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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.







CHAPTER 1


The pre-Reformation Church before 1529





This chapter is intended to help you to understand what is meant by the terms and associated events connected with religion and religious change. The nature, state and authority of the pre-Reformation Church will be discussed, followed by an examination of the events that led to the Reformation in Church and religion. These issues are examined as three key themes:





•  The political and social role of the Church








•  Popular piety and the spiritual role of the Church








•  Humanists, reformers and criticisms of the Church





The key debate on page 16 of this chapter asks the question: Why have historians adopted contrasting interpretations of the causes and nature of the Reformation?
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Key dates






	1503

	William Warham appointed Archbishop of Canterbury






	1514

	Richard Hunne arrested and imprisoned, found dead in his cell






	1516

	Sir Thomas More published Utopia







	1521

	Bishop Fisher published Sermon Against the Pernicious Doctrines of Martin Luther







	1520s

	Wolsey closed 29 monasteries in England






	1531

	Sir Thomas Elyot published The Book Named the Governor
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1 The political and social role of the Church




How significant was the political and social role of the Church?





The pre-Reformation Church appeared to be powerful, stable and popular. It was the second largest landowner after the king in England. When Henry VIII ascended the throne in 1509 it is perhaps fair to say that the majority of the clergy in the English Roman Catholic Church split its allegiance equally between their king and the Pope in Rome. Although the Pope had no control over the day-to-day running of the Church in England, he had the spiritual authority to determine how the people worshipped and how Church doctrine was to be understood. The Pope also had the power to influence a kingdom’s domestic and foreign politics by either offering or withholding his support for the ruler. The Church was a powerful organisation that can, for the sake of convenience, be divided into two component parts, secular and regular, staffed by some 45,000 clerics.


The secular Church


The secular Church consisted of several thousand parishes spread throughout the kingdom staffed by some 35,000 priests, led by some 40 bishops who administered their particular parts of the Church within a defined administrative area called a diocese. At the centre of the diocese was the cathedral to which was attached the bishop’s administration, comprising both clerks and clerics entrusted with the task of administering the diocese and its courts. In administrative and legal terms, the pre-Reformation Church was so powerful and well organised that it is often said to have formed a state within a state, which rivalled the authority of the king. Canon law was practised alongside common law and each legal system had its own judges and courts.


The Church courts dealt with religious crimes such as adultery and heresy and crimes committed by churchmen. Although this was potentially an explosive situation, Crown and Church normally managed to exist side by side in relative harmony. Until his annulment, Henry VIII was a loyal member of the Church and he did little to jeopardise this harmonious relationship between Church and State. Two aspects of the Church’s legal independence, benefit of clergy and sanctuaries, have normally been described as typifying the duality of the kingdom over which English kings ruled.


Benefit of clergy


As all those who played some official part, however minor, in Church life, and not just priests, were considered to be in holy orders. This benefit was extended to a large number of people. In the absence of documentation to prove a person’s status, those who claimed benefit of clergy had only to be able to read a verse of Latin to escape the clutches of the law. This proved controversial because here was an obvious loophole for educated rogues to exploit and evade justice.


Sanctuaries


People whose normal place of residence was within a sanctuary could claim to be exempt from the normal processes of the common law wherever the crime of which they were charged had been committed. Some historians have suggested (or at least implied) that as long as such anomalies existed it would have been impossible for a fully fledged nation-state to have developed, and that the royal supremacy, by bringing the Church’s legal system under the Crown’s control, removed a bar to important constitutional developments. However, it is doubtful whether in reality the bar was of great significance. Not only had the numbers of people abusing the Church’s legal privileges always been small, but legislation in the early Tudor period had also lessened the problem by removing some exemptions entirely – especially for major crimes such as murder and high treason – and by ensuring that those that remained were claimed only once by any individual (claimants were branded on the thumb to prevent them using the same ‘escape’ a second time).


The net result was that the existence of the clerical legal privileges has been assessed as being no more than a minor inconvenience, and certainly not one which would have seriously inhibited the emergence of England as a unitary nation-state.


