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Prologue





IN THE Tower of London in 1534 Sir Thomas More thought upon the passion of Christ and his own passage out of the world. He had faced a test not far different from that put to every other citizen of London: whether to swear an oath, ‘without scrupulosity of conscience’, as the King commanded. All the citizens swore, but this political test had spiritual consequences. More alone refused it. In the following year England was sundered from Catholic Christendom, and More was executed for refusing to follow the laws of one realm, against his conscience. Yet almost every Londoner continued to hold with More a belief in the universality of the Catholic Church, was obedient to its authority, and was convinced of the power and ineluctability of its seven sacraments. A shared faith bound the community, and common religious observance marked the rites of passage of the citizens and of their City. Few saw then how desperately the Church was in danger, or from which quarters. But there were signs.


Some sought reform in the Church, before it was too late. John Colet, Dean of St Paul’s, had warned the Catholic clergy in 1511 that their failings left them defenceless against attack. Thomas More feared that heresy would undermine and pervert the foundations of the faith, and imperil the society which harboured it. Again and again, he urged ‘good Catholic men’ never to imagine their Church, seemingly adamantine, to be unassailable. For More, moving in many London worlds, saw heresy pervading his own parish, his own company, even his own family. The revival of an old heresy, Lollardy, and the arrival of a new one, more dangerous yet, threatened terrene disorder. Once, Catholics had cast out apostates in their midst, refusing to talk or trade with them: would they still if these heretics grew in strength and numbers, and what would then be the consequences for this community, once bound by a common faith? No one could have foretold that the threat, when it came, would not be from the heretics alone, but from that King whom More served, and who had vaunted himself defensor fidei: Henry VIII. Knowingly, or unknowingly, he had gathered evangelicals around him, in the highest places of all, and for a time it served his purpose to listen to them.


The people of England found themselves caught up in a Reformation, not at first of their making, but in time made by them. Religious choices were demanded most immediately from the Londoners, because in London the English Reformation began, and the capital was ‘the common country of all England.’ Maybe as many as one in twenty of the population of England found their home in London in the mid-sixteenth century, at least for a time. The power of the City’s religious example was immense. There the new faith was first and most powerfully evangelized; there, under the eyes of government, conformity to the royal will was most imperative. The cause and experience of conversion, or of resistance to it, were different for every individual and, because they were private, remain largely hidden. Yet in London it was not always easy to hide convictions and allegiances.


Though the citizens of London boasted of their world-wide trading connections, they lived within a City of one square mile, bound still by its ancient walls. Within the City of London there were worlds within worlds. In their parishes, wards, precincts, companies, and fraternities the citizens met, worshipped, and feasted together. Great distinctions of wealth and status divided them, but the rich and poor were neighbours, worshipping in the same parish churches, knowing each other as fellow communicants, as givers and receivers of charity. As Londoners met daily in the markets or company halls, passed each other in the streets, attended the same Church services, kept watch together, much of City life was public. Deponents before the courts of the Church and City vividly attested how closely the citizens knew and observed each other. The wills of Londoners reveal how widely the networks of social relationship extended: from kin, to friends, to neighbours, to fellow parishioners, to godchildren, apprentices, servants, members of the same company, to debtors, to the poor they aided, and—until the Reformation—to all those dead souls of friends and family who awaited release from Purgatory, ‘all Christian souls’. True, a great metropolis affords the best chance for fugitives to disappear, and in London there was a growing population of vagrants and migrants, yet there were probably few in the capital with whom no one claimed relationship. In such a society private affairs were hard to hide, and memories were long. So, when Andrew Boord fled the rigours of the London Charterhouse his Catholic neighbours did not easily forgive him. They called him ‘apostate’, and remembered his ancient failings; that ‘twenty years agone’ he had been, though in religious orders, ‘conversant with women’.1 The religious convictions of individuals might be public knowledge. For to conceal faith, to worship one way outwardly, while believing another way privately, was condemned. Hypocrisy and Nicodemism, though prudently practised, were widely held to damn the soul, even though they might seem to heal divisions within the community. It was because beliefs were known that Londoners notoriously came to taunt each other: ‘thou papist’, ‘thou heretic’; ‘he is a papist, he is a gospeller, he is of the new sort, he is of the old faith’. And contention was to be expected, and even necessary, in a greater cause. Bishop Latimer counselled his Protestant brethren: ‘where as is quietness … there is not the truth’.2  When one faith was evangelical, determined that the Word should go forth, whatever the risk, and the other rested upon authority, giving all power in the determination of doctrine to the Church, there could hardly be peace.


Did this religious crisis destroy the sense and fact of community in London, or was the crisis in religion itself in part a symptom of fracture having other causes? The new divisions in faith might reflect and exacerbate divisions within society older and deeper still, and one path to salvation be chosen rather than another for reasons not of faith alone. Maybe the poor and dispossessed could find a special appeal in the liberating doctrines of Protestantism. Had not Christ and His disciples been poor too, and had not Christ pointed out the special difficulties for the rich to enter the Kingdom of Heaven? So reforming preachers reminded their audiences. Certainly the rich, the governors, feared the consequences of giving the socially irresponsible the freedom to read the Gospel in English, and the oppressors of the poor and the persecutors of the gospellers appeared to be one and the same. The richest and the poorest in England lived in London, side by side; the rich in great houses on the street fronts, the poor in alleys behind. As the Reformation progressed the distinctions in wealth became greater; not because of the Reformation, but because of the social and economic transformation created by the rise in population coeval with it. These demographic changes would be of the greatest consequence for the religion and politics of London.


But the Reformation was made by individuals, not by social forces. In this first generation of Reformation everyone was faced, for the first time, with a choice in religion. Though the Reformation was first imposed upon the English people, who were unknowing, unwilling, it became their particular creation. For many—perhaps most—acquiescence to royal command was the course of least resistance, but the experience of conforming, against conscience, might be bitter. In every parish and street in London families, friends, and neighbours who had once shared faith and ideals, as well as much else, could find their ways dividing. When some people converted, and others did not, there would be personal consequences. When in 1531 Thomas Crispe made a will, providing for his children if they chose to enter the religious life, he naturally made his cousin, a fellow mercer, his executor.3 But his cousin was Robert Packington, who was already a committed evangelical, and for him the monastic vocation was an absurdity. What would his duty be: to follow his friend’s wishes or his own religious inclination? The pious Catholic benefactors of the monastic houses might become in time ardent gospellers, denouncing Purgatory and the prayers for souls to which monastic life was devoted. Conversely, those who had once called for the translation of Scripture could become its fiercest opponents when they realized that defence of the Church was more desperately needed than reform. The Reformation, like other revolutions, created enemies. Though Protestants and Catholics might in the end find in their faiths more to unite than to divide them, they both seemed then to see only the perversion and traduction of the truth by the other.


At the Reformation the Christian found himself forced to choose between true and false images, between free will and predestination, between private faith and public conformity. All that follows is an enquiry into how the citizens of London made those choices and what were the consequences.




1 L&P xi. 297.


2 Foxe, Acts and Monuments, vii, p. 508.


3 PRO, PCC, Prob. 11/24, fo. 90r.






















I The Catholic Community





THE LAITY



The City Churches



WITHIN THE ancient walls of the City of London on the eve of the Reformation were just over a hundred parish churches, a cathedral, and thirty-nine religious houses. The panoramas of sixteenth-century London show their spires and towers and steeples dominating the skyline.1 Among secular buildings in late medieval London only the Guildhall and the Tower could compare in beauty or grandeur with the churches. No layman aspired to build to rival the Church: those who did might be punished for their vainglory. When Sir John Champneys, Lord Mayor in 1534, added a ‘high tower of brick’ to his house in Tower Street (‘the first … in any private man’s house to overlook his neighbours in this City’), ‘this delight of his eye was punished with blindness’.2 Generation after generation of Londoners gave of their wealth and labour towards edifying the churches where they celebrated. If concern to build and decorate churches, and determination to adorn their City with religious artefacts, were marks of faith, then the citizens of London were of a remarkable piety. The very street names were religious: Ave Maria Lane, Rood Lane, Creed Lane, Pater Noster Row.


In London ‘there was in every corner a cross set’.3 Most famous of these was the Eleanor Cross in Cheapside which was gilded and adorned with images—of the Virgin and Child, of Christ’s Resurrection, with the arms of its donor ‘embraced by angels’. For each great occasion of public ceremonial—the entry of Emperor Charles V or Philip of Spain, the coronations of Anne Boleyn and Edward VI—this cross was specially regilded.4 Every parish church had a cross on its spire or tower—save St Michael Cornhill where an image of the patron stood—and a preaching cross in its churchyard. St Paul’s Cross was the first pulpit of the realm, and it was from this cross that the changes of the Reformation were expounded. These parish crosses were venerated. At St Mary Magdalen Milk Street in 1449 there stood a cross in the churchyard which was ‘worshipped by the parishioners there as crosses be commonly worshipped in other churchyards’.5 The ‘Rood of Northern’ at the north door of St Paul’s, allegedly carved by St Joseph of Arimathea and discovered during a flood of the Thames in the days of the fabled King Lucius, became a favourite object of devotion because miracles were performed there.6 John Paston wrote to his mother in 1465: ‘I pray you visit the Rood of North door and Saint Saviour at Bermondsey, while ye abide in London, and let my sister Margery go with you to pray to them that she may have a good husband ere she come home again.’7 Crucifixes were everywhere as a remembrance of Christ’s passion, and the strongest defence against the temptations of man’s ‘ghostly enemy’, the Devil. They were not to be worshipped for themselves, but venerated just as the King’s seal was venerated: not for love of the seal itself but for love of the man who owned it. The rood, so the fourteenth-century homilist John Mirk insisted, was ‘the King’s seal of Heaven’.8


Images and paintings of saints were ‘lewd men’s books’, for there were ‘many thousands of people’ who could not imagine in their hearts how Christ died on the cross to redeem mankind until they learnt this truth from pictures of His passion.9 At the opening of his Dialogue concerning Heresies Sir Thomas More appealed to the legend that Christ inspired St Luke to paint the ‘lovely visage of Our Blessed Lady’ as proof that images are pleasing to God.10 More knew by his own experience that miracles were performed at the shrines of saints to reveal divine power to the faithful. He had seen how Sir Roger Wentworth’s twelve-year-old daughter, ‘tormented by our ghostly enemy the Devil, raving with despising and blasphemy of God and hatred of all hallowed things’, was saved by visiting the shrine of the Virgin at Ipswich.11 In his youth More had seen at Barking Abbey kerchiefs reputedly sewn by Our Lady; ‘as clean seams to my seeming as ever I saw in my life’. These relics, hidden in the back of a golden tabernacle which had been shut away for four or five hundred years since ‘the abbey was burned by infidels’, had remained unknown, ‘till now that God gave that chance that opened it’.12 If relics and shrines were venerated by the most learned of Londoners, how much more emotive they might be to the ignorant and credulous. More (Moria) saw the folly of superstitious excess. Writing to Erasmus of the life of the courtier, he compared the King’s suitors to those London wives who, praying to an image of the Virgin by the Tower, ‘gaze upon it so fixedly that they imagine it smiles upon them’.13


The Virgin Mary, ‘mother and maiden’, ‘Queen of Heaven, lady of the world and Empress of Hell’, was ceaselessly invoked as mediator to God for men. The saints, her courtiers in Paradise, might act for their perpetual suitors as ‘holy patrons’ in the ‘blessed Court of Heaven’.14 The saints were believed to have power to ward off the disasters which might befall their supplicants, and their favours were daily called upon.15 The saints could also be angered, and must be placated. In 1533 ‘a letter written by Mary Magdalen’s hand’ was delivered to a London widow, warning that ‘if she did diminish any part of the gold hidden by her husband … and bestowed it not entirely in the ornaments of the church’, it would be ‘to her husband’s utter damnation and hers both’.16 Saints were glorified through their images and at their shrines. In every City church candles burned before the images of favourite saints set up by their faithful votaries. The narrator in The ymage of loue, published in 1525, told of the ‘many good men that be nowadays which honour the temples of God with many goodly images of great cost of silver and of gold set with pearl and stone’.17


Men and women called especially upon their own patrons, remembering their images particularly in their wills; ‘St John Evangelist’, for example, ‘whom I have always worshipped and loved’.18 To St Margaret Pattens Margaret Sale had given an image of Our Lady, and when she made her will in 1527 she bequeathed her funeral tapers to burn thereafter before the images she had honoured during her life: before Our Lady, St Katherine, St Anne, St Sythe, and the new rood at her parish church, before Our Blessed Lady at Barking, and St Gabriel at St Gabriel Fenchurch.19 The citizens of London often wished to be buried beside their own patron saints in their churches: before the image of St James the Apostle at St Michael Bassishaw; before the image of St John the Evangelist; at St Christopher le Stocks by the image of Jesus; before ‘Our Lady of pity’ at St Antholin; in the Grey Friars before St Francis; in Savoy Chapel before the image of St George.20 Londoners provided candles to burn forever to light the images. At St Mary at Hill John Causton bequeathed money for two tapers to burn




afore the image of Our Lady at high altar on Sundays and holy days, and two tapers burning before the Angel’s Salutation of the image of Our Lady every evening at the time of singing of Salve Regina, and one taper should burn at the south altar between the figures of St Thomas and St Nicholas.21





The saints looked down from the windows of the churches and from the walls and altars inside. In the windows of St Mary at Hill were images of the Trinity, of the seven works of mercy, and of St John.22 St Dunstan in the West and St Thomas Acon had windows enshrining St Thomas à Becket.23 The figures were often clad in special coats, and wearing silver shoes, which their faithful votaries kissed.24 The image of St George at St Peter Cornhill and St Mary Woolnoth was a martial figure, on horseback, with ‘coat armour of sarcenet’ and ‘a headstall for a horse’.25 Still in 1538 George Robinson found a woman kneeling before the image of St Uncumber (whose aid unhappy wives invoked when they wished to be rid of their husbands), who was ‘in her old place and seat with her grey gown and silver shoes’.26


The manner in which the citizens chose to build and adorn the churches where they worshipped is revealing of the nature of popular devotion. The late medieval parish churches of London were ornate and adorned, gilded and painted. Every space was covered with ‘gay outward things’, sacred paintings, tabernacles, banners, and veils. The churchwardens’ accounts of every City church reveal the parishioners’ continuing devotion to their special saints.27 In All Hallows Staining in 1528, for example, the accounts record the repainting of the image of St Luke:












	bringing of St Luke’s tabernacle home from painting

	  2d.






	for plaster, mortar and brick, for setting up St Luke

	16d.






	pulley and cord and a strap to pull up and down the shrine

	
  6d.28
















At St Peter Cornhill were cross banners ‘with the image of St Peter with keys and swords’, ‘of the baptizing of Jesu Christ and St John Baptist’, ‘of the coronation of Our Lady and assumption’, ‘of the transfiguration of Our Lord’, ‘with the image of St Peter written with Sancte Petre orate pro nobis’. There were Lenten veils there to hang before the rood until Easter, ‘stained with divers stories’, with the Scriptural text ‘surrexit dominus vere’, and with the Passion.29 In the lady chapel at St Stephen Walbrook there were seven wooden images; in the choir eight; in the chapel of St Nicholas and St Katherine were more, of St Nicholas, St Katherine, St Michael, St Margaret, St James, and St Mary Magdalen; in the cloister were two images of ‘Our Lady holding God Almighty in her lap, called the Pity’, and images of St Anne, St Laurence, St Vincent, St Peter, and St Paul. There were pictures too in St Stephen Walbrook: of Christ crucified, of the twelve apostles and four doctors of Holy Church; a painted hand—Manus Meditationis—with thumb and fingers inscribed with verses; tables inscribed with the ten commandments, the seven works of mercy, and the seven deadly sins.30


Hidden behind screens of wood and stone, shut off from the nave and chancel, was a series of chapels; chapels for gilds, chapels for chantries, each with its own altar, guarded by its own saint, with its own priest singing perpetual masses. The late medieval churches were mysterious; one secret sanctuary followed after another.31 The incessant invocation of the saints suggests the belief that the soul could never reach God without ceaseless intercession and meditation. At the altars enclosed around the sides of the church the people prayed privately to the Virgin and the holy company of Heaven, but during the public worship of the parochial Mass their attention should be drawn always upwards towards the east end.


