in the Later Middle Ages’, Keith Dockray on comparisons between civil wars in fifteenth-century England and Japan, Alison Allan on Yorkist propaganda and Anne Curry on English military organisation in Normandy. This current volume casts its net yet wider. The preceding discussion could have referred to the notable changes in focus in work on the fifteenth century over the last sixty years, from political history to more economic and social history in the 1960s, and from narrowly high-cultural, especially Italian renaissance history,35 to broader approaches to culture, including popular culture. In the current volume, political history is represented by Gwilym Dodd, revising the history of the Lancastrian parliaments, and by Bill Smith reassessing the finances of the regime of Henry VI in the 1450s. Politics and gender interact in the essay by Joanna Laynesmith on the coronations of queens in the later fifteenth century, and Hannes Kleineke’s piece on the noble widow Lady Dinham illustrates some of the themes in political and social history which the study of late medieval noble widows can illuminate. Nicolas Offenstadt describes the history of gesture and ritual in the truces of the Hundred Years War, throwing new light on the place of gesture in political exchanges. David Grummitt’s work on Calais allows him to comment not just on the government of this key bulwark of English power on the continent of Europe, but on debates about bastard feudalism, since Lord Hastings’ connection as captain of Calais played such a prominent role in seminal work by W.H. Dunham on the subject of indentured retinues. Elizabeth New and James Clark consider aspects of religious vitality in fifteenth-century England, the former the little-studied confraternities established in English cathedrals, the latter the role of the monks in attempting to re-invigorate the religious life of the laity. Margaret Yates uses the medium of her work on mills to throw light on another vigorous area of recent work on the late middle ages, the degree and nature of economic growth. Sean Cunningham and Francesca Bumpus look at local political society, but from diametrically opposed perspectives. Cunningham provides a challenging view of the forceful intervention of royal power under Henry VII, breaking up the hegemony of the Stanley family in the North-West, while Bumpus examines the politics of the community of a marcher lordship at the immediately sub-gentry level, suggesting that a genuine political exchange took place there upon which elites might have to depend.


.


1 The chronological definition of the period covered is, as far as possible, the fifteenth century. Where longer periods, or periods crossing the boundary of a century are concerned, they have been included where the fifteenth century represents a majority of the time covered, or where, in longer spans, it represents a considerable portion of the study. There are of course dangers in this approach – political history, with often narrow and precise chronological boundaries, will be included only if tightly fifteenth-century in scope; economic or social history topics will also be included although their boundaries take them far into the high middle ages or the early modern period.


2 Esp. Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, La réproduction: éléments pour une théorie du syst[image: Image]me d’enseignement (Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit, 1970) (translated as Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, trans. Richard Nice, Sage studies in social and educational change, 5 (London and Beverly Hills, Sage Publications, 1977)); Pierre Bourdieu, Homo academicus (Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit, 1984) (translated as Homo Academicus, trans. Peter Collier (Cambridge, Polity Press in association with Basil Blackwell, 1988)). This paper tends to take a different approach from the no less valid but more prevalent emphasis in writing about British postgraduate thesis work, which is to treat it as a practical, largely value-free, training in research: e.g. Patrick Karl O’Brien, ‘The Reform of Doctoral Dissertations in Humanities and Social Studies’, Higher Education Review, 28(1) (Autumn 1995), 3–19.


3 J.A. Burrow, A Liberal Descent: Victorian Historians and the English Past (Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 287.


4 In the same year both the University Grants Commission and the Association of University Teachers were formed. Acceptance of the Ph.D. was, of course, partial and gradual: it was not adopted by the University of London until 1921: Negley Harte, The University of London, 1836–1986: An Illustrated History (London, Athlone, 1986).


5 P. Slee, Learning and a Liberal Education: The Study of Modern History in the Universities of Oxford, Cambridge and Manchester, 1880–1914 (Manchester University Press, 1986), chapter 7.