Priests, people and problems


To ordinary people such matters meant very little. They were unaware or uncaring of the Church at a higher political level. England had few large towns or cities and the majority of its citizens lived a rural existence, populating a vast network of small villages spread throughout the country. Some of these villages were very small and the dwellings within them amounted to no more than a few dozen or less. One of the most enlightening studies of social and religious life in an English rural village is that published by Eamon Duffy. His study of the Devon hamlet of Morebath between 1520 and 1574 offers a ‘unique window into a rural world in crisis as the reformation progressed’.


Duffy demonstrates that socially and religiously the church and its priest lay at the heart of people’s lives. In most cases, the largest and most impressive building in any village was the stone-built church followed by, as in the case of Morebath, the ‘church-house’, which acted as the parish’s place of public meetings and entertainment. Clearly, the life of the village revolved around the church and the priest’s influence was often as great as that of the local landowner.


Nevertheless, despite its size, power and wealth (see below), the Church did have problems. The chief abuses were poverty, non-residence and ignorance. Many parish priests were poorly educated, some were illiterate, and their poverty contrasted with the wealth of the bishops. For example, 75 per cent of parish priests earned less than £15 a year while two-thirds of bishops earned more than £500. In order to survive, many priests were reluctant pluralists serving more than one parish (in extreme cases as many as five), which affected the quality of religious worship. It has been calculated that of the 10,000 parishes in England and Wales a quarter were likely to be without a resident clergyman. There were instances of neglect and criminal activity (such as bearing false witness and forging wills) by priests, which served to blacken the reputation of the Church. Nevertheless, in spite of its flaws the Church was generally popular with the people, whom it served reasonably well.



The regular Church


Upon Henry’s ascension in 1509 there were more than 800 religious houses in England and Wales, with some 10,000 monks and nuns comprising the regular Church. The houses, consisting of monasteries, priories and nunneries, fell into one of two broad categories:





•  There were those that were ‘closed’, in which the occupants – in theory at least – spent nearly all their time within the confines of the buildings and their adjacent fields and gardens, and devoted most of their energies to attending private religious services within their own chapel.



•  The ‘open’ houses were the friaries, whose occupants were meant to work in the community at large, bringing spiritual comfort to the needy, be they the poor, the sick or merely those who were denied the services of an effective parish priest.





The two categories were also distinguished by other differences. The friaries were confined to the towns or their environs, were almost always small and were universally poor (it was against the rule of each of the four orders of friar to own property other than for their own immediate use). On the other hand, the ‘closed’ houses – now thought of as the typical monasteries – were more often situated in the countryside, were frequently large (in their buildings if not in their number of occupants) and were generally rich.


The wealth of the Church


The wealth of the ‘typical’ monasteries as a group was enormous. They possessed most of the Church’s riches, normally estimated as including about one-third of the country’s landed property. For example, the 30 or so richest monasteries each received an income approximating to that of one of the country’s most powerful nobles. This money was derived mainly from ‘temporal’ sources, but one ‘spiritual’ source was significant:





•  The ‘temporal’ element was overwhelmingly made up of rents from the agricultural land that the monastic orders owned.



•  The ‘spiritual’ mainly took the form of profits from the parish priesthoods (benefices) that they held. These arose because very often the monastery would employ a vicar or curate to do the parish work, while retaining the lion’s share of the value of the benefice for its own use.





A monastery had often acquired this wealth over several centuries, normally through dozens (in some cases even hundreds) of bequests made in the wills of property owners, large and small, in the hope that their generosity would help secure a place in heaven for their souls.


Most monasteries had been in existence for many generations and were accepted as an integral part of the community by almost the entire population which, mostly disliking change and having grown up with the religious houses, unquestioningly assumed that they were a normal part of life. Although a significant minority of the population lived and died without ever having seen a monastery, most people lived close enough to one, or to one of its outlying estates, to be aware of its activities. And although there were probably no more than a few hundred itinerant preaching friars active at any one time, it is unlikely that many adults would have escaped contact with them at some point during their lives. What evidence there is suggests that in the first half of Henry VIII’s reign the popular expectation was that monasteries would always continue to exist.