The great rood—the figure of Christ crucified, with images of the Blessed Virgin Mary and St John Evangelist at either side—dominated the interior of every parish church. The rood, set above the congregation, separated the parishioners in the nave from the priest celebrating the sacred mysteries in the chancel. Before the rood, candles burnt constantly to illumine the figures, painted and with golden diadems. Painted upon the tympanum which filled the space between the rood loft and the chancel arch was the doom, the portrayal of the General Resurrection and the Last Judgement. Beyond the rood, and hidden from the laity by the chancel screen, were the reredos and high altar, where the priest celebrated. Elevated above the high altar during the Mass, and left hanging there perpetually reserved in a pyx, was the consecrated Host, which the faithful came to gaze upon and adore.



The Mass and Salvation



For every Catholic the path to salvation was found only by following the teachings of the Church, and by receiving divine grace through the seven sacraments. None of the faithful could challenge the Church nor abandon its practices without consigning his immortal soul to eternal perdition. Of all the seven sacraments—baptism, confirmation, matrimony, extreme unction (anealing), ordination, penance, and the Mass—it was the Mass, the sacrament of the altar, which played the most sacred part in the religious life of the faithful.32 The lives of the people were marked by the rites of passage of the Church: birth, marriage, and death by the sacraments of baptism, matrimony, and extreme unction; but these occurred but once a lifetime. The mystery of the Mass, performed daily in each of the City churches, was the perpetual affirmation of Christ’s incarnation, passion, and ascension. It was also the unifying bond of the Christian community. No Catholic should doubt the power and sanctity of this sacrament. At every celebration of the Mass a miracle occurs: the consecrated elements of the bread and the wine are transformed, by the working of God’s grace, into the very body and blood of Christ. So powerful was the sacrament of the altar that merely to be in the church and watch it performed might bring the faithful closer to Heaven. Special benedictions were granted ‘to all such as be in clean life with reverence and good devotion seeth the sacrament’: 




Venial sin and idle oaths are forgiven, and sight shall not fail; they shall die no sudden death; they shall not wear old in sight; and all the steps that they make coming there to be numbered of an angel for their merit.33





To know the ‘Manner and Mede of the Mass’, to see the parts played and the words spoken by the priest and people, is to begin to understand the nature of popular devotion on the eve of the Reformation. Though public worship might not reflect private faith; though everyone in the congregation might conceive the soul’s journey to God in a different way; nevertheless the Mass was at the centre of their religious world. The words of the rite, and the directions for the ritual, which we know, still cannot express the essence of the Mass: that it is a mystery, not given to men to understand. The full, public, sung rite of the Latin Mass took the following form: a confession of sin by the priest and people, and absolution for the penitent; the promise of earthly peace and heavenly bliss in the hymn, Gloria; a declaration of the faith in readings from the Epistles, Gospels, and Nicene Creed; the offertory, whereby the priest prepared the bread and wine for sacrifice; the canon, the consecration by the priest of the bread and wine, by which they were transformed into the very body and blood of Christ; the communion, the reception of the eucharist by the priest and, sometimes, by the people; the postcommunion, the blessing of the people by the priest. All this while the priest was at the altar, usually speaking low, praying secretly, and always in Latin.


The Mass had once been more evidently the communion of the faithful, with priest and congregation celebrating in union, but by the eve of the Reformation the Mass had become a clerical service, performed by the priest alone, with the people looking on and worshipping apart.34 Even Princess Mary, most devout of Catholics, had wondered why the laity’s part in the Mass was so circumscribed; why they must not pray themselves, only listen. As a girl, she had asked her almoner: 




In my God, I cannot see what we shall do at the Mass, if we pray not.


Ye shall think to the mystery of the Mass and shall harken to the words that the priest say.


Yea, and what shall they do which understand it not?


They shall behold, and shall hear, and think, and by that they shall understand.35





Yet if it seemed as though the Catholic laity were excluded from the rite, as if they were but ‘vain gazers’, they thought quite otherwise. When they attended Mass the people took their own part in the service: the Mass did involve participation and propitiation for them too.36 While the priest went to the altar, the people knelt to pray (on one knee).37 The laity could not hear the words of the Mass, whispered by the priest; nor could most of them have understood them anyway, for they were in Latin, a secret language; but they could follow the rite.


For devout and literate lay men and women there were books to read to guide their worship.38 One fifteenth-century guide for the spiritual direction of the laity advised, ‘while the clerks are singing, look at the books of the church; and on every feast day look at the Gospel, and the exposition of it, and at the Epistle’.39 The Lay Folks Mass Book of the late fourteenth century explained something of the form of the rite, while not revealing matters too sacred for the laity to know. Only the priest knew the exact words of the office, which he celebrated on behalf of the congregation, apart from them; ‘so that his communication is to God, and not to the people’.40 But there were ways for the laity to follow the rite. Langforde’s Meditations for spiritual exercise in the time of the Mass, intended to ‘move souls to the devotion of the Mass’, gave instructions for the people to accompany ‘all the secret prayers and gestures of the priest’ which they witnessed.41 The Lay Folks Mass Book told the people to:




Behold the elevation reverently,


Such prayer then thou make,


As liketh thee best for to take.42





That prayer was most likely to be chosen from the Primer—Horae Beatae Mariae Virginis. This lay folks’ prayer book contained usually the calendar, the hours or office of the Virgin, the penitential psalms, the litany, the office of the dead or suffrages of saints, and numerous prayers. On the eve of the Reformation dozens of editions were printed, mainly still in Latin, but increasingly with English explications. This book of devotion was used by devout laymen to guide their daily prayer and meditation and to help them bear their part in the services of the Church.43 In 1529 Cavendish discovered Thomas Cromwell, weeping at his master’s fall, in the window of the great hall at Esher, with his primer in his hand, reading Our Lady’s matins. But ‘this had been since a very strange sight’.44 In the capital the people were more literate than elsewhere, and there in 1500 an Italian visitor saw at Mass daily ‘the women carrying long rosaries in their hands, and those who can read taking the office of Our Lady with them, and with some companion reciting it in the church verse by verse, in a low voice, after the manner of churchmen’.45


Even those Londoners who could not read—still most Londoners—could nevertheless participate. As the Mass began, the priest and people confessed together, the people kneeling and saying their paternosters.46 At the reading of the Gospel ‘the people stand up and make courtesy when they hear the name of Jesus’.47 ‘Thousands’, said Tyndale, crossed themselves all the while when the priest read from St John’s Gospel, ‘a legion of crosses, behind and before; and … pluck up their legs, and cross as much as their heels and the very soles of their feet’, ‘that there shall no mischance happen them that day’.48 During the secreta, while the priest made private prayers for the sacrifice to be offered, the people too knelt and prayed.49 At the Sanctus a bell rang, warning of the sacrifice to come: the people stood. Before the canon they knelt, and during the bidding prayers the congregation commemorated the living and offered prayers for their salvation; they prayed too for the intercession of the saints, for souls in Purgatory.50


The elevation of the Host was the most sacred moment of the sacrament: as the sacring bell rang the priest displayed to the wondering laity the body of Christ in form of bread.




A little bell he will to us ring,


Then is reason that we do reverence


To Jesus Christ’s presence,


That may loose of all baleful bonds;


Therefore kneeling, hold up thine hands.51





Devout Londoners left money to light candles in dark City churches at that very moment, ‘at the time of the elevation of the most glorious sacrament of the altar at high Mass’, so that everyone could witness and be blessed by the miracle.52 The people must mark their worship of the Host: they ought to ‘reverently and meekly kneel on their knees & hold up their hands at the lifting up of the most blessed sacrament in the Mass, saying devoutly some prayer in the honour and reverence of that blessed sacrament’.53 Even to see the sacrament was to have grace conferred thereby: but the parishioners rarely received it themselves. The priest must counsel them to receive the eucharist three times in the year: at Easter, Whitsun, and Christmas. In fact, the Church required only that the laity confess and receive once a year: at the ‘blessed season’ of Easter.54 Anyone who failed to take the Easter houseling ‘ought to be excluded out of the church and company of Christian people. And after that they be dead for to want Christian men’s burial.’55 Not to attend was to risk the worst of stigmas, suspicion of heresy. ‘Thou art an heretic for thou tookest not thy rights at Easter’, so one woman defamed another in 1521.56


The Host, created by a miracle, might have miraculous powers itself. Into his commonplace book in the 1530s a Londoner, John Colyns, copied an account of a ‘great miracle’. A Cornish knight had travelled on pilgrimage to the Holy Land in quest of a splinter from the Holy Cross. This he found, and the splinter cured and remained in a wound on his thigh. Returning home after a perilous voyage, the knight fell into a deep sleep. In a church nearby, just as the priest was elevating the blessed sacrament, a white dove flew down and carried away the Host to where the sleeping knight lay. The dove laid the Host upon the knight’s thigh, whereupon the splinter of the Holy Cross was revealed, to the wonderment of the parishioners.57 Tudor Londoners could look, too, to miracles which happened nearer home and during their own lifetimes: when the rood and altar at Rickmansworth church were set on fire by ‘wretched heretics’, though the pyx was melted the ‘blessed body of Our Lord Jesus Christ in form of bread was … nothing perished’, ‘through the might … of Our Saviour’.58 Only the power which the blessed sacrament held in the popular imagination could explain the consternation in the City when in 1532, even on Good Friday, the reserved host was stolen away from the church of St Botolph Aldersgate. When it was recovered the whole parish restored it to the church in solemn procession.59


The Mass was a work of great power, and it was a symbol of peace. This sacrament might reconcile and bring the faithful ‘into charity’, and unite the Christian community as nothing else could.60 Many might have been slain in a ‘great skirmish in Fleet Street’ in April 1459 had not, ‘as God would’, the Bishops brought ‘crosses and our Lord’s body’ to pacify the rioters.61 At the centre of the service of the Mass was a ceremony of reconciliation: the kiss of peace or pax. No one was allowed to receive the sacrament unless he was ‘in charity’, reconciled with God and man. The priest was admonished to warn all partakers in the Mass ‘in God’s name’, ‘that none of you come thus to God’s board but if ye be in perfect love and charity, and be clean shriven and in full purpose to leave your sin’.62 Anyone who remained unrepentant and unreconciled was sundered from the Church and the community of the faithful, dead as well as living. The priest himself must say as he took the cup: ‘O Lord Jesu Christ, let not the sacrament of thy body and blood which I receive (though unworthy) be to my judgement and damnation.’63 Many may have received the eucharist casuistically—even in Bonner’s Homilies it was suggested that the threat of damnation was not to be taken absolutely literally64—but there were some who did have scruples about asking for divine forgiveness without giving or deserving human forgiveness; about receiving the host whilst ‘out of charity’. Anne Williamson alleged as her reason for not attending her parish church throughout 1554 her belief that the good might receive the sacrament of the altar to their salvation, but the unworthy to their damnation.65


Catholics must pacify their social enemies as well as the wrath of the Almighty before they be pure enough to receive the sacraments. The sacrament of penance could restore concord within the Church: contrition by itself would restore the sinner to God, but only contrite repentance expressed before the priest in confession could restore him to the body of the faithful.66 In the beginning of Lent the priest ‘should exhort the people to come shortly to confession, and also at all other times when they fall to any deadly sin lest that one sin be occasion of another greater’.67 Richard Hill described in his commonplace book the qualities of the confessor and the form of confession.68 As the sinner knelt at the ‘shriving pew’, the priest gave a blessing, the sign of the cross. The confessor should comfort the penitent, showing him first that Christ died for our sins; reminding him that he was not the first in the world to sin; that Peter himself had denied Christ; recounting the sins of Mary Magdalen, and of the woman of Canaan taken in adultery. All these sinners were ‘sanctificati’, because they had confessed their faults. Much better to confess sins in this world than to come to universal judgement in the next and be damned eternally. After general confession the sinner was questioned in great detail concerning his failings: of the five senses, of the seven deadly sins, against the twelve articles of the faith, the seven sacraments of the Church, the seven works of corporal and spiritual mercy. No one who had not confessed, was not penitent, had not made satisfaction, who remained knowingly in sin, who harboured rancour against another, who was doubtful in faith, should presume to receive the eucharist, or be allowed to receive it. Owning up to sins to another, in confession, was embarrassing; it was, therefore, more penitential in character than private contrition; even so, the confessional was still secret; supposedly only the priest knew the sin and the shame. The London community understood penance in a wider sense still, believing that the forgiveness of the aggrieved party and public expiation were needed as well as the forgiveness of God. This was why Joanna Carpenter challenged Margaret Chambers at Mass in St Michael Queenhithe in 1529. As Margaret knelt at the altar, preparing to receive the host, Joanna took her by the arm, insisting: ‘I pray you, let me speak a word with you, for you have need to ask my forgiveness before you receive your rights.’69 Margaret Chambers was unworthy of divine forgiveness if she had not sought her neighbour’s; she must show her penitence and be ‘in charity’ before she be pure enough to receive the Mass.