6 Slee, Learning and a Liberal Education, chapter 8. From 1905 Tout and Tait were given virtual carte blanche.


7 Reporting first in History (1920–9), then in the Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research (1930–2), and finally, from 1931–2 completions, in a special supplement to the Bulletin. These supplements form the basis for this paper; consolidated lists have been published as P.M. Jacobs, History Theses, 1901–70: Historical Research for Higher Degrees in the Universities of the United Kingdom (London, University of London, Institute of Historical Research, 1976); Joyce M. Horn, History Theses, 1971–80: Historical Research for Higher Degrees in the Universities of the United Kingdom (London, University of London, Institute of Historical Research, 1984); Joyce M. Horn, History Theses, 1981–90: Historical Research for Higher Degrees in the Universities of the United Kingdom (London, University of London, Institute of Historical Research, 1994).


8 There are interesting variations within these aggregate figures. Medieval European History saw a decline in completions from 137 to 122, or 3.1% to 2.48%; non-English British history from 52 to 48, 1.18% to 0.98%.


9 Figures for 1991–96. 99 (3.49%) related to general/continental European topics, a particularly significant recovery.


10 Four of them external.


11 Twenty-seven were produced in the same period, an average of three completions a year.


12 Theses completed 1935, p. 7 (2); 1940–5, p. 12 (2); 1946–7, p. 7 (2); 1948–9, p. 9 (1); 1950, p. 8 (1); 1951, p. 10; 1952, p. 9 (1); 1953, p. 10.


13 Theses completed 1956, p. 8; 1959, p. 8.


14 E.g. Hilton’s supervision of the work of Birrell on the honour of Tutbury and that of Field on the Worcestershire peasant: Theses Completed 1962, p. 2.


15 In 1944 a piece on Winchcombe abbey was produced under A. Hamilton Thompson; in 1948 an M.A. addressed the history of Bromsgrove, 1066–1533. Even after R.L. Storey’s submission, the period to the end of the 1950s saw only a 1956 thesis on Anglo-Norman letters and archives, and a historical geography Ph.D. on County Durham in the middle ages, neither wholly relevant here. Theses completed 1944, p. 3; 1948/9, p. 3; 1954, p. 3 (Storey); 1956, p. 3.


16 Theses Completed 1994; 1995; 1996.


17 The mean was therefore 20 per institution, or approximately 1.5% of the total. Only 13 institutions were actually responsible for 20 or more. These calculations treat the constituent institutions of the University of Wales separately.


18 Concentration of study on these institutions almost certainly also exerted an influence on the geographical origin of the students who produced the work, but that is beyond the scope of the present work.


19 Theses completed 1933, p. 7 (1); 1934, p. 8 (2); 1935, p. 7 (3), etc.; 1958, p. 12.


20 Cardiff: Theses completed 1935, p. 7; 1939, p. 7 (on Shrewsbury), 1946/7, p. 8 (on the Débat des Hérauts); Bangor: 1949, p. 10; 1953, p. 11; 1958, p. 12; Aberystwyth: 1946/7, p. 7; 1956, p. 11; 1957, p. 10.


21 Edinburgh produced 22 research degrees in 1931–9, 42 in 1940–9, and 94 in 1950–9.


22 Only 6 research degrees in History were listed as completed in Glasgow, 1931–9; St. Andrews 3, Aberdeen 2.


23 B. Lenman, ‘The Teaching of Scottish History in the Scottish Universities’, Scottish Historical Review, LII (1973), 165–90; P. Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales, 1536–1990 (London, Longman, 1992), pp. 407–29.


24 Theses completed 1950, p. 3; 1951, p. 4; 1954, p. 4.


25 Theses completed 1953, p. 4; 1956, p. 4.


26 This is of course partly due to absolute limitations on the availability of supervisors, i.e. the size of the profession that specialized in these areas, and partly to contraints on the selection and appointment of supervisors from within that body.


27 The term ‘supervision’ is used here to allow for joint supervision, where each supervisor is given equal weight and counted separately.