The monastic dissolutions of the 1520s


During the 1520s, Cardinal Wolsey was responsible for dissolving 29 small religious houses because they were ‘decayed’, in that they had ceased to be viable in the terms envisaged by their founders because of a decline in the number of monks or nuns they contained. Their endowments were to be used for alternative charitable purposes and the dissolutions were carried out totally legally and with papal permission. Wolsey took over their property with the stated intention of using it to pay for the foundation of a grammar school in his hometown of Ipswich and a new college at his old university of Oxford. But there was nothing very remarkable or ominous in this. This was despite the fact that the scale of his activities was much greater than had been that of the bishops who had occasionally taken action to suppress individual religious houses during the past generation.
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Thomas Wolsey (c.1471–1530)


Wolsey served as the secretary of Bishop Fox before entering the service of Henry VIII. He held the office of Lord Chancellor of England between 1515 and 1529. He was as powerful a figure in the Church as he was in the State becoming Archbishop of York, Cardinal and later Papal Legate.
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Politics and the Church


Wolsey’s dissolution of the monasteries in the 1520s reveals the power that senior clerics still wielded in both Church and State. The Church and its most gifted clerics had long served the Crown in an administrative and political capacity. The government had been staffed by clerics for centuries and the royal council often contained men of the cloth. For example, the most influential advisers on Henry VII’s council were churchmen, John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury, and Richard Fox, Bishop of Winchester. This tradition of employing clerics as royal advisers continued under Henry VIII, who valued the advice given by men such as Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester (see page 122), and Cuthbert Tunstall, Bishop of London (he succeeded Wolsey as Bishop of Durham in 1530). Those clerics, who became the king’s closest and most loyal advisers, were also employed as diplomats and ambassadors with the power to negotiate on behalf of their monarch.


Wolsey and the Church


Wolsey provides a fine example of what an ambitious and talented cleric could achieve. His humble background, the son of an Ipswich butcher, did not prevent him from rising through the clerical ranks to become the most powerful churchman in England. As Archbishop of York he was second only to the Archbishop of Canterbury but by virtue of his other Church offices – cardinal and papal legate – he outranked him. Wolsey’s appointment as Lord Chancellor made him the most powerful man in the kingdom after the king. Wolsey was especially trusted by Henry and, as a result, was able to exert a great deal of influence over government policy. He was an experienced administrator and possessed the leadership qualities Henry needed to run his government. Wolsey’s control and management of the Church, even in the face of opposition from the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Warham, whom he detested, ensured that it and its senior clerics remained loyal to the king.




[image: ]


[image: ] KEY FIGURE


William Warham (1450–1532)


Trained lawyer who became a priest and rose to become a minister in the government of Henry VII and, in 1503, Archbishop of Canterbury.
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Senior clergy


All bishops and abbots of large monasteries sat, by right of their offices or ex officio, in the House of Lords. Sitting alongside the lords temporal, titled landowners such as barons, earls and dukes, whom they outnumbered, the lords spiritual took a full part in parliamentary business, be it political, legal or financial. Through their support for him, Henry was able to control and exploit the power and influence of the Church. The Church provided the king’s coffers with substantial amounts of money raised through clerical taxation, loans and fines. The bishops also ensured that the parish clergy reminded the people of the importance of obedience to authority and the penalties for sinfulness and disorder. This was part of what was commonly held to be the divine order otherwise known as the Great Chain of Being.


The Great Chain of Being


According to the teachings of the Church, the chain started with God and progressed downward to angels, demons, stars, moon, kings, princes, nobles, men, wild animals, domesticated animals, trees, other plants, precious stones, precious metals and other minerals (see Source A). The Great Chain of Being conveyed the contemporary idea of God punishing those who rebelled against their ruler (treason) or who questioned the Church’s teachings (heresy). It emphasised that those in authority held their power for the good of those below them, and subject to those above them. The concept is clearly expressed in Church doctrine and it was ordered to be taught as a normal part of the church service. In this way, the Church was able to exert a great deal of authority over the people, which was a vital element in upholding the rights of monarchical power. Thus, the Church was a key instrument of social control.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] Study Source A. What does this illustration reveal about the thinking of late medieval minds?
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The Great Chain of Being. Late fifteenth-century illustration showing animals and plants at the bottom topped by God and the angels. The people in the middle represent the various social classes.
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Monarchy and the Church