Never was the need to be ‘in charity’, with God and man, so urgent as when death approached. All Catholics prayed that ‘death with his unavoidable dart’ would not take them suddenly—they prayed especially to St Barbara, patron saint of gunpowder makers, for this grace—so that they might have time to repent and to confess, when the Kingdom of Heaven was most imminently at hand.70 People were warned to reflect incessantly upon the eternal verity that ‘every man in his transitory life is mortal and that the end of this universal flesh is death’.71 Londoners were reminded of death, immanent and ineluctable, in sermons and in pictures. On the walls of the north cloister of St Paul’s was ‘richly painted the dance of Machabray, or dance of death’, with death leading every estate, and with verses by Lydgate of death’s speeches and his victims’ replies.72 The ‘loathly figure of our dead bony bodies’ should stir passers-by to remembrance of the Last Judgement, when their souls would be consigned to Hell after death, where they became subjects of the Devil, condemned perpetually to suffer the torments which he and his evil spirits had prepared for them. These torments were terrifyingly portrayed in the dooms in the London churches.73


The Devil was believed to be immanent, powerful, and persuasive. Since he had once been one of God’s angels he knew all the mysteries of the natural world and the weaknesses of men. Christians who fell from grace could be recruited easily to his diabolical band.74 The temptations of the Devil were vividly described: ‘the image of carnal love’ had ‘harlot’s lips as sweet as a honey comb’, and ‘a little from her was there death and Hell’s mouth gaping’.75 In the air all around the Devil and his demons waited to tempt the weak: ‘I am not able to tell how many thousand be here amongst us’, said Latimer.76 Men expressed in their wills their fears of their ‘ghostly enemy’, the ‘horrible fiend’.77 John Stow had heard ‘oft’ as a boy the story of bell-ringers in the steeple of St Michael Cornhill on St James’s eve pealing the bells, when suddenly ‘a tempest of lightning and thunder did arise, an ugly shapen sight appeared’. It was the Devil. The stones around the north window were ‘as if they had been so much butter, printed with a lion’s claw’: Stow had seen the Devil’s mark himself, and put a feather into the holes in the wall.78 St Augustine had advised that ‘the mind of Christ’s passion is the best defence against temptations of the fiend’.79


‘Ever the image of the crucifix’ must be had in the sight of the dying. Those who were about to die should have with them ‘a special friend’, who would read ‘some story of saints or the seven psalms with the litany or Our Lady psalter’, and cast holy water ‘for avoiding of evil spirits’. The sign of the cross armed the Christian against his ‘ghostly enemies’, and marked him as God’s ‘child of salvation’. The friend should ask the dying these questions: 




Be ye glad that ye shall die in Christian belief? Let him answer: Yea. Know ye that ye have not so well lived as ye should? Yea. Have ye will to amend if that ye should live? Yea. Believe ye that Jesus Christ God, son of Heaven, was born of Blessed Mary? Yea. Believe ye also that Jesus Christ died upon the cross to buy man’s soul on Good Friday? Yea. Do ye thank God therefore? Yea. Believe ye that ye may not be saved but by His passion and death? Yea. As long as the soul is in your body thank God for His death, and have a sure trust by it and His passion to be saved.80





At the Mass a part of the Host was reserved as a viaticum for the sick. Londoners who saw the sacrament ‘borne by the streets to any sick person’ were to kneel and do reverence to it.81 The desperation of good Catholics to die reconciled with the Almighty and with their fellows is revealed in death-bed confessions to priests hurriedly summoned. Londoners confessed at last sins upon their consciences, debts spiritual and worldly that they wished to repay.82 Christopher Payne’s dying wish in 1546 was to make restitution to his poor neighbours; ‘and divers parishioners being poor folk resorted to Payne and he asked them of charity to forgive him’.83 As Alice Grisby lay upon her deathbed in Aldermanbury in 1538 her curate and women friends sat anxiously about her, imploring her to ‘look upon the sacrament’, ‘to remember the passion of Christ’. They ‘knocked her upon the breast’, and pleaded, ‘What, will ye die like a hell hound and a beast, not remembering your maker?’ At the last Alice did ‘knock herself upon the breast’, and looked up at the sacrament, and ‘so continued until the extreme pains of death’.84 So she died a good Catholic. The relief of her friends and neighbours about her way of dying (ars moriendi) says much about the collective anxiety of the community for the Christian life of its members.



Private Faith and Public Worship



Communal religious observance marked the autonomy of the City of London, as of every city in the early sixteenth century, and faith might bind the citizens as nothing else could. Londoners worshipped together on Sundays and festivals, and even daily. They walked in parish processions on holy days, and processed communally through the City whenever there was a special reason for thanksgiving to the Almighty or need for propitiation.85 Most of the hundred parish churches of London had been founded in the twelfth century when the laity wished to worship in small congregations, close to their priest.86 Even on the eve of the Reformation, as the City expanded, the wish remained. Parishioners not only worshipped together, but fêted and celebrated together, and there were parish entertainments. Edifying their parish churches was a communal enterprise. In the 1520s St Andrew Undershaft was ‘new builded’ by the parishioners, ‘every man putting to his helping hand, some with their purses, others with their bodies’. At All Hallows London Wall and St Katherine Creechurch stage plays were performed in 1528 and 1530 to raise money for rebuilding, and every year at St Andrew Holborn the parishioners held shooting matches and church ales to collect money for their church.87 At St Margaret Pattens there was a bowl, inscribed on the outside, ‘Of God’s hand blessed be he that taketh this cup and drinketh to me’, and on the inside, ‘God that sitteth in Trinity, send us peace and unity’. This bowl was surely for festive, not sacramental, purposes.88 The neighbourhood loyalties growing up around the parish churches may have done much to sustain friendships between families which otherwise moved in different social spheres.89
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‘The City Churches at the Time of the Reformation’








At special masses and at annual festivals the citizens celebrated their communal good fortune. Even the great Midsummer pageants of London had a spiritual as well as a secular function, as the Grocers’ Company recognized by wearing coats embossed with crosses.90 These festivals were celebrations also of a communal spirit, of reconciliation, a spirit which was to be appreciated the more at the losing of it. John Stow recalled the great summer festivals of his youth in the 1530s. There were, he remembered, bonfires in the streets; the ‘wealthier sort’ set out tables before their houses, replenished with ‘sweet bread and good drink’, and invited their neighbours and passers-by to sit, and ‘be merry with them in great familiarity, praising God for his benefits bestowed upon them’. These were called ‘bon fires’ because of the ‘good amity amongst neighbours’ they engendered, and because of the way they ‘made of bitter enemies, loving friends’.91 But in the 1590s Stow was remembering this past social unity with the nostalgia of one who thought it forever lost.


Londoners promised constantly that they would in all their dealings with their fellow citizens behave in accordance with Christian virtues. ‘Forasmuch as amongst all things most pleasant to Our Lord God in this transitory world, after due love had unto him, is the love, amity, and good accord to be had amongst Christian people’, the Leathersellers, incorporating with the Glovers Pursers in 1500, promised to be ‘knit together in very true amity’.92 A clear association was made between breaching the laws of the Church and offending against the moral code of the City. Those who broke the City’s rules were accused of ‘not dreading God nor shame of the world’, of acting to the ‘displeasure of God’, and public penance was ordered by the City, as by the Church.93 All the rites of passage in City life—apprenticeship, freedom, holding office—were sanctioned by the taking of oaths or by religious services. Swearing oaths signified both assent to the duty, and the belief that divine favour had been bestowed upon the office holder.94 Excerpts from the holy evangelists were transcribed in the oath books of the City and its companies, and upon these books solemn vows were made.95 Of assessors to the subsidy in 1497 it was required, for example, that they should impartially assess every citizen, ‘sparing no man for favour, nor grieving no man for hate, and this ye shall do as God you help, and all saints, and by this book’.96 That in 1516 the Mayor and Aldermen chose to make up the full value of the subsidy themselves rather than, as Wolsey commanded them, swear an oath that every citizen had truly assessed himself, reveals both the force of oaths and the sense of religious and social obligation implicit in civic service.97 For breach of faith was a mortal sin, as well as subversion of legal and secular arrangements. This was why Church Courts as well as secular courts could insist upon the performance of promises, and why it was that the Commissary Court punished John Pinchbeke in 1476 for failing to keep his oath to the Bakers’ Company.98 Violation of oaths had terrifying consequences, for ‘Dame Perjury’ led her followers to Hell. So when Robert Church, a known perjurer, died before he could perform penance and be absolved, this note was added in the Commissary Court book: ‘Deus Rex celestis, miserere anime sue’.99


To appear religious was in early Tudor London conventional, at the very least, and piety was to be vaunted rather than hidden. Letters were very often headed ‘Jesu’ or ‘IHS’ or with the sign of the cross, and correspondents usually ended by commending their friends or patrons to Jesus, ‘who long continue your ladyship in honour’, or ‘to have you in His blessed keeping’.100 When George Monoux, draper and Alderman, began a new ledger in 1507 he dedicated it to Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, beseeching ‘mercy and grace and good conveyance in all my works’, and he signed it with a cross. Such a dedication was conventional: divine favour was required for business ventures.101 People were exhorted, ‘see that you do nothing only of custom’, and urged to follow God rather than man, conscious of the Day of Judgement when ‘no man of law may speak for us, nor any excuse may serve us’.102 But such injunctions are hard to follow. On Passion Eve 1528 Stephen Vaughan wrote to Cromwell of his search through London to recover a debt from Alderman Munday. At last Vaughan found him, as befitted the day, at evensong at St Faith’s, but Munday was ‘otherwise disposed to serve God’, and declined to discuss money. So Vaughan was ‘bold to answer him’ that there was no better way to serve God than by ‘restoring the right to his brother whom he had wrongfully defrauded’.103 True piety lay in righteous conduct rather than ritual observance. Hypocrisy was a vice which was particularly condemned as the Reformation proceeded. So deeply was faith a part of the mental world of Tudor Londoners that their very doodles might be religious.104


Real religious beliefs, personal convictions about the soul’s journey to God, are likely to remain secret and inward. Yet Tudor Londoners did express at the last their private hopes for salvation and their fears of damnation in a public document: the will. Wills were testaments of individual faith as well as mundane instructions for the disposal of goods after life. There are doubts about the writing of wills; suspicions that in extremis people vaunted a piety they had never manifested during life, and that they did not even write these pious affirmations themselves, but had thoughts expressed for them by professionals, priests and scribes.105 People may have wished to be guided; however, as death approached there were compelling reasons also to tell the truth. Londoners usually did not make their wills until there was little time remaining for repentance and atonement. Many spoke of mortal mutability and frailty, and wrote of man’s mortal plight; ‘wandering and labouring in this wretched world whose end is death temporal the which is very certain and nothing more uncertain than is the hour of death’.106 Tudor Londoners were not complacent in their final settling of accounts, acknowledging that fortune in this life was not of their own deserving; that ‘all men be lent and not given this world, be stewards here and not owners’; that wealth upon earth might not promise treasure in Heaven.107 For those ‘goods that my Lord God of his bountiful goodness hath lent me in my life time’, a Londoner should make restitution, for the wealth of his soul. According to the ancient custom of the City, after debts were duly repaid and funeral expenses discharged, the testator’s estate was divided into three equal parts: the first and second to be assigned to the widow and children, and the third to be spent in works of ‘pity and charity’, for the beneficiary to pray for the testator’s soul and all Christian souls.108


The first bequest was always spiritual, that of the soul to God, from Whom it came and to Whom, it was hoped, it would return. Those who were about to die considered their belief in the way of salvation they hoped presently to find. Almost all bequeathed their souls to Almighty God, to His son, Jesus Christ, Saviour and Redeemer, to the Blessed Virgin Mary and the saints in Heaven.109 Some expressed that dedication in more complex ways than others. In 1522 Ralph Shelton, an apprentice, commended his soul




into the hands of the merciful and indivisible Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, three persons and one very God, and to the protection of the immaculate and most beautiful Virgin Mary, heartily beseeching her to be my protectrix from the horrible fiend at the separating of my soul from my body, and desiring heartily that it may please her to be as a mediatrix for my soul to the high majesty of God for mercy and grace, and also I commend it to the custody and petitions of all the holy company of Heaven that they will vouchsafe to pray for remission of mine offences that I may by the mercy and will of God and by the mediation of Our Lady and by their intercessions be partaker of everlasting bliss.110





Three-quarters of those Londoners whose wills were proved in the Commissary and Consistory Courts of the City on the eve of the Reformation expressed their belief in the Catholic doctrine of mediation when they bequeathed their souls to the glorious company of Heaven. The rest committed their souls to God or Christ alone, as their ‘maker, creator and redeemer’, with no dedication to the Virgin or the saints, but since they often added to that formula an ‘&c’ the intercession of saints may have been taken for granted.111 Those images of saints which they had worshipped during life the citizens often remembered at their deaths, leaving money to adorn them. Their own houses, too, were often hung with tapestries of religious scenes, and images of favourite saints looked down from the walls protectively. Joan Rice of St Sepulchre left to a friend her hanging of the passion, and Margaret Finch of St Dunstan in the West left a picture of St James, and in John Porth’s house at St Mary at Hill was an ‘old pageant of Jesus’ and images of Our Lady.112 Thomas Cromwell (or perhaps his mother-in-law) had in his house at Austin Friars images of the Virgin and saints in almost every room, and took with him to his new house at St Peter le Poor in 1534 an image of the Child Jesus, and pictures of Our Lady of Pity and the Passion of Our Lord.113 Thomas Wells of St Martin Orgar left a silver crucifix, a little badge of Our Lady, and a brooch of the Salutation of Our Lady.114 Much of Tudor jewellery was decorated with images of the saints: Dame Maud Parr left her daughter a chain with an image of St Gregory, and others left rings decorated with representations of the five wounds of Christ.115 The saints in Heaven were trusted to protect their votaries in this vale of tears, and their images were carried as talismans; still more urgently needed was their intercession for the souls of their supplicants in the hereafter.


Countless souls awaited final redemption in Purgatory; languishing, ‘sleepless, restless, burning and broiling in the dark fire one long night of many days, of many weeks … of many years …’.116 Their release might be speeded by the prayers of those in Heaven and on earth. Only those without sin could avoid penance in Purgatory, and all good Catholics tried to reduce the days and years of durance there. In their lives they purchased pardons and indulgences to procure release.117 Printed indulgences were sold, assuring, for example, that ‘whosoever devoutly beholdeth these arms of Christ’s passion hath 6,755 years of pardon’.118 Cardinal Wolsey promised ‘one hundred days of pardon releasing of penance in Purgatory’ to anyone who gave towards the re-building of Rickmansworth church.119 In 1532 William Kirkby willed his letters of pardon and indulgence to be redelivered to the religious houses which had granted them, where he was lay brother: to the Charterhouse of Sheen, and the nunneries of St Helen’s and of the Minories.120 Expiation for sins could be sought from beyond the grave. John Banester willed a priest to sing for three years ‘for all the trespasses and offences that I have done to any man’.121 The Catholic community was not only among the living. Those on earth still owed a duty to their fellow Catholics departed: to remember them in their prayers. This is why the dying conventionally ordered plaques on their graves for themselves and their families, asking to ‘be had in memory in the prayers of good people passing by’, or that ‘of your charity you shall pray for the souls of …’.122 To their friends Londoners would leave rings, inscribed with messages urging remembrance: ‘miseremini mei saltem vos amici mei’ (‘Have mercy upon me, you, at least, my friends’).123 In September 1521 John Garrard added a postscript to his will, addressed to his wife: ‘Margaret, I pray you if I die go to Our Lady of Walsingham … and to Our Lady of Willesdon to pray.’124 Those who were left behind must work for the salvation of dead friends and family, as they would that others should do for them, when they were ‘in like case’.


