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Prologue


Four hundred and eighty years ago, a movement began which transformed every aspect of English life. It changed the social order. It changed the way the nation was governed. It changed intellectual assumptions. It changed educational aspirations. It changed the seasonal rituals which defined reality for every man, woman and child. It changed the very landscape of England. More importantly, it changed what people thought and believed about the ‘big’ questions of life, death, eternity and God. For, whatever its political, social and cultural consequences, the English Reformation was, essentially, a religious movement. By that I do not just mean that it was the process by which the official religion of the country changed from Catholicism to Protestantism. Though it may seem a strange claim to make, I believe that change was almost a by-product. To understand this remarkable revolution we have to see it as the supreme example in our history of what later ages would call ‘revivalism’. Like all revivals, the Reformation ‘worked’ because the conditions in society were right for it, because ‘Gospel propaganda’ in the form of sermons, printed works and person-to-person evangelism was remarkably effective, and primarily because of the explosive impact of the vernacular Bible. This revival was a religious high tide which beat upon the cultural coastline and permanently altered its configuration. Then, as revivals always do, it retreated, leaving the people to adjust themselves to their new environment.


And that presents a problem to anyone setting out to tell the story of those momentous years for a twenty-first-century audience. A society which is or, at least, which constantly tells itself that it is ‘secular’ or ‘post-Christian’, will find it difficult to understand what all the fuss was about. Why on earth should it matter if, in the central ritual of the Christian church, Christ is ‘really’ or ‘symbolically’ present in bread and wine? The argument of whether man’s relationship with God rests on faith or good works must appear arcane in the extreme to anyone who considers himself ‘not religious’. That believers were prepared to be burned alive or hanged, drawn and quartered rather than deny the truth as they understood it must look like deluded fanaticism to modern people free from such inconvenient convictions. And that rulers in church and state should actually inflict those punishments on citizens can only appear from the standpoint of a more ‘enlightened’ age as proof of the barbarism and bigotry of our ancestors.


The modern historian might almost wish that he could set aside the religious ‘aspect’ of the Reformation and concentrate exclusively on its momentous political, social and intellectual consequences. These are easier to explain to today’s readers. Some commentators have actually adopted an analytical method that marginalises the spiritual dynamic. They have focused on the emergence of the nation state or the loss of great medieval artistic treasures or the tussle between Crown and Parliament or the development of capitalism or the emergence of rational individualism. These are all important elements in the Reformation story, but they are the branches and leaves of the tree and not its trunk. As Diarmaid MacCulloch observes, ‘Social or political history cannot do without theology in understanding the sixteenth century.’1 But we must not fall into the opposite error of discussing the Reformation as merely a revolution in the world of ideas, a shift in the intellectual balance of theological and philosophical debate. Religion, after all, claims to offer an explanation of what the totality of life is about and the means of coping with it. So in our survey we must try to keep our eyes fixed on what the momentous changes of the sixteenth century actually meant to real people – at every social level.


Another fact of modern life is the virtual absence of sectarian conflict. Relations between the mainstream Christian churches are more cordial than they have ever been. This, in turn, makes the arguments between Catholics, Protestants, Lutherans, Calvinists, Zwinglians and Anabaptists seem not only irrelevant but regrettable. Given this background, fresh approaches to the subject tend to downplay the deeply felt animosities between the various faith groups which confronted each other in the sixteenth century. This can be as distorting as the blatantly partisan historiography which has dominated scholarly debate for most of the last four hundred years. Foxe, Strype, Burnet, Constant, Dodd, Froude, Dixon, Gairdner, Dickens, Hughes and Duffy are just some of the honoured names in the annals of Reformation scholarship, but all of them either did not seek or experienced difficulty in finding objectivity.


The inescapable fact is that if you are a student of the Reformation, as I have been for five decades, you are either on the inside or the outside. To be on the inside, that is to say, with a personal conviction concerning the religious issues at stake which goes beyond the mere intellectual, is to run the risk of getting too close to them; to have sympathies which influence judgement. One finds some of the characters in the story appealing or repulsive, some of the happenings desirable or reprehensible. One is more disposed to find particular arguments convincing and to give little weight to opposing viewpoints. To be on the outside, that is to say with a limited concern for the rival theologies involved, is, as it were, to look through the misted window of history and miss the finer nuances of the decor and furnishings within.


The chronicler of the Reformation, therefore, faces two interrelated challenges – to construct a balanced narrative as devoid of prejudice as possible and to convince his readers that it matters. Whether I have succeeded in the first of these endeavours I must leave you to decide. On the second I should perhaps try to explain at the outset why I believe an understanding of the English Reformation has relevance in the twenty-first century.


If we think about it at all, we probably consider that there is a large degree of inevitability about the way our society has evolved. It is, we suppose, shaped by developments over which we have no control. The growth of democracy, the advance of technological innovation, the displacement of religion by science, the triumph of consumerism are juggernauts which the individual and even governments cannot stop. But this isn’t necessarily the case. From time to time, individuals emerge who do change history. New and challenging patterns of thought do emerge. Catastrophes and other stirring events happen which do alter the direction in which communities and nations move. Such individuals, patterns and events challenge the assumptions of contemporaries and oblige them to re-examine their values. This is uncomfortable but ultimately beneficial. There is a sense in which humankind actually needs wars, natural calamities, financial meltdowns and cultural renaissances. They concentrate the mind. They make us ask again the basic questions of existence.