Regular pulpit sermons by the secular clergy reminded the people of the divine nature of monarchical authority since English monarchs claimed to rule dei gratia (‘by the will of God’). This belief in divine right, that, as a person apart, the monarch was regarded as God’s instrument on earth, was an integral part of Church teachings. Parish priests would regularly remind their parishioners of the terrible torments of hell that awaited those who dared rebel against the Crown. In practical terms, this meant that any rebellion against the monarch was regarded as being the same as a rebellion against God. Indeed, rebellion or any type of civil unrest was abhorrent to most people – from nobleman to peasant – because, as Sir Thomas Elyot wrote in his The Book Named the Governor, ‘Where there is a lack of order there must needs be perpetual conflict.’ This meant that the worst fear for most people was an outbreak of general anarchy.
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Thomas Elyot (1490–1546)


Bureaucrat and agent of Thomas Cromwell (see page 36) who served Henry VIII as a foreign diplomat. A friend of Thomas More (see page 53), Elyot was a scholar who published books on medicine, philosophy and government.
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This is why the charge of treason, to betray one’s king (or queen) and country, was regarded as a serious crime. This shows the importance of the law and the legal structure that had evolved in tandem with the development of the monarchy. The monarch was expected to act as the protector and enforcer of the laws of the kingdom. The old Latin maxim Rex is Lex and Lex is Rex (‘the king is the law’ and ‘the law is the king’) demonstrates the extent to which English monarchs had come to identify with the processes of law making. Although they came to hold a highly privileged position within the legal structure of the kingdom, they could not ignore or break the law but were expected to set a good example by acting within the accepted structure.


The monarch could not levy taxes or make laws at will or set aside the rights of the subject, or behave as a tyrant, especially as the Church had long taught that it was lawful to kill a tyrant. In short, the monarch had a duty to respect the notion that all who lived within the kingdom, from the lowliest peasant to the mightiest king, were bound by the common ‘weal’ or good. Even Henry VIII recognised the need to give legal basis to his break from Rome by seeking the consent of his people, via Parliament, and by framing the schism in English statute law. The fact that he may have bullied and harried his subjects, especially the regular clergy, into consenting to the break with Rome does not alter the fact that he had to be seen to be seeking their support. This balance of rights and duties between monarch and subject allowed for co-operation, compromise and even partnership.
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Summary diagram: The political and social role of the Church
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2 Popular piety and the spiritual role of the Church




How popular was the Church and how pious were the people?





The Church ministered to the needs of its parishioners on a daily basis and provided essential services such as burials, marriages and christenings. Its parish priests offered advice, guidance and community leadership while its monks provided charity, education and employment. Unlike in Germany, where the Reformation began under Martin Luther and where the Church appeared weak, corrupt and neglectful of its parishioners, the English Church was generally well regarded. The English Church was not free from corruption and abuses such as pluralism, nepotism, non-residence and simony but it was not so widespread, and the Church was not as unpopular, as to produce a ruthless radical reformer like Luther in Germany. Luther’s anti-papal preaching gave rise to widespread anti-papalism and anticlericalism in Germany, which in turn encouraged iconoclasm. The deliberate destruction of religious icons and other church symbols on the Continent was not repeated on such a large scale in England. There were no substantial riots or religious demonstrations in England, although the notorious Hunne case may be cited as an exception because it did induce an outburst of anticlericalism in London in 1511.
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Martin Luther (1483–1546)


A German friar and professor of theology, Luther campaigned against the corruption in the Catholic Church and advocated far-reaching religious reform. His support for the translation of the scriptures from Latin into German led to conflict with the papacy. His growing popularity in Germany was matched by the increasing hostility of the Pope, who eventually excommunicated him. The foundation of the Lutheran Church witnessed the beginnings of the Protestant Reformation in Germany which spread across Europe.


[image: ]





The Hunne case


After a bitter dispute with his local priest, Richard Hunne, a London merchant, had refused to pay the standard mortuary levied by the Church for conducting the funeral and burial of his baby son. Hunne was tried in the ecclesiastical court, found guilty and excommunicated. He responded by suing the priest but the Church counter-sued and charged him with heresy. Hunne was arrested and after a search of his house the authorities found concealed an English Bible together with a copy of a text on Wycliffe’s teachings. Hunne was committed to prison in the Lollards’ Tower of St Paul’s Cathedral, where he was later found hanged. The authorities claimed he had committed suicide but rumours circulated that he had been murdered. There is no proof to suggest that Hunne was a heretic but he may well have subscribed to reformist beliefs promoted by the Lollards, a radical dissenting sect dating from the late fourteenth century.