28 Williams and McFarlane 2 each, Thompson 4. 24 scholars supervised in one case, and six in two cases.


29 18 scholars supervised on one occasion.


30 61 supervisors were active; 36 on one thesis, 17 on two, and three (Armstrong, Betts and Roskell) on three. Adding the latter three to the ‘first division’ of supervisors shows eight supervisors responsible for just under 37% of acts of supervision.


31 The six were Carus-Wilson, Jacob and Ross (4 each), Myers and Roskell (5 each), and McFarlane (6).


32 This should, however, be set against the overall proportion of postgraduate students of history who were women. In the 1930s, 23.64% of successful postgraduates were women; in the 1940s this fell to 17.73%. The decline in the proportion of female postgraduates was therefore a general phenomenon; if anything, late medieval history was unusual in that it had shown such a high proportion of women in the 1930s. Even in the 1940s, women were better represented in late medieval history than in many other spheres.


33 Even in the 1930s and 1950s, the eminence of Power, Carus-Wilson and Ady was somewhat lonely: Power was the only woman in the group of ‘30s supervisors with more than two supervisions to their credit, and Ady and Carus-Wilson, although they represented two of the top four supervisors of the 1950s, still only produced fourteen of the 41 supervisions for which the dominant group of eight supervisors were responsible. Attempts to model the relationship between supervisor and student do not produce any convincing results: Booi Hon Kam, ‘Style and Quality in Research Supervision: The Supervisor Dependency Factor’, Higher Education, 34 (1997), 81–103.


34 E.g. Alison L. Booth and Stephen L. Satchell, ‘British Ph.D. Completion Rates: Some Evidence from the 1980s’, Higher Education Review, 28(2) (Spring 1996), 48–56.


35 An important element relating to the study of education, especially education in the universities and at a similar level, should also be noted.
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SELLING THE HOLY PLACES: MONASTIC EFFORTS TO WIN BACK THE PEOPLE IN FIFTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND



James G. Clark


In a sermon delivered to a chapter of the English Benedictines in c. 1400, the preacher declared:


We are the princes of the priesthood and the masters of the people. . . . The philosopher tells of certain princes in his time who selected certain of his subjects, well-versed in virtues, morals and wisdom, who through their example might instruct the people. You are the successors of these noble prelates and the imitators of their work . . . and just as the holy gospel was first brought to England by monks, so [these activities] will ensure it prevails in future.1


The preacher’s immediate concern was to defend the sending of monks to the universities by demonstrating that teaching and preaching were at the heart of the monastic vocation. His claim that monks were, and always had been, the principal spiritual leaders and instructors of the people, however, was one which was made with increasing frequency by monastic writers at the turn of the fifteenth century.2 Taken as a whole, they can be seen to represent a significant shift in attitude within the older monastic order, the emergence of a renewed determination to be involved in the life of the church and to recover the leadership which had once been theirs.


The need to recover their former pre-eminence had been a recurrent theme of monastic reformers since the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. As early as 1277, the Benedictine General Chapter issued statutes governing claustral discipline and conventual administration with the intention that their adoption might enable the order to recover and ‘revive’ (reflorare).3 In the same way, in 1336 Pope Benedict XII published his reforming canons Summi magistri in order that the Benedictines, the most favoured ‘of all the orders engaged as warriors in the struggles of holy church’, might again ‘spread their palms from sea to sea’ that ‘the whole world might be enlightened with their brilliant rays of virtue’.4


The demand for a monastic revival intensified in the face of a new, more dynamic form of spirituality which emerged in English communities in the decades after 1350. The work of Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton and others undermined the traditional claim that the cloister offered the most perfect form of religious life. Writing in the 1370s, the Durham monk-scholar John Uthred of Boldon called for a reinterpretation of the Rule, which emphasised the difference between monastic vows and those of ‘seculars and other professed religious’.5 Devotional writers also challenged the role of monks as priests and pastors. Compiling a handbook for novices in the 1380s, an anonymous monk at Bury St Edmunds warned his charges that their adherence to the Rule was now particularly imperative ‘since monks are now found to be less devout and less proficient in the ministry of the divine office than any secular priest, clerk or layman’.6