In every City church every day there were masses sung for the souls of the dead. The first time that masses were sung was, of course, at the funeral. Arrangements for funerals on the eve of the Reformation were usually as elaborate as the testator or his friends could afford, for the repose of the departed soul might be hastened by this last rite of passage. As the body went to its final resting place dirige, placebo, and requiem were sung by attendant priests, monks, and friars, knells were rung, and the churches were lit by candles and tapers. Special rituals might have special efficacy: Maud Gowsell willed in 1524 that at her funeral there should be ‘fifteen tapers of wax borne by fifteen children’, and that ‘five priests say five masses of the five wounds of Our Lord in the honour of His glorious passion that He suffered for the redemption of me and all mankind’; John Jones left 15d. for ‘fifteen poor men and women in the honour of the fifteen pains Our Lady suffered for all mankind and to the intent that they shall pray for my soul and all Christian souls’, and seven ‘King Henry pence’ for ‘seven children in honour of the seven joys of Our Lady’ to pray; thirteen men were to hold torches at Gerard Danet’s funeral in 1520 ‘in honour of Our Lord Jesus Christ and twelve apostles’.125 Some citizens already renounced such elaborate ceremonial—William Porter desired in 1522 that no more than £10 be spent on his burial, which should be accomplished ‘without any pompous manner or much ringing of bells, not having above the number of eight torches and without calling of any common beggars to my burial and without any great tapers’.126 Porter’s puritanism was doubtless prompted by the ostentation of some of his fellow citizens’ funerals, which were used to vaunt their wealth and standing as much as to celebrate their piety. Detailed accounts remain of City funerals which evinced ‘pomp and pride of the world’.127 John Hosier, citizen and mercer, and Merchant of the Staple at Calais, left £100 for his funeral expenses: for sixteen torches to burn at his hearse, and thereafter to be lit at ‘times of the levation of the blessed sacrament’ in seven City churches, for ‘placebo and de profundis and requiem’ to be sung ‘by note’ by the five orders of friars in London; and for £20 to be distributed among the poor who came to his burial, ‘every such poor body to have thereof a penny a piece’. Hosier may well have been boasting his status in City society, but the prayers of 4,800 poor were believed to confer a special blessing, and to win the soul remission in Purgatory.128


Late medieval society expended a considerable part of its resources for the spiritual welfare of its dead members. The masses continued long after death; for the wealthy, sometimes perpetually.129 In March 1521 Dame Elizabeth Thurston willed money ‘for keeping daily forevermore Mass of the name of Jesu on the Fridays and Mass of Our Lady on the Saturday, and every day of the week two Salves … one before the Rood and another before Our Lady’ at the churches of St Vedast and St Magnus.130 Almost every other testator asked for prayers, and many would endow as many masses as they could afford, for their own soul, for their father’s and mother’s souls, for ‘all those souls that I have fared better for’,131 for all Christian souls. In half the wills proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1520 and 1522 there were bequests for chantry priests to sing for souls, for one year or more; in wills proved between 1529 and 1531 a fifth endowed chantries for an average period of three years. Of usually poorer Londoners, whose wills were proved in the Commissary Court, between 1522 and 1530 9 per cent bequeathed money for a chantry priest to sing for them.132 A month after the funeral thirty memorial masses were celebrated—a trental—and on the anniversary of the testator’s death masses were sung in remembrance—obits. In September 1527 Thomas Gibson, a mercer of St Olave Hart Street, willed that a trental of masses be sung for his soul: ‘of the five wounds of Our Lord … other five of the joys of Our Lady and other five to the Holy Ghost, and other five of the resurrection of Our Lord, other five of the eleven virgins and other five of requiem’.133


Catholics were reminded constantly to remember the spiritual plight of the departed. Every church kept a bead-roll, a list of benefactors for whose souls the people ought to pray, with the dates of their anniversaries. At the ‘bidding of beads’ at Mass every Sunday the priest would read out the bead-roll from the pulpit.134 In 1521 John Lapham of St Stephen Walbrook left his parish priest 3s. 4d. and his spectacles to be remembered in the bead-roll of his church, and in 1517 Hugh Fenne left 20s. to be remembered every week for sixty years at All Hallows the Less.135 The chantry priest who sang for John Wilkinson at St Mary Abchurch was enjoined to turn ‘from time to time … towards the people saying in this wise; of your charity you shall pray for the soul of John Wilkinson, late Alderman of this City’.136 William Roye left a bequest for a priest to come to his tomb daily after Mass, and sing the psalm De profundis, and ‘cast holy water upon my grave and upon the people there standing about’.137


To some of the departed the living owed special devotions: to their families first of all. But other organizations, other brotherhoods in the City had created artificial kinships, and owed obligations to their dead brethren: the confraternities and the seventy-five trade gilds of London. Spiritual brotherhood had been the first reason for the existence of the trade gilds, and in the sixteenth century the first reason still mattered, or at least it was piously invoked. The City companies kept their titles as religious fraternities: ‘the gild … of the Skinners of London, to the honour of God, and the precious body of Our Lord Jesus Christ’, ‘the Merchant-Taylors of the fraternity of St John the Baptist’, the ‘fraternity of the Blessed Mary the Virgin, of the mystery of the Drapers’. Gild members worshipped together on the day of their patronal feast, and maintained lights in the City churches.138 Citizens made special bequests for worship within their companies to continue.139 Company members attended the funerals and obits of their fellows. On the eve of the Reformation the Goldsmiths still attended twenty-five obits a year, the Merchant Taylors twenty-seven, the Mercers at least sixteen, the Grocers twelve. Feasts, ‘drinkings’, and ‘recreations’ were conventionally held after the funerals. To attend funerals and anniversary masses may have been the action of a friend, or a mark of respect from a colleague; it was also one of the first duties of the gildsmen of Tudor London.140 Yet although the religious life of the trade gilds was still important, it was not now the first reason for their organization as it had been at their foundation. Indeed, their economic function may often have been incompatible with their spiritual purpose.


Londoners who sought to bind particular members of their community to care for their spiritual welfare joined religious gilds. The purpose of the lay confraternities was to support living brethren through friendship and charity, and their dead brethren through their prayers. The religious gilds, established within the City parishes but often transcending parish loyalties, were of central importance in the devotional lives of the citizenry.141 In fifteenth-century London there had been perhaps as many as 176 such gilds; and on the eve of the Reformation Londoners still remembered over eighty gilds in half of the parishes of the City in their wills.142 Pardons and indulgences granted to London confraternities in the early sixteenth century still survive.143 New gilds were being founded on the eve of the Reformation: two were established in honour of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary at the Crossed Friars and the Austin Friars, another for her conception at the Black Friars, one for St Barbara at the Friars Preachers, and a gild of St Christopher of the Waterbearers at the Austin Friars and a new fraternity of St Katherine.144 Brothers and sisters in the confraternities maintained lights at the gild altars in the churches and friaries of London, celebrated Mass on special festivals and saints’ days, and held feasts. Dying brothers had the solace of knowing that their funerals would be attended by their friends and brethren in the gild. William Roye left money to the brothers and sisters in his gild of St James in the Friars Preachers ‘for a recreation to pray devoutly for his soul’.145 At the gilds of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary at the Austin Friars and the Crossed Friars ‘when a brother or sister … is departed out of this world then every brother is bound to come at the Mass of requiem and to offer a penny, and shall tarry and abide there until the body be put into the grave’.146 If brothers and sisters happened to die outside London they still had a requiem sung for them.147 At the gild of St Barbara at the Friars Preachers four poor men would be found to attend the departed.148 Very nearly a quarter of the wills proved in the London Commissary Court between 1522 and 1539 contained bequests for confraternities, and a quarter of Londoners whose wills were proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1520 and 1522 remembered their gilds.149 As long as the prayers of the living could avail the souls of dead brothers awaiting release from Purgatory, then fraternity extended to the hereafter. This was why William More left money to ‘be remembered as a dead brother in their devout prayers’ at Our Lady and St Thomas confraternity in St Magnus, and why Christiane Smith willed to be made ‘a dead sister’ of Our Lady and St Stephen at St Sepulchre.150


Membership of most City fraternities was open to anyone ‘known for a good true body or person … received by the more party of the brotherhood’, and who could pay the entrance fee and quarterages. If a dispute arose about the admission of a new brother the master of the gild must make ‘good peace, for … the old shall not be forsaken for the new without great lawful cause’.151 Sisters in the gilds, unlike women in any other association within the City, had more or less the same status as brothers.152 This openness of entry itself points to the charitable and religious aims of the gilds, for everywhere else in London strict hierarchies were observed. In the parish churches they set ‘rich and poor … in the pews it belongeth every man to have’: there were pews for men, pews for married women and for maidens, pews for the poor, and pews for individual families, and still people squabbled for place.153 In the City processions there was often contention ‘by reason of fond courtesy and challenging of places’.154 The fraternities may have transcended the social boundaries which usually circumscribed the lives of Londoners: when entrance fines of only 20d. were demanded, and quarterages were only 4d. or 8d. the fraternities might have been open to almost all comers, for such charges were beyond the pockets only of the labouring poor of the City.155 Grander citizens might choose grander gilds. John Thurston, Sheriff in 1516, willed that his executors ‘cause knowledge to be given to all such gilds and places that I am brother of, and especially the gilds of St Audrey of Lynn, Our Lady of Boston, Houndslow, Burton Lazar, Our Lady in the Sea and Jesus in Paul’s’, that he might have their ‘prayers and suffrages … as a brother ought to have’.156 Some London gilds counted Henry VIII himself as a member.157 Grandest of all the City gilds was that of the Name of Jesus in the Shrouds of St Paul’s founded in the reign of Henry VI, which had among its members some of London’s richest citizens.158 To be a member there signified success in City life. While other fraternities in the City sheltered their brothers fallen into poverty, or stricken by life’s vicissitudes, this was an association of another sort: membership here was part of London’s cursus honorum, but the brothers also came to be marked by their attachment to the old forms of religion as the Reformation proceeded.159 This was a gild which collected oblations from all over England; it had an income of £385. 3s. 4d. in 1533, and was wealthy enough to have daily masses sung in its chapel, to have ‘masses of Jesu’ sung every Friday by the subdean, peticanons, six vicars choral, ten choristers, and a chantry priest, to pay every Sunday the preachers at Paul’s Cross and St Mary Spital, ‘that in their beads shall remember’ the brothers and sisters of the fraternity, to pay for musical waits with banners to process on the vigil of the feast of the Name of Jesus, and to hire cloth of Arras on ‘Jesus day’.160 The gild maintained four almsmen: not their own members fallen on hard times, but poor men drawn from the community to attend at the celebration of the Mass.161 In the minds of Catholic Londoners there was an ancient conviction that the poor were somehow blessed.


God’s answer to a ‘certain creature that desired to wit what thing was most pleasure to him in this world’ was thus—so an anonymous Londoner recorded in his commonplace book—‘give thy alms unto poor folk whilst thou livest for that pleasureth me more than thou cravest a great hill of gold after thy death’.162 Almsgiving might aid the soul of the donor in afterlife, if he were contrite, as much as it relieved the plight of the poor on earth, for it was the doctrine of the Church that ‘good works’, including acts of charity to the poor, promised to those who performed them a means of salvation. Doles to the poor, ‘Christ’s poor’, were called ‘devotions’, and the crumbs gathered from the rich man’s table ‘Our Lady’s bread’, because there was for the Catholic donor no essential distinction between pious or spiritual benefactions and charitable gifts: for both were intended to prosper the soul in the world to come.163 The Church Courts ordered donations to the poor and to the debtors in London’s prisons as a kind of spiritual penance.164 Even in London’s market-places, with every bargain made, the merchants pledged ‘God’s penny’, a token not included in the price of the goods, nor returnable, but given in alms to the poor. ‘God’s penny’ was an earnest, regarded as giving divine sanction to the transaction: though, as Italian visitors and Protestant moralists alike pointed out, this did not prevent merchants from breaking their promises.165 No one will ever know how many Londoners were moved to give alms to the wretched poor who stood in ‘alleys and lanes innumerable’ beseeching the devotions of passers by, but when sixteenth-century London children learned to count, like twentieth-century children, they answered problems drawn from everyday life. This was one such:




As I went by the way I met with a poor man, and he prayed me to give him a penny, and I bade him to pray to God that that was in my purse might be doubled and I would give him a penny. So he did, and I gave him a penny. And so I met with another, and I served him the same. And also with the third man. And when I had given to each of these three men I had nothing in my purse. What had I at the first?166





The City poor knew well the best time and place to stir the consciences and evoke the good will of the devout: at church doors on Sundays and holy days.167 Good Catholic men and women gave alms to beggars and the distressed in the streets, and daily remembered their poor neighbours, like ‘John with the sore arm’ and others.168 From Calais Lady Lisle in London in November 1538 received a plea: ‘all your ladyship’s poor neighbours in your street desireth God to send you shortly home’.169 In a window at St Mary at Hill were depicted the seven works of mercy to remind the parishioners of their Christian duty. The records of almsgiving there suggest that they followed the exhortation.170


At death devout Londoners always remembered the poor, for the prayers of the poor might bring a special benediction. Doles were customarily given at funerals to poor men and women who would pray for the wealth of the departed soul. Testators left gifts to paupers in a kind of litany: five pence for five poor men for the five wounds of Christ; to ‘nine poor men … a groat a piece in the honour of God and the nine orders of angels’.171 Gifts of money, ale, bread, and coals were distributed among the poor on the day of burial, usually to households the testator knew to be down on their luck in his own parish. These gifts often continued after the benefactor’s death: Randall Egerton left 2d. a day for a year to two poor men or women of St Peter Cornhill to hear the Mass said there daily for his soul; a poor man was bequeathed a penny every Sunday for a year if he would say ‘five aves five paters and a creed’ for Thomas Stowe’s soul; Jasper Shuckburgh gave 52s. ‘to some poor honest man that can perfectly read and say David’s psalter in the honour of God and all saints … every day’ for a year.172 Gifts to the poor were very common—a third of testators whose wills were proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury on the eve of the Reformation remembered the poor: of those whose wills were recorded in the Consistory Court register, 1522–39, 13.4 per cent left money to relieve poverty.173


The gifts took many forms: some forgave ‘all such poor persons which upon their conscience’ owed them money; others insisted that executors ‘in no wise do sue, vex, or trouble any person being indebted … which be fallen in poverty and decay and of none power to pay’.174 This was because the penalty for debt was prison, whence few returned. Between a quarter and a third of testators whose wills were proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1520 and 1525 left money to redeem or relieve prisoners.175 Nicholas Worley left a bequest to the ‘prisoners of God’ at Bedlam, the insane.176 Some left money to excuse their poor fellow parishioners from the charges of the parish: John Wilkinson left an income of £20 to St Mary Abchurch in 1521 that the poor should be forever discharged from paying towards the sepulchre light.177 One woman left a torch to burn at the burials of those too poor to afford one. It was quite usual for the rich to pay for the burials of the very poor.178 Most onerous of all the parish charges were the offerings and tithes paid to the clergy, and nothing was more likely to cause trouble in the parish. So in 1521 Robert Whited, mercer and Merchant of the Staple, left £12 a year for three years to the curate of All Hallows Barking to pay the Easter offerings for poor parishioners, on condition that the poor ‘upon Easter day, of their charity … do say for my soul and all Christian souls afore the receiving of their communion five pater nosters and five aves and one creed’.179


At their death-beds, as they made their wills and thought on last things, the citizens had their families, neighbours, and friends about them. They also summoned their priests. Priests were on hand to write the wills (sometimes), to offer spiritual consolation, and minister the last rites. They might also be sent as emissaries to seek forgiveness for the dying and to make restitution. As Ralph Hyde lay dying of the plague in 1540, a divine visitation, he implored his priest:




Sir William, I desire you heartily to go into Lombard Street and to enquire for Thomas Curtis the Irishman, a hosier there, and I desire you to ask of him that he will forgive me that I have born false witness of late and am perjured in so doing … Jesus have mercy upon me.180





Half of the Londoners making their wills on the eve of the Reformation summoned their priests, ‘ghostly fathers’, to act as witnesses.181 A generation later this was no longer so. Family, friends, and neighbours were called upon, but the clergy more rarely. For at the Reformation the bond between the clergy and the laity was profoundly challenged, and transformed.