The extent of anticlericalism


The Hunne case aside, hard-core anticlericalism had little support in England. If Morebath be taken as an example, most parishioners readily acknowledged their obligations to their church and many seemed genuinely happy with the quality of their religious experience. Thus, the report, in 1529, by Eustace Chapuys, the Imperial ambassador, to his master, the Emperor Charles V, that ‘nearly all the people here [England] hate the priests’, is likely to have been exaggerated. (Charles V’s interest in English affairs stemmed from the fact that he was the nephew of Henry VIII’s wife, Catherine of Aragon.) Indeed, the popularity of religious guilds is testimony to this. The guilds were religious and community groups whose primary function was to assist in arranging funerals and intercessory masses for the souls of its departed members and their families. They also provided charity for widows and orphans, and assisted old and infirm people with gifts of money or food. Although they differed in size and wealth, the guilds were popular because they purported to protect their members from the dangers of purgatory by ensuring that the necessary masses were said as prescribed by Church doctrine.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] How does Source B suggest that reports such as this one were a powerful weapon in the hands of anticlericalists?
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Report by John Vaughan to Thomas Cromwell on the condition of Monmouth Priory, 1536. Vaughan was a younger member of the Vaughans of Golden Grove, the most powerful gentry family in Carmarthenshire. He became one of Cromwell’s agents in south-east Wales and thereby established his fortune by purchasing the priory he dissolved: Monmouth.


I did see the said house and there is no pot nor pan nor bed nor bedstead nor no monk in the said house but one which does go to board in the town. The voice of the country is that while you have monks there you shall have neither good rule nor good order there; and I hear such saying by the common people of all the houses of monks that you have within Wales.
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The religious experience of the masses


It is important, however, to stress that the religious experience offered through the Church was not necessarily of a universally high quality and neither did the average parishioner think deeply about their religion (see Source C).
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] Study Source C. How far does this description of the religious experience of Welsh people in the early sixteenth century apply to England?
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From Glanmor Williams, The Reformation in Wales, Headstart History Publishing, 1991, p. 2.


The mass of the people were what might be described as ‘community Christians’ rather than individual believers. It was the customs which they absorbed from the community in which they were brought up much more than their own convictions which determined their religion. When they went to the parish church they worshipped as a communal group and were content to leave it to their priests to conduct services and administer the sacraments on their behalf in Latin, a language that most of them did not understand.
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This suggests that much of their belief and practice was of necessity imitative and unthinking; in short, habit rather than conviction. Nevertheless, parish life was flourishing and the annual cycle of the great festivals, and the daily and weekly rituals of conventional worship – matins, mass and evensong – continued without any serious interruption.


Clearly, the parish church was the focal point of village life and its priest the most respected member of the community. While the priest’s main preoccupation was the teaching and preaching on matters of death and judgement, heaven and hell, the parishioner was more concerned with baptism, marriage and burial. The religious fervour of the laity was frequently expressed in a materialistic way, and in the early sixteenth century many of England’s 9000 parish churches were either built or improved by individuals hoping that their generosity would help reserve a place for them in heaven.


It was this materialisation of religious belief that contributed to the demand for reform. In Germany it showed itself in the sale of indulgences by the Church to those willing to pay for salvation and thus avoid the pitfalls of purgatory. In England, indulgences were sold but the ‘industry’ was never as well established or as professionally organised as on the Continent, where vast sums of money changed hands.
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Summary diagram: Popular piety and the spiritual role of the Church
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3 Humanists, reformers and criticisms of the Church




Why was there so much criticism of the Church?





The relationship between the English Church and the Church in Rome was stable and generally harmonious. Indeed, the pre-Reformation Church enjoyed a degree of independence from Rome. Its senior leaders, archbishops and bishops, were chosen not by the Pope but by the monarch, often as a reward for loyal service. The Pope had the power to object, and block senior appointments in the Church, but this was rare. The good diplomatic relations established by Henry VII between the English Crown and the Pope served both parties well. Thus, the papacy could expect to receive regular payment of its clerical taxes and to receive the appeals of English litigants to its courts in Rome. The faithful took a great interest in events in Rome and when news of a papal election reached London it was celebrated by a procession to St Paul’s Cathedral, where a service of thanksgiving took place.