The determination of English monks to reassert themselves hardened in the face of Wyclifism and Lollardy, which many monastic writers interpreted as a crisis of leadership in the church, a crisis which they considered only their own order was able to resolve. Nicholas Radcliffe, a St Albans monk and one of the first scholars to dispute with Wyclif, argued that the monasteries represented a source of stability in a period of religious turmoil, for ‘the regulated life is more perfect, greater and more acceptable to God than the secular for it is more secure and more durable, as a castle is said to be better than an encampment in time of war’.7


In the decades after Wyclif’s death, a more concerted effort to fight a rearguard action emerged from within the monasteries. The monks no longer confined themselves to occasional bold and defiant assertions, but developed a wide range of both practical and propagandist strategies to revive their fortunes and recover their former dominance. Perhaps most significant was the development of a new form of apologetic literature which emphasised the antiquity and political importance of the monastic order in England, and as such cut to the heart of contemporary ecclesiological debates. But monasteries also made sustained efforts rebuild their relationship with the laity on a local level, adapting their form of life and worship and even their buildings to attract the devotions and benefactions of those outside.


The aim of the following discussion is to examine these strategies in some detail. It has long been argued that the older monastic order failed to respond to the changing nature of the later medieval church and withdrew from the ecclesiastical mainstream, clinging defensively to their diminishing endowments. Recent studies have emphasised the increasingly secular and parochial character of religious life in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: ‘the plowman learned his paternoster’ from secular priests and through his own independent spiritual expression in confraternities, guilds and other associations, the fashionable houses of the Carthusians remaining the only monastic presence in this largely lay religion.8 The evidence examined here, however, challenges these views. It reveals a responsiveness and an adaptability in the face of change which in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries seems to have become a conscious, co-ordinated monastic revival.


The monasteries’ most significant and sustained efforts to restore their standing were made in the composition and circulation of a new form of apologetic literature. Between 1370 and 1440 a significant corpus of polemical treatises emerged from English houses. Much of this was produced by individual monk-scholars working alone, but the similarities in their writings suggest there was a considerable amount of exchange in ideas and information across a wide range of communities. The earliest and most influential of these texts was the Speculum cenobitarum, which probably originated at Bury St Edmunds in the 1360s, but seems to have evolved and expanded as it circulated from one house to another in the last decades of the fourteenth century. In its original form the text contained an account of the biblical origins of the monastic life, presenting it as the oldest form of religious living, and a series of lists of distinguished monastic saints, scholars, kings, emperors, popes and bishops, demonstrating the extent of monastic influence throughout Christendom.9 It was followed in c. 1370 with De prima institutione monachorum, a shorter but equally provocative study of the origins and development of the monastic life, probably the work of the Durham monk, Uthred of Boldon.10 Further variations on these themes emerged in the first decades of the fifteenth century. The St Albans chronicler Thomas Walsingham compiled the Defensio de praerogatiuis et dignitatibus ordinem monasticum concernentibus, in which he reproduced much of the text of the Speculum but also included chapters on the importance of the monastic studia at the universities, on the economic and political role of the monasteries and a brief rebuttal of Wyclifite attacks on religious endowment.11 William Gillingham, a monk at Christ Church, Canterbury, also produced a revised version of the Speculum, which incorporated a comprehensive list of Benedictine writers, including their biographies and bibliographies, intended to emphasise the intellectual weight of the older monastic order.12 Several monk-scholars also further developed the study of the origins of the monastic life. John Whethamstede, Walsingham’s near contemporary at St Albans, composed a tract titled ‘Monachus’ which emphasised the continuity of the monastic life from the prophets of the Old Testament, through the apostles, to the fathers of the early church and Benedict himself.13 In the 1430s Andrew Aston, a monk at Bury St Edmunds, produced another treatise which traced the beginnings of the religious life to the time of Samuel, while at Durham, Prior John Wessington filled his notebooks with evidence from early chronicles and vitae sanctorum which demonstrated the priority of the Benedictines above other orders.14