The relationship between the people and their priests had always been, by its nature, ambivalent. The secular clergy lived among their ‘ghostly children’, in the world and of it. Yet they were set apart from the lay society into which they had been born by the vocation they had chosen; by their ordination. Through that sacrament they were empowered to celebrate all the others: by the sacrament of penance they could bind and loose; in the sacrament of the altar they could perform a miracle. For the laity to challenge the authority of the clergy might have the direst spiritual consequences, but that challenge would soon come.


THE CLERGY


Priests were ‘mediators and means unto God for men’, ordained to a sacred vocation, and endowed with secret knowledge which separated them from the laity. ‘The dignity of the priesthood is equal with the dignity of angels … for unto them said Our Saviour: You are the light of the world’, so Dean Colet of St Paul’s preached in 1511. The cure of souls, the guidance of spiritual and moral life, demanded that the priest should eschew the world, which was to be found in ‘devilish pride, in carnal concupiscence, in worldly covetousness, in secular business’.182 In his commonplace book Richard Hill, a London grocer, noted the qualities of the good priest:




Sacerdos debet esse almus/ a peccatis segregatus/ Rector et non Raptor/ Speculator & non spiculator/ dispensator & non dissipator/ pius in ludicro/ iustus in ecclesia/ sobrius in cena/ tacens in choro/ prudens in leticia/ purus in conscientia/ assiduus in oracione/ humilis in adversitate/ levis in prosperitate/ Dives in virtutibus/ misericors in actibus/ sapiens sermone/ verax in predicacione.183





If priests should break their ordination vows and fail to live according to their sacred calling they would endanger those whose spiritual lives they were supposed to guide, as well as falling into sin themselves. Thomas More warned that ‘undoubtedly if the clergy be nought, we must needs be worse’. He had once heard Colet preach of the clergy as ‘the light of the world, and if the light, saith he, be darked, how dark will then the darkness be, that is to wit, all the world beside?’184


By the sacrament of ordination the priest held the power of absolution and could reconcile the contrite sinner to God. Every Catholic must confess his sins to his priest penitently: the priest could impose penance and demand amendment of life, and he could absolve from sin.185 To the Crossed Friars in Lent 1536 came John Stanton to confess to his ‘ghostly father’, George Rowland. The sins and agonies of conscience divulged in confession were almost always hidden, for the priest was bound never to break the seal of the confession, but John Stanton had special reasons for revealing the secrets of this confession:




John Stanton said ‘Benediciti’, and the priest said ‘Domini’. John said ‘confiteor’, and afterward rehearsed the seven deadly sins particularly, and then the misspending of his five wits. And the priest said, ‘Have you not sinned in not doing the seven works of mercy?’. Said John … ‘Yea, forsooth; for the which and all other I cry God mercy, and beseech my ghostly father of forgiveness, and give me penance of my sins’. Then the priest asked whether John were married or not, and John said ‘Nay’. And then the priest gave him for his penance to eat neither fish nor flesh two Wednesdays between Easter and Whitsuntide … and further, ere he went out of the church to say five pater nosters, and five aves with a credo.





Just as the priest was about to lay his hand upon John’s head and give him absolution John asked a question which troubled his conscience; a question which gave the priest pause, as we shall see later.186 Only the priest could give absolution, but he might withhold it. Rowland did, and so, too, did the vicar of Twickenham at Easter 1524. He could not offer communion to manifestly unrepentant parishioners; like Gerard Stockard who had ‘openly said … that he would not be in charity for him nor for no man living’. Roger Hampton could not have his ‘rights’ because he had not confessed that Lent, and when ordered to search his conscience, Hampton retorted, ‘priest, it is better than thine’.187


The priest could ask soul-searching questions because he was ordained to be the parish peace-maker, the arbitrator of quarrels. Yet such delicate intervention would be better received if the priest was thought to be above reproach himself. This was not always so. The wife of Peter Fernandez, a physician, came often to her confessor, Sir Thomas Clerk, seeking his comfort and counsel, when her husband ‘put her in great fear’. Clerk tried to ‘treat a peace and concord between them’, and admonished the errant husband:




Master Peter, ye remember that, by your own confession, ye have lived in adultery, wherefore it shall be well done that ye leave that use of your life in such adultery, and to entreat your wife like an honest Christian woman. If Peter would not reform himself … he would not meddle between them.





Peter retorted that he would ‘never be bound nor subject to his wife’. The wife left him, taking £5 of her husband’s property with her, and sued for divorce. Peter promptly retaliated by bringing a bill of complaint in Star Chamber against Clerk for counselling his wife to leave him, alleging in turn that Clerk’s own ‘detestable living and demeanour the more part of the City of London doth abhor, as the common fame of the City doth sound’. Clerk’s neighbours, Fernandez alleged, were particularly appalled, and Clerk threatened that if they dared to testify against him he would ‘undo them by expenses of law’.188 Instead of bringing reconciliation the priest could be at the centre of parish hostilities.


The London clergy were not always peaceable. Some left weapons in their wills, and sometimes used them.189 During the Pilgrimage of Grace in November 1536, when the allegiance of the clergy was particularly suspect, every London friar and secular priest between the ages of sixteen and sixty had all his weapons confiscated, save his meat knife.190 Some may have needed to take to arms, for despite their supposed sacrosanctity priests were sometimes attacked by the citizenry for sport or as scapegoats. In 1543 as he was walking through the City Sir William Gravesend was set upon and ‘evil entreated’ by a group of young apprentices and servants who were playing football. They had halberds, but he had ‘only a little dagger to defend himself’.191 Some priests were guilty of attacking their fellow clergy, while in clerical dress, and even in church.192 But to assault a priest meant instant excommunication from the Church and its sacraments. ‘Such as maliciously kill or maim … any parson or vicar or other priest … never after shall be able, nor his successors within the third degree, to receive any profit of the Church.’193 When two priests at All Hallows Bread Street attacked each other and drew blood in their church they did public penance before the general procession and the church was suspended.194 But the clerical caste could hardly be perfect when it was so large: ‘it is not well possible to be without many very nought of that company whereof there is such a many multitude’.195


In More’s Utopia the priests were of an extraordinary sanctity: it followed that they were very few. In Utopia there were only thirteen priests in each city.196 In London, where More lived (the Amaurotum of Utopia), they were countless. His moral was clear. In the capital there was, or there seemed to be, ‘an infinite number of priests’.197 At the general procession through the City in 1535 a chronicler counted 718 regular and secular clergy.198 The hundred parishes of London were served not only by the beneficed clergy with cure of souls, but also by a burgeoning ecclesiastical proletariat of curates, chantry priests, morrow mass priests, fraternity and stipendiary priests. In 1546 a survey found 317 chantry priests in London.199 There were, too, the hundreds of monks, friars, and nuns of the capital’s thirty-nine religious foundations. Like Chaucer’s chantry priest of St Paul’s, the clergy came to London seeking employment, and would advertise their services. In 1479 William Paston asked his servant if he knew ‘any young priest in London that setteth bills upon Paul’s door’.200 Many served in the City as personal chaplains: More complained that ‘every mean man must have a priest in his house to wait upon his wife, which no man almost lacketh now’.201 The clerical aristocracy of the realm congregated in London: the Bishops with their households, chaplains at the royal Court and the Cardinal’s court (‘gnatonical elbowhangers’); canon lawyers and Church diplomats, country incumbents, bored with the shires and fled to London to seek the company of the like-minded at Doctors’ Commons.202 Over them all for a decade was Thomas Wolsey, Archbishop of York, Lord Chancellor, papal legate; at once the Church’s greatest patron and the personification of its worst abuses. Well might the Church’s critics think that London was priest-ridden.


During the episcopate of Bishop Fitzjames (1506–22) 840 men presented themselves for ordination in the diocese of London.203 Why so many? Spiritual vocation should have been the first reason for seeking ordination, and so it was, for some. Yet the priesthood had long been a worldly as well as a spiritual calling, and ‘they that lewd be desireth it for worldly winning’.204 The clerical caste enjoyed privileges and exemptions denied to the laity. The priesthood provided a way to wealth, to constant employment, to social advancement which no lay office could bring, especially for the low-born. This Thomas Cromwell had learnt in Wolsey’s service, and that lesson would have consequences for the future. At his fall in 1529 the Cardinal regretted that he had nothing left to give to his loyal lay retainers; thereby provoking Cromwell into a furious tirade against his master’s pampered chaplains:




Why, Sir … ye have no one chaplain within all your house … but he may dispend at the least well by your procurement or preferment 300 marks yearly, who had all the profits and advantages at your hands. And these [lay retainers] take much more pain for you in one day than all your idle chaplains hath done in a year.205





The Church’s orthodox critics lamented the pride and the covetousness which perverted the spiritual vocation. John Colet observed, ‘how much greediness and appetite of honour and dignity is nowadays in men of the Church? How run they, yea, almost out of breath, from one benefice to another?’206 ‘Dionysius Carthusianus’ attacked those who ‘run headlong into holy orders without any reverence or consideration’.207 Certainly there were magical methods of divination whether a man should take a benefice or enter the religious life.208 Richard Whitford, monk of Syon Abbey, and Henry Gold, rector of St Mary Aldermary, blamed parents who, urging children to take the vows, warned that otherwise ‘thou shalt go to the plough; thou shalt fare hardly’.209


The City clergy did not seem to ‘fare hardly’. Complaints were made in the 1520s that ‘priests and all spiritual persons waxed so proud, that they wore velvet and silk’.210 So defensive had many of the London clergy become about their income that in 1525 they pleaded that laymen should not assess them for the subsidy.211 The City livings were unusually wealthy. It has been estimated that three-quarters of English livings were worth less than £15 per annum and half less than £10 per annum, but in London less than one-third of benefices had an income of less than £15, almost half were worth more than £20 annually, and some considerably more.212 True, the unbeneficed clergy, who did most of the pastoral work in the London parishes, were poorer, and grew poorer still as prices rose sharply from the second decade of the sixteenth century.213 Bishop Stokesley faced a violent throng of angry ‘curates and stipendiary chaplains’ in September 1531, who complained that ‘twenty nobles [£6. 13s. 4d.] a year is but a bare living for a priest, for now victual and everything in manner is so dear’.214 The faithful were bound to make an offering of a tenth of the ‘lively gift of God’s grace’ that was their earthly income to their priest, God’s minister. In the country the priest’s prosperity would rise or fall with that of his parishioners, for his income was a tenth—a tithe—of their year’s produce, but this was not so in London.


In the capital, since the income could no longer be of the land, tithe had long been commuted for a cash payment.215 The tithe settlement which stood at the time of the Reformation was one ratified in 1453 by a bull of Pope Nicholas V, which had fixed tithe at the rate of 3s. 5d. in every £ paid in house rent. One farthing would be paid to the Church for every offering day in the year for every 10s. rent paid by the tenant. Those who owned rather than rented houses owed tithe at the same rate, based on the putative rental value of the house. All communicants who were not householders—the poor, servants, apprentices, and women—were to make token payments of 2d. for their four offering days at Easter. ‘Personal’ or ‘privy’ tithes were also due from the income of wage and salary earners, craftsmen and merchants. The bull of 1453 had left payment of ‘privy’ tithe solely to the ‘good devotion of the parishioner’, with the consequence that this income was virtually lost to the clergy—until the parishioner salved his conscience at death. On the eve of the Reformation seven out of ten testators still left money ‘for my tithes and oblations by me forgotten or negligently withholden, if any such be, in discharging of my soul’.216 But some London clergy were not prepared to wait for this unreliable bonus. In 1519 a series of sermons were preached at Paul’s Cross by leading City clerics, warning Londoners that they stood in ‘great danger to God’ for withholding personal tithe.217


Tithe was only the first among many other dues which the citizens owed their clergy. In 1513 or 1514 the Londoners were provoked to send a bill before Star Chamber to protest against exorbitant exactions:218




At weddings: First at every wedding the … curates will have of every man laid upon the Book after their custom 8d., and in the two tapers at Mass 2d…. Also the parson will have the whole offering at the Mass … sometimes 2s. or 3s. or 6s.8d. or more, as the curate perceiveth they be friended … Moreover, if any person will be married before the high Mass the curate will have 20d. or 40d. or 5s. … Also if that the man do dwell out of the parish where his wife is he must agree or give to his curate for a certificate … 12d. or 20d. or 40d….


for Burials: At burials where any man woman or child of any reputation is departed the parson … will covenant beforehand with their friends for his fee … 12d. or more, and every priest in the church 8d., or else they will not sing him to his burial, & that at every month’s mind the curate will have for his part 8d. or 12d., and every priest in his church 4d. or 6d. Moreover, they will have all tapers and wax brought into the church with the corpse that be under the 1lb…. and at the death of every man they demand for privy tithes 20d., 40d., 5s. or 20s. or 40s. or more … If any will be buried in the chancel or high choir the parson or curate will have for place at least 10s., 13s. 4d., 20s., 40s. or more.


Churchings: When women do lie in childbed the curate hath every Sunday of some women for the saying of the Gospel one penny or 2d., and at her purification they demand of custom 1d., with the chrism over, and besides the offerings at the Mass.


Bead roll: If any man will have his friends prayed for in the bead roll the curate will have of every man by the year 4d. or 8d. or more.


Men’s devotions on divers days: Item, at all principal feasts in the year, as Candlemas day, All Souls’ day and Creeping to the Cross on Good Friday & Easter day and in confessions in Lent … men and women did give and offer in the church to the parson or curates … And if there be any saints in the church standing without the high choir, & have a brotherhood as in some churches the wardens of the brotherhood must … compound with his parson … 3s. 4d., 5s., 6s. 8d. or more every year, or else the parson will not let no such brotherhood to be kept within their church.





The churchwardens’ accounts detailing the rectors’ incomes show just how often the citizens did make offerings to their priests.


Nothing put the clergy and laity at odds so much as money. Quarrels over the tithe provide the background against which any hostility between Londoners and their parish priests must be seen. Since the thirteenth century the citizenry had engaged in periodic disputes with the City clergy over the assessment of tithe, but at the Reformation the quarrels became intractable. Between 1520 and 1546 (when a final settlement for London tithe was reached) over a third of the City parishes are known to have been involved in disputes prolonged and acrimonious enough to take them to court to be settled. There were many reasons why a parishioner might decide to withhold tithe from his priest: doubt about the incumbent’s right to tithe or, more likely, whether he deserved it, or resentment of new and excessive demands by the cleric. The disputes invariably involved personal grievances as much as arguments about money. Certainly tithe legislation was the quickest way to poison relations within a parish.