The influence of Continental humanism


Only gradually did the influence of Continental humanism make its presence felt in England. The works of the Dutch humanist Erasmus, the greatest scholar of his day, and Luther, the radical German theologian, began to affect the thinking of the literate. The spread of literacy and the impact of the printing press provided greater access to religious literature and the fact that reading cannot be easily separated from thinking encouraged debate and growth in dissent. The paradox is that the Church encouraged education, which promoted free-thinking and debate, but it steadfastly refused to accept criticism.


The younger Henry, like the vast majority of his subjects, was pious and entirely orthodox in his religious belief and attitudes. Although he was aware of the weaknesses within the Church, he did not seriously question its authority nor did he try to reform it. He was keen to maintain good relations with the Church because it could be a powerful ally in his quest to maintain the stability and security of his rule within the kingdom. For example, in an effort to gain an international ally in his struggle with the heretic Luther, Pope Leo X gratefully accepted Henry’s support, awarding him the title Defender of the Faith. The Pope, in turn, might support Henry by excommunicating those who dared threaten or oppose him. Henry responded by respecting the authority and influence of the Pope and by promoting the interests of senior clerics at the Papal Curia such as Cardinal Campeggio, who was given the revenue-rich bishopric of Salisbury.




[image: ]


[image: ] KEY FIGURES


Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536)


A Dutch Renaissance humanist, priest, scholar and theologian. He played a pivotal role in the establishment of humanism in universities. His influence on the English episcopal and aristocratic patrons under Henry VIII was immense, especially in education.


Lorenzo Campeggio (1474–1539)


A doctor of canon law and a senior cleric in the Catholic Church. He was a humanist scholar who wrote De depravato statu ecclesiae, which advocated reform of government in the papal states. In 1524 Henry VIII appointed him Bishop of Salisbury and thereby sought to employ him as an advocate of English matters in the Papal Curia.
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Erastianism and Lollardy


The Church was certainly ripe for reform but not of the kind initiated by Henry VIII. English kingship was, in part, a religious office. Through his anointment at his coronation Henry VIII received God’s blessing allied to divine power. As king, Henry was expected to set an example of piety and to protect the Christian faith and Church. Unlike his father Henry VII, Henry was an amateur theologian who could not resist meddling in the affairs of the Church which stemmed, in part, from his arrogance but mainly from his belief in the divine right of kings. Until the annulment (see Chapter 2, pages 22–4), the relationship between the king and the Church had been cordial and respectful but, thereafter, it deteriorated, becoming tense and fractious. The annulment changed Henry’s attitude and thinking: he became critical of the Church, less orthodox in his beliefs and more amenable to the idea of reform. One key idea that appealed to Henry was that preached by Thomas Erastus, a Swiss theologian, who believed that the State had a duty to exercise control over the Church and religion. In his opinion the Church had no right to punish errant Christians in ecclesiastical courts; this was best left to the civil and criminal courts. Thus, Erastianism became a by-word to denote the doctrine of the supremacy of the State in ecclesiastical matters.


The only heretical idea to have acquired a significant following in England in the later Middle Ages was Lollardy. This laid stress on the reading of the Bible and urged the clergy to confine themselves to their pastoral duties. Systematic persecution in the fifteenth century had forced it underground but, encouraged by the spread of Continental reformist ideas, there was a resurgence of interest during the reign of Henry VIII. This, coupled with the influx of Lutheran texts into England, began to have an impact on the thinking of educated people who, in turn, began to question the power and authority wielded by the Church. It is perhaps no surprise to learn that areas where Lollardy still persisted were among the first to embrace the teaching and preaching associated with Lutheranism. It is difficult to estimate the impact Lutheranism had on religious belief and practice in England by the time of Henry’s annulment but the king’s very public quarrel with the Pope did stir some to seek an alternative belief system to the one into which they had been born and to which they had grown accustomed. According to the Venetian ambassador, the English people were ‘raging against the clergy, or would be if the King’s Majesty were not curbing their fury’. The evidence suggests that this assessment was exaggerated but not entirely without truth in some urban areas of the kingdom.