From their content and tone it is clear these writings were intended to be more than mere advertisements for monastic achievement. Their emphasis on the scriptural basis for the monastic life responded to contemporary anti-monastic theologians, such as John Wyclif and William Woodford, who argued that the value of monasticism was diminished by the mass of accretions to the Rule. They also offered a direct challenge to the authority and dignity of rival religious orders. The Speculum maintained that it was only the Benedictines who followed a properly constituted rule; the Cluniacs and Cistercians were descended from the Benedictines, and the Augustinian canons and the Friars followed no rule.15 The continuities these writers identified between the early apostles and the earliest monks also served to emphasise the pastoral programme to be adopted in contemporary monasteries. For Whethamstede the origins of the monastic life proved that the monastic order belonged to an ongoing tradition of ‘evangelising’, and for Wessington it showed that it was only the oldest of the monastic orders which had consistently ‘enlightened the world [and] strengthened and supported the church’.16 These texts also offered wider arguments for the social usefulness of monasteries. In De prima institutione, Uthred maintained that although the monastic life was modelled on the asceticism of the early prophets and the apostles, monks also still retained a range of responsibilities towards the people.17 Thomas Walsingham went further in his Defensio de praerogatiuis. He argued that ‘monasteries were founded not only for the honour of God but also for use of the commonweal (ad utilitatem reipublicae)’, giving hospitality, alms and other forms of support to kings, pilgrims and paupers alike and ensuring ‘schoolboys were nurtured and educated in the cloister to be later elevated to positions of importance in the church and in the service of the state (ad regendam reipublicam)’. It was because of these responsibilities that monasteries had been endowed with wealth and it was important therefore that this wealth was defended from the machinations of magnates.18


In addition to texts which discussed the origins of the monastic life and the Benedictine order in general terms, there also emerged several devoted to the origins and early history of the English foundations. In the early fifteenth century an anonymous Glastonbury monk compiled a tract, De aduentione ordinis monachorum nigororum in Anglia, which recorded the foundation date and founder of each Benedictine house in England. Emphasising their extreme antiquity and their status as the foremost holy places in England, he claimed several houses had been established under the British king Lucius and Glastonbury itself had been founded by St Philip in AD 64.19 In the same period an anonymous Durham monk compiled a chronology of English abbeys which drew particular attention to the role of the Anglo-Saxon king Edgar as a promoter of the religious life and a founder of monasteries.20 Andrew Aston, the Bury monk, compiled a similar chronology identifying Glastonbury and Westminster as the earliest religious houses in England, founded in AD 163 and AD 169 respectively, ‘at the time of King Lucius’. It is interesting to note in this context that Aston was hostillar at Bury, charged with the care of pilgrims and visitors, his arguments for the antiquity and dignity of English monasteries would have been carried directly to the laity.21


These texts have been seen as being indicative only of the antiquarian interests of monastic writers in the fifteenth century and of the localism of their outlook.22 There is much in their content and their tone, however, to suggest that they were intended on one level at least, to serve as polemics, promoting the role of the monastic order in contemporary society. In the first place, they offer a direct challenge to anti-monastic critics. The Glastonbury monk declared his work would silence those current ‘slanderers and detractors of the religious orders’, while Andrew Aston justified his writing on the grounds that ‘many errors currently abound’. They also make provocative claims about English monasteries’ association with the crown; references to the patronage of Lucius, Edgar and other monarchs are evidently intended to have some contemporary resonance. These texts also openly reject received historical accounts. The Durham text contradicts many well-known chronicles, arriving at some very unlikely dates for the foundation of English abbeys, and the Glastonbury monk even challenges the earlier chronicles of his own house with his account of the abbey’s foundation.23