Very few laymen denied the principle of paying tithe to their priest. Scripture, sermons, and tracts proclaimed men’s duty to render to God’s ministers a tenth of the wealth that God lent them. Refusal to pay was an act of ingratitude to God and would endanger the eternal salvation of the culprit. For those who found it difficult to envisage that handing money to the priest was tantamount to making an offering to God the Church emphasized the duty by making non-payment a sin punishable by greater excommunication. But opposition to paying tithe might become part of a wider criticism of the Church. If the quarrel was not with the principle of paying tithe, it was with making any payment to undeserving clergy: those who were venal, immoral, or negligent. Between 1529 and 1533, as the English clergy sustained unprecedented assaults upon their privilege and independence, four City rectors made exorbitant demands upon their parishioners and provoked tithe suits which stirred contention through the City. These rectors of All Hallows Lombard Street, St Leonard Eastcheap, St Benet Gracechurch, and St Magnus were notoriously non-resident, ‘all things to themselves uncharitably taking and from nothing departing’.219 In 1543 bills were set up against Dr Weston and Dr Wilson, men whose conservatism had enraged London radicals, and whose negligence in serving their cures despite their presence in London was blatant.220 The most intractable tithe disputes in the whole of the period were in St Dunstan in the East and St Magnus: not only were these the richest benefices in London, but they were held in plurality by John Palsgrave, who was always in the country, and Maurice Griffith, who held another City benefice but was resident in neither.221 Into his commonplace book an anonymous Londoner copied the twenty-four articles of reform demanded by the German peasants in 1525. The second article had a special resonance for London citizens: ‘that no parson shall have the profits of his parsonage but if he do serve it himself, and he so doing to have a competent and reasonable living’.222


There was a story told of one of the King’s chaplains who came upon a ‘terrestrial paradise’ on his journeys. To his servant he said, ‘Robin, yonder benefice standeth very pleasantly, I would it were mine.’ ‘Why, sir … it is your own benefice.’223 Such tales were commonplace in the early sixteenth century, for so was the practice of pluralism, and its consequence, absenteeism. Colet lamented, ‘we care not how many, how chargeful, how great benefices we take, so that they be of great value. O covetousness!’224 It was the opinion of many that as the wealth of the clergy increased, so their responsibilities to their parishioners diminished. Clement Armstrong, a parishioner of St Martin Orgar and an aspirant member of Cromwell’s reforming circle in the 1530s, wrote a tract on ‘The Reformation of Causes’, complaining of the City clergy who ‘hath all the profits [of the parishes] and never dwelling upon them nor never helpeth no parishioner therein but ready rather to hinder and hurt them, as knoweth God’.225 Many London parishioners were aggrieved that pastoral interests seemed, at best, to come second to self-seeking clergy.




They gasp and they gape


All to have promotion


There is all their devotion.226





The clergy’s failings would, ominously, come to be used against them by those who challenged their authority outright, as Colet had warned. John Parkyn of St Andrew Hubbard reasoned ironically that if a priest could have two benefices, surely a layman could have two wives.227


Pluralism was among the most scandalous abuses in the early sixteenth-century Church, with potentially serious consequences for the cure of souls, but it was a perennial problem which the medieval Church had never solved.228 Any system of dispensation was open to abuse, and abused it was. There were many dispensations, for pluralism was sometimes a necessary evil.229 Some clerics were obliged to combine livings simply to provide a sufficient income, but this was hardly the case in London, where in 1535 only 16 per cent of benefices were worth less than £10 annually.230 The clergy had to be maintained while they were being educated. Yet while William Longford, curate of Whitechapel, was away at Oxford improving his mind, an illiterate parishioner was preaching heresy to his flock.231 Since no adequate stipend was provided for diocesan officials nor for servants of the Crown and nobility, these clerics were rewarded by their masters with livings on which they might never set foot.232 Because the masters usually lived in London, so did their chaplains. Of twenty-six City clergy given dispensations for plurality between 1534 and 1546, eighteen were chaplains to the King, or to leading nobles and ecclesiastics; twenty-two men holding London livings between 1521 and 1546 were royal chaplains, and six at least were the luxurious chaplains of the Cardinal.233 Thirty-seven London incumbents between 1521 and 1546 also held diocesan or episcopal appointments, and were paid for service to the Church by sinecures which were meant to provide service for souls. An extreme example of a pluralist was Richard Gwent: at the time of his death in 1544 he was chaplain to Henry VIII, and held the Archdeaconries of London, Huntingdon, and Brecon, as well as three prebends, six rectories, and the Deanery of Arches.234


The extent of pluralism in London on the eve of the Reformation was, and is, extremely difficult to discover. Certainly at least 112 of the 326 men who held London benefices between 1521 and 1546 were pluralists; more may have been. Two-thirds of City parishes had pluralist incumbents for some part of this period. At least 16 per cent of incumbents of City parishes during the same period are known to have held an additional benefice; a further 11 per cent held an additional two simultaneously; and 3 per cent held more.235 Some of these men simply collected livings, serving neither Church nor state, but only themselves. The Church was not unconcerned by the prevalence of this abuse, and sometimes, but rarely, dispensations were refused. Thus Christopher Worsley vacated his Lincoln cure for the wealthy and prestigious City parish, St Laurence Jewry, because he was not allowed to hold both.236 Dispensations were often granted because the supplicant was of high birth, or had powerful friends. Alan Percy, rector of St Mary at Hill between 1521 and 1560, and of at least three other benefices at the same time, was the son of the fourth Earl of Northumberland. In 1535 he was granted the right to benefices to the value of £100 annually without residing personally. He did at least live in London.237 George Neville, non-resident and pluralist rector of St Mary Woolnoth, was the seventh son of Richard Neville, Lord Latimer.238 Roger Townsend held at least four benefices, despite his reforming and humanist ideas which should have made him abhor such a practice. In 1537 he was granted a dispensation to hold any benefice, as long as his total annual income did not exceed £300.239 To those that had it was given: rich benefices went to men of influence, men powerful enough to win other prizes; thus wealthy pluralists gathered significant appointments to themselves. It was in London and at the Court that such prizes were to be sought and found. Such was the competition for City benefices that vacancies might be filled overnight. So it was in 1518 when four leading clerics were candidates for St Michael Cornhill.240


In the provinces pluralism very often had the consequence of non-residence. In Lancashire, for example, there were rich benefices to attract the ambitious, but social conditions to dissuade them from residence. Many of these errant provincial clerics removed to London. Twenty-two of the absentee clerics of the diocese of Lincoln between 1495 and 1520 were to be found in the capital.241 To the Bishop of London and his officials such truants were an embarrassment: between 1523 and 1526 ten men were prosecuted before the Vicar-General for leaving their cures in the country to serve as assistant clergy in London.242 John Oterburn was celebrating at St Clement Danes in 1529, though a vicar at Farleigh in the diocese of Winchester;243 Thomas Allen was a chantry priest at St Dunstan as well as parson of Gunthorpe in Norfolk; in 1543 William Dingley chose a chantry in London rather than a benefice in the shires.244 The advantages of living in the capital were evident: here were the main sources of clerical preferment, the wealthiest patrons, and the best chances to meet with the like-minded. At the Doctors’ Commons, an association of civilians and canonists linked with the Court of Arches, those high in legal and ecclesiastical circles congregated. The same attractions which drew clerics from the provinces to London might induce London priests to stay in their cures.


Were the City clergy resident? Although so many London clerics were blatant pluralists, very few men were called to answer for absence. William Vicars, chantry priest at St Michael Queenhithe, was alone deprived for non-residence.245 In July 1529 John Grigell, vicar of All Hallows Barking, was asked to show cause why he should not reside personally, according to the oath he had taken at his institution to reside or to suffer deprivation.246 Some men were certainly away for part of the time; like the diplomats in royal service—William Knight, William Gwynn, Thomas Lupset, Richard Layton, Thomas Paynell, Laurence Taylor, and Bishops Tunstall and Bonner—but then the reason for absence was clear, and the absence temporary. Two surveys made in the City reveal something about the limits to the assiduity of the beneficed clergy. When the City clergy were assessed in the general survey of 1522 beneficed clergy were not assessed in 21 of 88 parishes: presumably because they were absent. Three were specifically said to be non-resident. In ten of the twenty-one parishes the cure of souls was left to a curate and in the other eleven to assistant clergy.247 In the 1548 chantry survey reports were made of the pastoral care in the parishes: it appears that in a quarter of City parishes the incumbent was habitually absent, but that half the London benefices were usually served by their rector or vicar.248 London clergy were no more negligent than their Canterbury or Lincoln colleagues,249 but the difference was that many clergy who were known to be in London in other capacities were seen to be neglecting the cure of souls.


The clergy were set above the laity by their superior wisdom and learning; at least they should have been: the very word ‘clergy’ signified an élite. Only a learned clergy, litteratura sufficiens, well versed in the sacred writings of the Church, could instruct the people. Being able to read had originally set them apart from the laity and even gave them benefit of clergy against legal prosecution.250 The education of the clergy was of perennial concern to the Church, but became a more urgent desideratum on the eve of the Reformation as old complaints of clerical ignorance multiplied while lay standards and expectations rose,251 and because the faith had never needed defending more urgently. Colet warned in 1511 that the priests had become the warriors ‘rather of this world than of Christ’, while their ‘warring is to pray, to read, and study scriptures, to preach the Word of God, to minister the sacraments of health, to do sacrifice for the people, and offer hosts for their sins’.252


Did Londoners have cause to complain that their clergy lacked learning? The beneficed clergy of the capital were the best educated of the realm, and their standard of education was rising. A survey of London beneficed clergy between 1429 and 1479 found a quarter to be graduates; by 1479–1529 60 per cent were graduates.253 Of 326 incumbents in London cures between 1521 and 1546 more than 60 per cent were certainly graduates and even more may have been.254 By the time that Mary came to the throne, 55 of 79 City incumbents were graduates.255 In 1522 seven of 66 London clergy assessed in the general survey were doctors, 44 were masters of arts, and only fifteen styled ‘dominus’, which probably signified that they held no degree.256 Some London clerics were not only well educated, but contributed to learning by their own writings: works of spiritual edification, guides to conduct, treatises on grammar, mathematics, or surveying, and, increasingly, tracts of theological controversy.257


Few could doubt the learning of the first estate of London clergy: it was the way they chose to use it—rather, not to use it—which angered their parishioners. The charge of vainglory had long been levelled at the learned; that is, at the clergy;258 and many London priests particularly deserved it. It was




A great abomination


To see prelates & doctors of divinity


Thus to be blinded with pride and iniquity.259





Having risen by an education which was more or less reserved for those who would be ordained, many of the clergy refused to share their knowledge with their flock. Spiritual knowledge was too precious to be given to the laity, who were theologically ignorant, jealous priests supposed, and should remain so. The prayers which the priest said at the altar during the Mass were called the ‘secrets’; in 1514 the chantry priest of St Mary Woolnoth bequeathed his ‘secrets of the Mass written in text hand … and limned with gold’.260 Henry Gold, rector of St Mary Aldermary, humanist, and chaplain to Archbishop Warham, prepared a sermon which declared the priest’s trust to protect the Word. In this sermon a parishioner challenged his vicar:




Vicar, I say why speak thou not? … Why goest thou into the pulpit if thee cannot say nothing, but goest and look upon us … and again say thy cross row?


For I am so afraid, as it were a child that could not tell what it should say or speak.


Vicar, why art thou thus afraid?


I am in a great fear and doubt whether I may … preach unto the people that be nowadays His holy doctrine or gospels or not, for He had given strait commandment … See that you do not give that thing which is holy unto dogs, nor cast [pearls] to hogs.261





Gold’s admonition to protect Scripture from the people came just at a time when they were most eager to know it. Time was when prelates had preached. Into his commonplace book Richard Hill copied this poem:




Peter at Rome sometime Pope was;


Our Lord’s law he kept truly;


He preached the Gospel, through God’s grace,


That many a soul was saved thereby.262





Concern that the sacred Word should not be sullied was not the only reason for keeping knowledge secret: the laziness and ignorance of some who were charged with the cure of souls in the parishes meant that safe recourse to easy fables and prepared sermons too often served as instruction. In the savagely anticlerical tract, Rede me and be nott wrothe (‘The beryeng of the Masse’), ‘Watkin’ and ‘Jeffrey’ discuss the intellectual torpor and credulity of ‘Sir John’ and his fellows:




WAT. Thou never sawest miracle wrought?


JEF. I: no, by Him that me bought,


    But as the priests make rehearsal.


WAT. Canst thou rehearse me now one?


JEF. No I cannot, but our sir John


    Can in his English Festivall.


WAT. Give they to such fables credence?


JEF. They have them in more reverence


    Than to the Gospel a thousand fold.263





John Bale, too, mocked ‘Sir John’, whose idea of preaching was to read out his prepared ‘sermones dormi secure’ (so called because the priest might sleep untroubled on Saturday night).264 Perhaps he was unfair. Seventeen of fifty City priests whose wills were proved in the London Consistory Court between 1514 and 1520 left books; as did eleven of twenty London priests whose wills are recorded in Bishop Fitzjames’s register. True, most of these books were the tools of the priestly trade—breviaries, mass books, antiphoners, hymnals, missals —but there were also the Dialogues and Homilies of St Gregory the Great, the sermons of Philip Repyngdon, Bonaventura de Vita Christi, Peter Lombard’s Sententiarum, the Epistles and Gospels, the Expositions of Nicholas de Lyra, the confessor’s manual Summa Baptistiana.265 William Lambert, rector of All Hallows Honey Lane, left a collection of theological works: ‘Hugonem upon the whole bible; sermones opuscula; Epistolas beati Augustini; Valentinum super psalterum; sermones Vincentii; sermones Magdalene; Iustinus historicus; sermones Augustini … with all my quires of preaching’. He bequeathed his books to Pembroke Hall, Cambridge, which soon became the academy of the Reformation’s leading evangelists.266 William Lichfield, rector of All Hallows the Great, had left 3,083 manuscript sermons at his death in 1448.267


Though the beneficed clergy of the capital were well educated, the assistant clergy they found to serve their parishes hardly represented the flower of learning. More than a thousand (1,035) beneficed priests serving in the parish churches of London between 1520 and 1546 are known by name; only 74 are known to be graduates, though in the 1522 survey seventeen of a hundred assistant clergy were titled ‘Master’.268 Perhaps many had attended university at some time; like John Milner, celebrant at St Laurence Jewry, who had no degree, but had spent seven years at Cambridge. Maybe he ran out of money, or maybe, like William Stoddard, the reprobate chantry priest of St Michael Queenhithe, who went up to New College from Winchester in 1522, he left ‘quia non habuit animum amplius studendi’.269 Of 124 lay ordinands admitted by Bishop Tunstall only twenty-four were graduates.270 When John Stokesley, a renowned scholar himself, became Bishop of London in 1530 he determined to have clergy worthy of their office, who could teach the truth and defend the faith. Observing that the cure of souls lay effectively with the curates, he conducted personally an examination into their ‘letters and in their capacity and suitability for those things which pertain to the cure of souls’. His findings must have made him fearful: of the 58 curates examined only fourteen could be freely admitted. Sixteen curates were suspended, forbidden from celebrating because of their (unspecified) unsuitability; one resigned; and twenty-one were banned because of their ignorance and lack of letters (including two masters and two bachelors of arts). Others were told to go away, to study, and return again.271 Yet the Bishop could afford to dismiss wretched curates only if he could be sure of finding educated and worthy men to replace them. Half of the lay ordinands admitted by Stokesley were indeed graduates, but he admitted only twenty-eight altogether.272 Twelve of those curates suspended in 1530 were still serving, and in the City, in the 1530s, despite the Bishop’s ban.273 For the parishes must be served, and unsatisfactory priests were better perhaps than no priests at all. To such intellectually feeble priests fell the task of expounding the royal supremacy from the pulpits in the 1530s. In 1535 Thomas Bedyll, Archdeacon of London and a pluralist himself, despaired: he had perforce altered certain passages in the form setting out the King’s new title of Supreme Head, because the City curates were so ‘brute’ that they would read the order verbatim, and ‘say of themselves in the pulpit “they shall preach and declare”’.274 Not, of course, that education has ever precluded stupidity.