Humanism and the new learning


The dramatic cultural developments that were taking place on the Continent in a movement that we call the Renaissance came late to England. Mainly it took a literary form known as humanism, rather than the artistic form, which was more typical in Italy. Humanism was the return to the study of the original classical texts and to the teaching of the humanities as the basis of civilised life. It made its first appearance in England in the middle of the fifteenth century. Because literacy was confined to the upper levels of society, its followers were restricted to the educated class. The celebrated humanist scholar Erasmus visited England for the first time in 1499 and was impressed with the high standards of classical teaching being fostered by John Colet, Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral and founder of St Paul’s School. Soon an extended humanist circle emerged during the reign of Henry VIII. Among the more brilliant English scholars of their day were men such as Sir Thomas More (see page 54), Bishop John Fisher (see pages 51–2), Sir Thomas Elyot (see page 8) and Roger Ascham.
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John Colet (1467–1519)


A distinguished scholar, Renaissance humanist and theologian, who was an outspoken advocate of Church reform. Denounced by some as a heretic because of his support for religious reform, Colet was protected by his patron, Archbishop Warham.


Roger Ascham (1515–68)


A humanist scholar known for his educational theories and promotion of Latin and Greek classical literature. He was tutor to Princess Elizabeth.
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Humanist publications


English humanism was responsible for major literary works such as More’s Utopia (1516), which offers a model society based on reason and nature. Influenced by the humanist writings of Erasmus, More argued in his book that politics should be based on human nature and aimed exclusively at human happiness. Consequently, there are no lawyers in More’s perfect world because of the law’s simplicity and because social gatherings are in public view (encouraging participants to behave well). More also placed a great deal of emphasis on communal ownership rather than private property, and advocated the equal education of men and women. Given his fate during the Henrician Reformation (see page 54), it is perhaps ironic that in More’s Utopia there is almost complete religious toleration where even atheists were tolerated but actively despised.


Elyot’s contributions to English humanism included philosophical and moral essays, translations of ancient and contemporary writers, an important Latin–English dictionary, and a highly popular manual on human health and well-being. But perhaps his most famous work, based in large part on his experience as English ambassador to the Court of Charles V, was entitled The Book Named the Governor (1531), which acts almost as an advice manual to statesmen.


Ascham confined his talents to education, and his book The Schoolmaster (1563) sets out in detail what a good humanist education should aspire to be.


Bishop John Fisher


Fisher was a critic of the abuses in the Church but he was not prepared to acknowledge Henry VIII as supreme head of that Church. His writings up to the divorce crisis were mainly focused on improving the Church, with an emphasis on a better-educated clergy. Writing to Wolsey in 1518, Erasmus called Fisher ‘a divine prelate’ who was by far the most gifted scholar in the English Church. Two years later, Erasmus wrote to Reuchlin, the great Hebrew scholar of the day, expressing his opinion that ‘there is not in that nation [England] a more learned man or a holier prelate’. Fisher had little sympathy with Luther, whom he denounced in a publication entitled Sermon Against the Pernicious Doctrines of Martin Luther (1521). It is perhaps ironic that when Luther attacked Henry VIII for his publication In Defence of the Seven Sacraments, Fisher came to the king’s aid by publishing Defence of the Assertions of the King of England Against Luther. During the divorce Fisher turned his hand to writing a series of brilliantly conceived papers on the rights of Catherine’s case. However, he also laid bare the weaknesses of Henry’s case and criticised the vindictiveness of the king and his advisers.


Propaganda and the printing press


The development and spread of humanist writings were greatly assisted by the printing press, brought to England from Germany in 1476 by William Caxton. Edward IV’s patronage of printing was enthusiastically followed by his Tudor successors, who encouraged a steady stream of major English texts and translations from French and Latin. This led to the growth of a wider reading public, the beginnings of the standardisation of the English language and the circulation of the reformist ideas of Erasmus. Henry VIII also made use of the printing press to spread propaganda enhancing the prestige of the Tudor dynasty. Henry patronised learning and encouraged artists, musicians, poets and men of letters. Taking as his model the Renaissance court of the French king, Francis I, which was acknowledged to be the most magnificent in Europe, Henry wanted the English court to become the principal focus of cultural activity in the kingdom.