The claims and concerns of these tracts were also incorporated into revisions and continuations of established conventual chronicles. In his comprehensive history of Glastonbury abbey, completed in the late fourteenth century, John of Glastonbury prefaced the narrative with an account of the origins of English monasticism under king Lucius which is not found in any of the earlier Glastonbury sources.24 Similarly, Thomas Rudbourne began his Historia maior Wintoniensis, a history of St Swithun’s priory, Winchester, with an account of the introduction of Christianity into Britain in the reign of Lucius, through the evangelism of the monks he established in cathedral churches such as Winchester.25 Even the sober history of conventual rights and privileges which John Flete composed at Westminster in the 1440s opened with a chapter claiming the abbey was founded by Lucius to assist in the conversion of his people.26 The appearance of these narratives in what were essentially ‘official’ histories suggests the apologetic impulse had the imprimatur of abbots and priors.


The repeated references in these texts to the legendary king Lucius is a further indication that they were intended as a challenge to the wider clerical community. Lucius was believed to have been the first Christian king of Britain, who, having been converted by monks sent to England by Pope Elutherius, founded monasteries within his realm to be guardians of the new religion. The story of Lucius was not amongst the best-known tales from the ‘matter of Britain’; Geoffrey of Monmouth referred to him only very briefly in the Historia Regum Britanniae, and many of the details in the monastic treatises must have been drawn from more obscure sources.27 Its implication, however, was very clear; the Christian tradition in England owed its origins and its survival over the centuries to the older monastic order. It is worth noting that scarcely a hundred years after the monastic treatises were composed, the legends of Lucius were again employed to lend historical weight to ecclesiological arguments. Between 1529–33, Thomas Cranmer, Edward Foxe and others made extensive use of the stories of Lucius in preparing arguments to underpin Henry VIII’s divorce and his assertion of royal supremacy. The form of the stories as they appear in the Collectanea satis copiosa and other compilations which the king’s lawyers and scholars made from ‘diuers sundry old authentic histories and chronicles’ were essentially the same as those in the earlier monastic treatises, but their interpretation was markedly different. Where the monks had depicted Lucius as the archetype of the monastic patron, defending and enriching monasteries and allowing them freely to direct the religious lives of his subjects, the Tudor scholars now presented him as the architect of a model state church, in which the crown conceded nothing to ecclesiastical authority. It remains difficult to determine the sources used in the Collectanea, but it is tempting to suggest that the ‘diuers chronicles’ were the very same tracts and treatises which had been composed to defend and revive the monasteries a century and a half before.28


For all their polemical edge, it might be argued the principal audience for the monastic apologia remained within the monasteries themselves. In fact, many of these texts appear to have circulated widely in other contexts. The strong element of biblical scholarship in the Speculum cenobitarum and in the work of Uthred of Boldon ensured the texts attracted interest in the universities and amongst the secular clergy.29 Their historical content and, in particular, their tantalising references to early Britain, also seems to have tapped into the growing antiquarian interest in fifteenth-century readers. The only surviving copy of the Glastonbury treatise, De aduentione monachorum nigrorum in Anglia, was owned and copied by the chaplain of St Mary’s Chantry at Bridport, Dorset in c. 1450. William Worcester included a short chronology of monastic foundations in England in his commonplace book which he himself had copied from another layman, George Hevyrston ‘of the parish of St Nicholas, Norwich’.30


The monasteries also ensured these apologia reached a wider audience by transferring them from books to tabulae, large, wooden display-boards which were placed above altars and in other prominent positions in their churches and chapels. Tabulae were an increasingly common feature of church interiors in late medieval England, combining images and text as a means of guiding and informing worship. The use of the apologetic texts with all their ecclesiological and historical claims, however, gave the monastic tabulae a polemical edge in stark contrast to the benign character of the secular examples.31
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