Colet had warned of the dangers to the people if the clergy were ignorant and blinded by love of the world. Reformers uttered the same warning, and in the same biblical imagery:




A little learning in the curates doth soon corrupt and make sour all the parish. And if their light be darkness how great will the darkness be of all other? Thus the blind guides shall soon bring all the parish to follow them into the ditch of destruction.275





Yet ignorance was not the worst of clerical vices: not at all. To behave badly, while knowing better, was particularly reprehensible: ‘for without virtue the better they be learned the worse they be’.276 Colet counselled that ‘it is not enough for a priest … to construe a collect, to put forth a question, or to answer to a sophism’, better by far to live ‘a good, a pure, and a holy life’.277


Each priest was vowed to chastity. Celibacy had long been demanded by the Church as essential to the religious life.278 Whenever the vow was broken every good Catholic should be shocked, not only because of the perjury, but also because the priesthood was set apart from and above the laity, eschewing the world, the flesh, and the Devil, to be a purer channel of divine grace. Among a series of horrors foretold for 1525, when Nature would turn in her course, was the spectre that ‘religious men shall go out of their cloister…. Chastity shall be broken.’279 That the priestly fall from grace usually involved the deflowering of a daughter, the cuckolding of a husband, or procuring a prostitute made the offence the greater. Complaints of clerical concupiscence were doubtless as old as the vows themselves. In 1297 Edward I had forbidden the practice of citizens who ‘upon mere spite do enter in their watches into clerks’ chambers, and like felons carry them to the Tun’, the prison for night walkers.280 Such was Londoners’ ‘filthy delight of evil communication’, Thomas More insisted, that one defaulting priest would be talked about far more than many worthy ones.281 Yet beyond the natural love of scandal lay the real hope of Londoners that their priests should provide them with an example of lives more blameless than their own. To call someone ‘priest’s whore’ or ‘priest’s bawd’ was deeply insulting but the insult was extremely common,282 reflecting the contemporary obsession with this sin and the contempt in which it was held.


The Church was principally responsible for clerical discipline, and incontinent priests were brought before the Church Courts. In theory, no priest could be retained once found guilty of fornication;283 in practice no London priests seem to have been deprived for this offence until Mary’s reign, when priests legally married in Edward’s reign were ejected. The City authorities had long taken it upon themselves to guard the morality of the citizens: before the wardmote enquests came the City’s bawds on St Thomas Eve, and among their clients were the City’s priests.284 The wardmote enquest was bound to ask if any priest ‘hath been within the Tun of Cornhill’?285 When two priests spent the night with prostitutes in St Paul’s churchyard in 1529, they were rudely awakened by the Alderman’s deputy, a constable, and a large crowd of morally outraged or prurient citizens.286


Many charges of incontinence made against the City clergy arose through malice, but the choice of this particular charge is significant: it was so damaging because the laity hoped for a virtuous priesthood. When John Roo, curate and farmer of the wealthy parish of St Christopher le Stocks, faced a paternity suit in 1529 many conflicts within that parish were revealed.287 Roo maintained that the ‘honest, good and substantial wives’ of St Christopher’s gave no credence to the scandalous stories which were circulating, but it was the jealous chantry priest and various ‘poor folk’ who sought to expel him. Before the Bishop of London’s Commissary, Roo was accused of fathering the child of Emma Singleton. The case was dismissed. Roo’s accusers, ascribing the failure to the Commissary’s prejudice, brought the case before the wardmote enquest. They failed to gain a conviction there, or from the Court of Aldermen, or from the Bishop himself. But Singleton, incited by the chantry priest, continued to plague Roo, by leaving her child in his house, or even crying before the altar during divine service. Finally, Singleton sued a writ of trespass against Roo in the Sheriff’s court, claiming that Roo had promised to maintain her and her child. She now demanded £800 (sic) in maintenance. In desperation, Roo appealed to Wolsey in Chancery, but whether he was protected there or not we cannot tell. In another case John Man, a chantry priest, had bribed a woman to say that she had slept with John Turney of St John Zachary, whose chantry he wanted.288 Allegations of sexual impropriety have always been one of the best ways to bring down those in authority, who are expected to show higher standards of rectitude than ordinary mortals. Even while ‘the preacher is preaching of the holy Gospels, Word of God in the temple of God’, so Henry Gold alleged, ‘such mad dogs, such common obstinate … condemners of other men’s lives do slander you, tear and rend your good name and fame with their venom teeth and poison tongues’.289 Some accusations were undeserved, but too many were just for the Church to be complacent.


While the laity provided priests for themselves, to sing for their souls and all Christian souls, the same condition was very often expressed: that the priest be ‘of good name and fame’, of ‘virtuous life’.290 In 1529 Thomas Cromwell willed that a priest should pray for his soul; ‘being an honest person of continent and good living’.291 If priests were mediators for men to God they should be beyond the world’s temptations. In St Andrew Hubbard in 1532 Rowland Kendall was taunting William Lawles with the cuckold gesture of horns when Sir Thomas Kirkham approached, a priest deprived by Stokesley as ‘indignus and indoctus’. Kendall promptly challenged Kirkham: ‘knave priest, it were more fit for thee to sing Mass underneath a hedge than in a church’; for all the parish knew that ‘since Christmas thou didst not lie five nights in thine own chamber’, because he was staying with Lawles’s wife.292


Much of the anger against immoral priests derived from the doubt as to whether an unworthy priest could be the channel of divine grace in the seven sacraments. In 1510 Elizabeth Sampson reviled the holy bread administered by priests ‘when they be not in clean life’,293 and, later, an unnamed London priest himself maintained that ‘malus sacerdos non consecrat nec conferat baptismum nec ceteras sacramentas’294: but such opinions were heretical and condemned. The Church maintained that the unworthiness of the minister did not affect the validity of the sacraments, since, as Augustine had insisted, their true minister was Christ. However unworthy the priest, his ordination gave him the power to perform the sacrament of the altar. Even the best and wisest layman must always yield place to the most ignorant and venal priest, for only the priest could celebrate the sacred mystery. Thomas More wrote of the ‘special prerogative that we have by a priest, be he never so bad, in that his naughtiness cannot take from us the profit of his Mass’.295 The Church might be criticized, its clergy found wanting, but for Catholics there was no salvation outside the Church, and without the priesthood admitting the laity to the sacraments their immortal souls were lost.


While the dependence of the people upon their priests was so fundamental there could be no possibility, no question, of concerted lay opposition to clerical privilege nor of united attacks upon a worldly clergy unworthy of its other worldly duties. Some resented their parish priests (and often with reason), scorned the clerical potentates of the City, despised the unlearned or unchaste, but this was not to denigrate the essential authority of the clergy, to doubt sacerdotal power to bind and loose or to perform the miracle of the Mass. Though there might be more talk of the vices of priests than ever there was of their virtues, still—despite assertions to the contrary, then and since—the evidence of Londoners universally hating their priests is nugatory.296 The attitude of the citizens to their clergy was complex and ambivalent, for the relationship was personal, and, like other personal relationships, subject to the vagaries of personality, the strains of proximity, and complications of financial obligation. Resentment of clerical wealth and privilege there certainly was, but it was at some times more profound than at others, as we shall see, and prevailingly the relationship between clergy and citizenry was rather harmonious than hostile. While the Catholic Church seemed so adamantine and unassailable, criticism of the many failings inevitable in an institution which was, after all, human were many and usually beneficial. The intent was to reform not to undermine. Still in 1533 Thomas More did not doubt that ‘(God be thanked) the faith is itself as fast rooted in this realm as ever it was before’.297 If ever this changed, as soon it would, the Church’s critics might rally to its defence.


Dean Colet had been prescient when he had warned in 1511 that the resurgent Lollard heretics were ‘not so pestilent and pernicious unto us and the people as the evil and wicked life of priests’.298 For the failings of the clergy gave the Lollards and, imminently and more dangerously, the reformers the opportunity to claim that the sacraments were vitiated by the corruption of the clergy. Even the Mass could be portrayed as an invention of priests to beguile the faithful into giving tithe to support their indolent and worldly lives. In the virulent satire Rede me and be nott wrothe (1528) the Mass, slain in Strasburg by Scriptural truth, was brought home for burial at St Thomas’s shrine, bewailed by Catholic priests, who lost with the Mass their livelihood.




What availeth now to have a shaven head


Or to be apparelled with a long gown.


Our anointed hands do us little stead.


.       .        .      .       .       .


Seeing that gone is the Mass,


Now deceased. Alas, Alas.299





This was the true anticlericalism, the antisacerdotalism of heresy, denying the essential place and function of the clergy.


HUMANISM AND REFORM


Criticism of the Church was not simply a negative spirit. There was on the eve of the Reformation a pious and fervently orthodox desire among influential laity and spiritualty in London for reform. The New Learning—a concern to study the sources of the faith in a humanist manner and to purify spiritual life in imitation of Christ—had touched an élite in the City. At Court, in literate lay households, in the austere and influential religious houses in and about the capital, at the Inns of Court, in Doctors’ Commons, a group of devout laymen and clerics were spreading the spiritual message of Erasmus and his friends. Christian humanism, in which the ideal Christian life was contrasted with the flawed reality, was a moving force in the reception of the Reformation: while its spirit was essentially and unimpeachably orthodox, it prepared the way for a more radical vision.300


In London at the turn of the sixteenth century were gathered some of Europe’s leading humanists; there Erasmus found five or six men so learned that he doubted whether even Italy had such scholars. In December 1499 he wrote ‘tumultuarie’ from London:




When I listen to Colet it seems to me that I am listening to Plato himself. Who could fail to be astonished by the universal scope of Grocyn’s accomplishments? Could anything be more clever or profound or sophisticated than Linacre’s mind? Did Nature ever create anything kinder, sweeter, or more harmonious than the character of Thomas More?301





John Colet returned to his native London from Oxford in 1505, as Dean of St Paul’s. Grocyn and Linacre were there already.302 At St Laurence Jewry, Grocyn’s parish, Thomas More lectured upon Augustine’s De Civitate Dei ‘to the great admiration of all his audience’, including ‘the chief and best learned men’ of the City.303 More wrote to Colet, his mentor, in November 1504; ‘I shall spend my time with Grocyn, Linacre and Lilly. The first … is the director of my life in your absence; the second, the master of my studies; the third, my most dear companion.’304 William Lilly, the grammarian, became the first High Master of St Paul’s school, which Colet founded on humanist principles in 1509, and thereby the tutor of a generation of new humanists and reformers.305 There were suspicions among the more conservative that the school was ‘a temple of idolatry … because the Poets are to be taught there’, and worse.306 More told Colet:




I am not surprised that the school of Jesus excites the envy and anger of dissolutes and obdurates. These perverse people can only contemplate with fear this crowd of Christians who, like the Greeks from the Trojan horse, spring from that academy to destroy their ignorance and disorder.307





The New Learning did indeed come to be seen as a threat by the old order; even as akin to heresy. Certainly the Catholic reformers and the heretical opponents they would condemn had common spiritual ends: both desired above all purification and reform within the Christian community, and religious life spent in emulation of the sanctity and simplicity of Christ and His apostles. Colet’s sermons at St Paul’s in 1505 followed the spirit of humanist reform: he did not take a discrete and isolated text and preach a detailed discourse to prove a particular point of faith, in the way of the schoolmen; rather he followed one argument, drawn not from the Fathers but from the Bible. Colet’s study moved increasingly away from the apostolic Epistles which had preoccupied him at Oxford, and his thoughts were always and ever upon the ‘wonderful majesty of the Gospels’, upon Christ himself. At St Paul’s he preached of ‘Gospel history’, of the Apostle’s Creed and the Lord’s Prayer.308 Erasmus praised his dedication: as ‘father … to all your fellow citizens’ children and indeed all your fellow-citizens … you devote your entire energies to winning them for Christ’.309 Yet Colet’s sermons came to touch upon matters which were politically controversial or doctrinally unsafe: he preached against war, just as Henry VIII launched grandiose expeditions to France; he preached against image-worship and against the temporal possessions of the Church; and he preached against those who could give only ‘bosom sermons’, reading from prepared scripts. Bishop Fitzjames took the last barb personally—he was meant to—and ‘would have made … Colet … a heretic’. In 1513 Colet was banned from the pulpit.310


Colet ‘read carefully heretical works’, wrote Erasmus in his friend’s obituary in 1519, ‘and said he often got more profit from them than from those which are employed in endless definitions and servile adulation of certain doctors’.311 In turn, heretics came to learn from him; like Thomas Geffrey, who said that ‘true pilgrimage was, barefoot to go and visit the poor, weak and sick; for they are the true images of God’. He may have learnt that message from the humanist Dean as much as from his Lollard brethren.312 In one of his Colloquies Erasmus wrote of Colet’s contempt for idle pilgrimages to saints.313 Stephen Vaughan and Thomas Cromwell remembered Colet later, and may even have learnt reforming lessons for the future from his sermons.314 But William Tyndale, who would have heard Colet’s sermons in Oxford, said that it was because of the Dean’s translation of the Pater Noster into English that he was suspected of heresy.315 For the people to have the Scripture in English was thought to be dangerous, and had long been forbidden.


Erasmus published in 1516 his new Greek text of the New Testament, with a Latin translation. His hope was that laymen would be inspired to know the Bible; that one day every ploughboy at his plough would read the Gospel. Yet the learned language left this translation only for the educated. It was this first edition which Cromwell took with him to Italy and learnt by heart on his journey; and by this edition that Thomas Bilney was inspired in Cambridge.316 To meddle with the Vulgate at all was thought, by some, doubtful and dangerous. In 1520 a Scotist Spanish friar challenged John Stokesley, a royal chaplain, to defend Erasmus, and attacked Erasmus for translating ‘Word of God’ in St John’s Gospel as sermo rather than the traditional verbum. Friar Standish had already attacked Erasmus on the same point in a sermon at St Paul’s, and was now effectively routed in argument by Thomas More.317 Stokesley and More were both still champions of humanist reform, but later, as Bishop of London and as Lord Chancellor, they saw the urgent necessity to defend the Church against any novelty, and by the most savage means.