During the divorce crisis, Henry used the printing presses to publish books, pamphlets and tracts supporting his theological arguments and justifying his demand for an annulment of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. However, as he was to find, the press could print equally influential tracts opposing his reasons for obtaining a divorce. The period witnessed a struggle by the Crown to win the hearts and minds of the reading public by publishing persuasive texts while censoring or even banning those that were critical. It became clear that Henry’s quest for a divorce and subsequent quarrel with the Pope would have unintended consequences for the English Church and its religion.
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Summary diagram: Humanists, reformers and criticisms of the Church
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4 Key debate




Why have historians adopted contrasting interpretations of the causes and nature of the Reformation?





Traditional view of the Reformation


The Reformation in England had traditionally been portrayed as a long, drawn-out event, lasting for more than 40 years (1529–70), but with the major actions all falling within the first half of the period. The problem was that it had been assumed that the individual happenings that comprised it were all linked together in a chain of cause and effect, giving unity and coherence to England’s change from being a strongly Catholic country to being a Protestant nation, ‘a land of whitewashed churches and anti-papal preaching’ (Eamon Duffy, 2003). As a result, readers of histories of the Reformation could hardly avoid reaching the conclusion that the outcome of the story – the establishment of the Anglican Church – had been inevitable from the beginning. This was especially so as the majority of both authors and their readers regarded the Reformation as an account of ‘change’ and ‘progress’.


Challenging the traditional view of the Reformation


Historians began to challenge these assumptions by becoming more objective (as opposed, in Reformation studies, to a commitment to either a Catholic or a Protestant point of view), and this was linked to a greater awareness of the dangers of hindsight. It became clear that the accepted ways of looking at the English Reformation were essentially flawed. Indeed, new research allied to revisionist thinking strongly suggested that the end-point – the Elizabethan Church Settlement leading to the establishment of a largely Protestant Anglican Church – had been reached as much by chance as by design and that the direction of events could have been altered by random factors at almost any time.


Many researchers, therefore, came to the conclusion that the coherence given to the events that made up the Reformation only existed in the minds of later observers and certainly had not been apparent at the time. In the light of this fact, they judged that it might be more accurate to think of the English Reformation as a ‘process’ (a sequence of related rather than closely linked happenings), and not as a single, coherent ‘event’.


‘Top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches


This change in perception made particular sense when adopting a ‘bottom-up’ rather than the more traditional ‘top-down’ approach (instigated, led and enforced by monarch and government) to a study of the Reformation. Professor A.G. Dickens’ ‘bottom-up’ interpretation (1964) certainly lent itself to this concept, and his research was effectively a charting of the ‘process’ by which Protestantism replaced Catholicism in England between 1529 and 1570.


For some time historians acted as if the concepts of ‘event’ and ‘process’ were incompatible, and that one must be ‘right’ and the other ‘wrong’. However, it is now accepted that, as long as the dangers of assuming cause and effect and of using hindsight are kept in mind, both concepts are helpful in gaining an understanding of what the Reformation was, what were its causes and what were its effects.


Dickens argued that Henry VIII was able to carry out his political Reformation – breaking with Rome, establishing himself as the Supreme Head of the Church in England and dissolving the monasteries – largely because his actions coincided with both the advanced stages of a decline in popular support for the Catholic Church and a rapid spread of Protestant beliefs. His contention was that the Reformation from below happened early and speedily.


The impact of Revisionist historians


Revisionism has generally maintained the exact opposite in as much as it firmly believes that the Reformation brought Protestantism, not Protestantism the Reformation. Basing their conclusions mainly on a sequence of detailed local studies, revisionist historians have advanced the view that Protestantism was adopted by most of the people of England and Wales towards the end of the Reformation period (if at all) – ‘late and slowly’ as opposed to ‘early and rapidly’. They have produced telling evidence to support the argument that Catholicism stubbornly remained the majority belief in some parts of the country throughout the Tudor period despite all the efforts of central government and the missionary activities of Protestant preachers.


It is a telling point that despite six years of Protestantism under Edward VI, Mary did not encounter significant resistance when she returned England to the authority of Rome and restored Catholic worship in the Church. Indeed, Christopher Haigh (1975), the best known of the revisionists, has contended that there was not just one English Reformation but several. He argues that there was a sequence of ‘political’ Reformations between 1529 and 1570. He claims that they should be treated as distinct happenings and that it is unhelpful to think of them as chapters in a single event. His view is that the English Reformations were separate but linked. It must not be thought that Haigh’s is the final word on the Reformation for, as is the nature of historical research, the debate is set to continue.
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