The brightest and best of the English humanist community were gathered in London on the eve of the Reformation. Were they infusing the ideal of orthodox renewal among the London citizenry? Colet was, and his influence was felt long after his death.318 More’s model for the missionary Bishop in Utopia was Rowland Phillips, one of the most eloquent of English preachers.319 Phillips denounced the scandalous behaviour of pilgrims to shrines to the Virgin Mary, and so too did Friar Donald of the reformed order of Franciscan Observants, for they knew that such abuses undermined the sanctity of the practice. Friar Donald was probably the ‘scotus quidam doctor theologus’ who in January 1508, as Colet before him, expounded the Pauline Epistles at Paul’s Cross. More had heard the friar’s sermons in his youth and revered him as saintly.320 Richard Ridley and Henry Gold, redoubtably orthodox critics of William Tyndale, left notes for sermons which urged reform in the life of the Church.321 Bishop Tunstall, who was in a position to effect reform, ordered all dedication days of City churches to be held upon a single day from 1523, to prevent the abuses which had marred the festivals.322 Such men may have been creating among Londoners an expectation of reform. Before the Reformation, and its emphasis upon a learned preaching ministry, there were already citizens who looked for edifying sermons. James Wilford, Sheriff in 1499, left money to provide for a ‘doctor of divinity, every Good Friday forever, to preach a sermon of Christ’s passion’ at St Bartholomew’s.323 In 1520 Sir John Thurston, Sheriff, bequeathed £40 for exhibitions for two ‘scholars priests and students … studying holy divinity … whereby the faith of Christ may be increased’, and his widow left exhibitions to ‘scholars priests students being pulpit men’.324 Their desire was for sermons of orthodox tenor.


The religious houses in and around the capital were held in special reverence by the citizens. When Londoners founded new gilds at the turn of the sixteenth century they often chose to establish them in the City friaries, marking thereby their admiration for the spirituality of the friars.325 In the 1520s the house of the Crossed Friars was being rebuilt with the aid of the citizens, and Sir John Milborne built fourteen alms houses there.326 The nobility and the wealthy often chose to be buried in the friaries rather than in their parish churches.327 The dowager Duchess of Buckingham asked that her heart be buried before the image of St Francis at the Grey Friars.328 On the eve of the Reformation bequests to the monks and friars and nuns of the City were very common: Londoners sought their prayers and asked that the friars attend their funerals and sing masses. Nearly half the Londoners whose wills were proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1520 and 1521 and between 1523 and 1525 remembered London’s religious houses, and a third of those whose wills were proved between 1529 and 1530 did so. But very significantly, a large proportion of their bequests went to the mendicant rather than the possessioner orders, and the comparative popularity of the friars increased as the Reformation drew nearer. The Londoners, impressed by the austerity and spirituality of the Carthusians and Observant Franciscans, remembered them especially in their wills.329 Leading Londoners had special links with the Carthusians of London and Sheen, the Bridgettines of Syon, and the Franciscan Observants of Greenwich and Richmond. Some became lay brothers of the houses.330 Thomas More had withdrawn to the London Charterhouse: for four years he lived there ‘religiously’ but ‘without vow’, contemplating entry to the religious life.331 Sir Thomas Exmewe, Mayor in 1517, had a stepson, John West, who became a Franciscan Observant, and a nephew(?) William Exmewe, who entered the London Charterhouse and died a martyr.332 Sir John Aleyn, member of the King’s Council and Mayor in 1535, had contacts with Sheen, and Humphrey Monmouth, Sheriff in the same year, was a benefactor of Denny Abbey.333 The devout laity admired the orthodoxy of these houses, but some monks provided more than a model of the religious life: some, notably Richard Whitford, John Fewterer, and William Bonde of Syon, were writing devotional tracts in English for the edification of ‘simple souls’. Until the 1530s the Catholic conduct books had been directed primarily to the nobility and religious, but in the early 1530s works dwelling upon the medieval themes of confession and prayer, the life and passion of Christ, and tribulation, were becoming best sellers.334 The capital, the centre of the book trade, with a populace more literate and prosperous than elsewhere, probably provided the most eager market for these works.


The great popularity of tracts such as Whitford’s Werke for housholders, reprinted ten times between 1530 and 1537, and a Pomander of Prayer, written by a religious of Sheen Charterhouse, and in four editions between 1528 and 1532,335 and the appearance of other treatises addressed to householders suggests the emergence of a new type of literate lay reader. Men were urged in the Werke for housholders that ‘it should … be a good pastime and much meritorious for you that can read to gather your neighbours about you on the holy day, specially the young sort, and read to them this poor lesson’.336 The Christian faith could be taught within the family; children and servants instructed, in the medieval catechical tradition, how to live well. The devout laity were seeking instruction in private devotion, beyond their public worship. Simon, the anchorite dwelling in London Wall, compiled The fruyte of redempcyon in 1514, a treatise which recounted, chapter by chapter, the life and passion of Christ. It was written ‘in English for your ghostly comfort that understand no Latin’, and went forth with the blessing of Bishop Fitzjames, who approved it to be ‘read of the true servants of sweet Jesus, to their great consolation and ghostly comfort’.337


Christian conduct books adumbrated the ways of living well and avoiding sin. Whitford’s Werke for housholders suggested that the day should begin with spiritual exercises: on waking ‘make one whole cross from your head unto your feet, and from the left shoulder unto the right, saying all together In nomine patris et filii et spiritus sancti’. Every day must be spent as if it were the last: ‘The wise man sayeth … in all thy works remember thine ending day.’338 The anonymous author of A dyurnall: for deuoute souls: to ordre themselfes therafter advised ‘perseverant exercise’ to follow good and avoid evil. Upon waking the Christian must ask himself if anything other ‘hath occupied your heart than the rule of perfection requireth’. If so, he must admit his fault and desire to amend: ‘begin anon with humble prostration both of spirit and also of body (if ye be alone) to praise the glorious Trinity’. Then ‘when ye do on your clothes, see that your mind be occupied in the praise of God, thanking Him that He hath so plenteously provided for you … and pray Him to move your heart to relieve his poor people’. Before leaving his chamber the Christian should say a prayer ‘before some image of our Lord Jesus Christ, first thanking Him for your creation and redemption’. On the way to church ‘have mind of your good angel and other saints’, ‘preparing your heart to prayer by the remembrance of some part of their life’. In church give thanks for your ‘leisure to ensue the spiritual life’, and remember those who are not free to come to church even though ‘peradventure … much more fervent in the love of God’. ‘Departing from the church, beware that ye fall not anon to idle speech.’ Returning home, ‘on your knees salute Our Saviour and his mother’. ‘Apply yourself to some profitable occupation … and say to yourself, and wouldest thou be thus occupied if thou shouldst die this day?’, and consequently ‘spend your time at every hour to the most profit of your soul’. At the end of the day the Christian should confess his faults to Jesus, and consider what ‘saints in special ye have served that day’, counting the day lost in which ‘ye do not obtain some friendship of the citizens of Heaven’.339 Citizens of London bought such books, certainly, aspiring to follow these counsels of perfection.


The personal and devotional lives of the mass of Tudor Londoners remain inscrutable, but there were some who left writings which provide glimpses of their spiritual aspirations, and show them touched by the spirit of reform. John Colyns and Richard Hill, men of some standing in the City, and an anonymous Londoner kept commonplace books in the 1520s and 1530s—collections of poems, songs, fables, prophecies, miracles, exempla, jokes, aphorisms, recipes, remedies, City chronicles, devotional instructions, descriptions of London and its customs, accounts of contemporary and past political events —which reveal more about the religious and political attitudes of individual citizens than almost any other source.340 John Colyns was churchwarden at St Mary Woolchurch, a mercer and like other mercers, involved in the new printing trade.341 Richard Hill became a Merchant Adventurer and was made free of the Grocers’ Company in November 1511. He married Margaret, daughter of Henry Wyngar, haberdasher, and they had seven children (‘God make them all his servants’).342 Colyns died a good Catholic. At his death Colyns willed that ‘there shall be said for my soul seven masses at scala celi whilst I do lie in extremis, and other four as soon after my decease as may be done’. He was a brother of the fraternity of Our Lady and St Anne in his parish.343 Yet there were also signs that Colyns, and Hill too, had come into contact with reforming circles in the City.


What religious aspirations and expectations led these men to transcribe poems of exemplary Catholic piety and anticlerical tirades side by side in the pages of their commonplace books? Colyns collected anticlerical poems: not only John Skelton’s famous jibes, ‘Colin Clout’ and ‘Speke Parrot’, but more virulent condemnations of the Cardinal.344 The attacks upon the priesthood were meant to be more than simply destructive. In certain of the poems the moral intent of criticizing the clergy was clear:




He that sweat both water and blood


Amend our priests and make them good.345





Of all the poems the most impassioned was ‘The Ruin of a Realm’, in which the author nostalgically lamented the moral, political, and above all the religious decadence of the country. The cause of the decay was manifest:








It is apparent to every man’s eye


That spiritual men undoubtedly


Doth rule the realm brought to misery.











The remedy was harder to find than the reason. ‘The spiritualty is disguised like men in a play’, the prelates so ‘blinded with pride and iniquity’, that no one dared to reproach or reform them, save one:








                A famous divine,


Which to these vices will not incline,


As by his preaching perceive we may,


Saying this realm beginneth to decay.











This paragon was surely Colet, who stood apart from the self-seeking of the rest, ‘alleging Scripture for every sentence, a profound man of learning and sapience’.




Christ would we had many of this sort


In living and preaching from vice us to guide.346





While deploring the current state of the Church, Colyns headed every page ‘Jesus’, or ‘IHS’, and side by side with the anticlerical poems were stories of miracles, and exempla urging pious charity. ‘O Mortal Man call to remembrance’ was a prayer for souls in Purgatory, urging personal mediation rather than the proliferation of masses conventionally ordered.347 In the anonymous commonplace book the most pious invocations of divine grace were included among the prophecy of Skelton to ‘let Colin Cloute alone’ with its implied criticism of the clergy. And that unknown author transcribed, too, the articles of reform demanded by the German Peasants in 1525:




first, that no manner priest shall be suffered to take cure of souls but if he be of honest living and have good and sufficient learning, and forty years of age or more …   


That all manner of sacraments of the Church to be ministered unto every person at times and as often as shall be desired without taking any duty therefore.348





These demands had a special resonance for Londoners in the 1520s. Richard Hill’s book contained poems of undoubted orthodoxy, instructions for the priest in confessional, descriptions of the virtues of the good priest, but also criticisms of the worldliness of the clergy:




I was with Pope and Cardinal,


And with Bishops and priests great and small,


Yet was never none of them all


That had enough and could say whoa.349





Criticism of the clergy and conventional Catholic piety could, indeed should, coexist in pre-Reformation London. A good Catholic should hope for renovation within the Church, deplore its current state, and yearn for a purity and sanctity which had once existed in an apostolic golden age. Reform was needed, and urgently, but whence should it come?


‘The way whereby the Church may be reformed into better fashion is not to make new laws. For there be laws many enough and out of number’, so Colet and other Catholic reformers admitted.350 The people were so bound by a multiplicity of laws that the simplicity of religion might be lost, and while the faithful were so little reminded of love and compassion the mercy of Catholicism might be forgotten.351 So Erasmus lamented, and so Skelton mocked the typical cleric:




And yet he will mell


To amend the Gospel,


And will preach and tell


What they do in Hell.


And he dare not well neven


What they do in Heaven


Nor how far Temple bar is


From the seven stars.352





The castigation of the Catholic Church for the ‘blockish burden of their constitutions, laws and statutes’, and the insistence instead upon the compassion of Christ’s teachings and promises would be at the centre of reformist teaching soon.353 Yet Catholic reformers insisted too that Christ was to be worshipped not by custom and ceremonies, but in charity, and by meditation upon His passion. God’s answers to ‘a certain creature that desired to wit what thing was most pleasure to him in this world’ were thus, recorded in the anonymous Londoner’s commonplace book:




Give out tears for thy sins and for my passion, for that pleasureth me more than thou wept for worldly things as much water as is in the sea.


Me only love, and all other for me, for that pleaseth me more than if thou every day go upon a wheel sticking full of nails that should prick thy body through.354





The late medieval Catholic Church was not monolithic; it was capable of self-criticism and adaptation. But the critics within might go too far, demanding change too radical, and challenging practices too sensitive to be questioned. When this happened those critics, though thinking themselves orthodox, might be charged with heresy.


In 1525 an Observant friar wrote a devotional treatise which he offered in humility as a New Year’s gift to the ‘good ladies’ of Syon Abbey.355 He wanted to present them with an ‘image of love’, but this gift was hard to find. Dame Nature, the World, and artificers all showed him tempting images of love, but these were of the world’s love, and like the world, transitory, ‘and if ye set your love upon the world … the charity of God Our Saviour Christ that is the very image of love cannot be in you’. The only true image of love is discovered in Holy Scripture; seen in a glass darkly, but tantalizing in its beauty. The more the beholder aspires to a life of purity, of charity, of love towards God, neighbours, and even enemies, the more clearly he will perceive the image, for God will be in him, and the image of love will be reflected. The treatise ends with an exposition of Hugh of St Victor’s celebration of charity. The spirit of The ymage of loue may seem admirably orthodox, yet two months after its printing (7 October) the book’s printer and translator were before the Vicar-General of London and charged to reclaim the New Year’s gift from sixty nuns of Syon, and to retrieve all copies sold.356


For in his ardent insistence that religious life should return to a simpler, other-worldly state the author had attacked some of the most cherished forms of Catholic devotion. In the shop of the artificers the author had almost abandoned his search for the true image of love when he was shown ‘many goodly images which I thought should stir a man to devotion and to the love of God’.357 But a ‘holy devout doctor’ appeared to rebuke him: ‘why dost thou cast away thy money upon these corruptible and vain things?’ ‘Seest not thou the goodly living image of God [the poor] most pitifully fade and decay every day in great multitude?’358 When the author protested that the doctor thereby condemned the ‘many good men that be nowadays which honour the temples of God with many goodly images’, the doctor made a rueful comparison between the simple worship of the early Church and the corrupt present: ‘then were treen chalices and golden priests now be golden chalices and treen priests or rather earthen priests’ (a criticism so like Colet’s that the doctor might almost be the late Dean). ‘We find not’, said the doctor, ‘that Christ commandeth us to have so costly ornaments in His Church, but He commandeth us many times to nourish His poor people.’359 The author then began to question some of the traditional forms of Catholic piety. ‘Thus I perceived that charity might lack, for all these gay outward things’; that these might hinder ‘charity and contemplation, stirring the mind to elation and vainglory’. The doctor knew that such questioning was dangerous: ‘why do I labour in vain? What need me to stir all the world against me?’ Fear of the world would not stop the reformers, who would adopt the doctor’s message and dare to evangelize it.
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