A decade or so ago, Francis Fukuyama sparked off a debate by proposing that history had come to an end. A long period of peace, the collapse of communism, the development of weapons which are too terrifying ever to be used, and the emergence of a superpower capable of acting as an international policeman, had produced a situation of stasis. There could be no further significant developments, no exciting, fresh chapters of the human story to be written. Such a proposition has already been rendered questionable by subsequent events. But, if we want to reject fatalism and take hold of our future, where should we look for clues as to possible new beginnings? Where might we seek inspiration or discern dire warnings about the redirection of our stumbling national footsteps? Where else but the past? It is part of the historian’s responsibility to hold up for examination patterns of social interaction that have pertained in other ages. Life in earlier times was not a primitive existence from which we have ‘progressed’ to better ways of organising our communal life, any more than it was a ‘golden age’ since when everything has gone to the dogs. It was, simply, different. That very difference may have things to teach us.


The Reformation, as I have already suggested, was an event of seismic power, which changed – it is no exaggeration to say – everything. It was also an era whose social ‘machine’ was activated by power sources very different from ours. Autocratic monarchy, a hierarchical social system, a church which was an important partner in government, pulpit oratory which took the place occupied in later centuries by the press in informing and inflaming public opinion, a kaleidoscope of beliefs about time and eternity promoted by astrologers, necromancers and fortune-tellers, as well as ministers of religion – these were the influences which pushed, nudged and guided all English men and women along the twisting path of life. This is the world we must enter in the following pages. It is a world in which religion bred division and intolerance, but which also gave England a new and enhanced sense of identity. It was a world in which ordinary people were tightly controlled by their superiors but one in which individual conviction refused to be suppressed. It was a world whose inhabitants saw beyond the limits of time and space and found in the heavenlies comfort and courage which emboldened many to suffer ostracism, imprisonment and death. It was a very different world from ours.


Yet its people were not. They shared our basic concerns. They were worried about making ends meet in an era of economic uncertainty. They were indignant about the behaviour of those who controlled their lives and set the national agenda. They wanted to see, in their own lifetime, the emergence of a better world where poverty was reduced and crime effectively dealt with. Their basic concerns were with the here and now. But they knew that there is another realm, above and beyond the material, which every one of them would have to encounter after death. It was the big question, ‘What next’, that propelled them along religious paths that diverged alarmingly before their gaze. However much modern man may try to ignore that question or to insist that it is not real, there remains for many a nagging doubt about man’s ultimate destiny. To consider how our forebears of a pre-enlightenment, pre-scientific, pre-secularised age dealt with doubt, certainty and all the shades of belief between, and the effects the resulting spiritual and intellectual tumult had on our developing culture might be informative.


So, if you are ready, if you have the stomach for it, if you are prepared to come without your twenty-first-century baggage, and if you are open to the possibility of having some of your preconceptions challenged, let us go together into the England of half a millennium ago.





Chapter 1



Circumference and Centre


The lands inherited by the 17-year-old Henry VIII in 1509 were no nation. England was a conglomeration of semi-isolated local and regional communities over which royal control diminished with every muddy or dusty mile of the highways and byways leading from London. The peoples who lived south of Hadrian’s Wall still spoke no common language; travellers from London arriving in Cornwall or Northumberland might as well have found themselves in France or Hungary for all they were able to understand local dialects. There was no administrative unity. Wales and the North were governed by councils appointed by the king but were, in reality, self-regulating. They and various regional ‘liberties’ were under the sway of powerful local families. Those families were preoccupied with their own concerns (which often involved bitter, generation-spanning feuds with their neighbours), in relation to which the maintenance of even-handed justice, peace and good order were low priorities.


The vast majority of country men and women were dependent on their local landlords. Patronage was the glue that held society together. It was also the measure of a lord’s wealth and influence. In 1471 the Duke of Suffolk had disdained to come to court because ‘his servants were from him’, several having been allowed home for Christmas. For the duke and his peers, display was vital to their prestige and he could not appear in public with a depleted retinue. In his household a great lord employed for a wage or ‘livery’ a wide variety of servants – men-at-arms, chaplains, stewards, farriers, musicians, cooks and scores of ‘attendants’ who were there to do his bidding and boost his image. Outside the household were families who had for generations held their land from him, sold their produce to his kitchen and provided foot soldiers when he raised a contingent for the royal army or had some private war to fight. Naturally the first loyalty of such people was to the leaders of regional society. The old baronial dynasties were strongest in the areas furthest from London – the far North, the South West and Norfolk. To most people, especially in these areas, the king was a distant figure they had never seen and were never likely to see.


The king’s father, Henry VII, had begun the process of centralization. He had put an end to the rivalry of Lancaster and York, the years of anarchy during which the Crown had been the tennis ball of competing magnates. He had inhibited the independence of the nobility by clamping his bony fingers on their purses and, through statutes limiting livery and maintenance, had prevented them keeping large bodies of retainers. He had chastened the heirs of Yorkist barons by grasping their hereditary lands. He had dispensed with the advice of the great lords and raised men of humbler origin to his Council. He had reduced the number of temporal peers in Parliament from around fifty-five to forty or so. The new Tudor dynasty had undoubtedly brought peace to the realm but, in so doing, it had paradoxically imposed a measure of insecurity on the nation. In the localities the time-honoured order of things had been disrupted and resentment and anxiety seeped down through the strata of society. When the great men of a locality were brought down their dependants felt the effects.


On the other hand, it mattered little to a cottager facing dispossession or the loss of livelihood if the ultimate cause of his misery was a king exceeding his God-given authority or a semi-independent nobleman taking advantage of the weakness of central government. The Wars of the Roses might be over but old animosities remained. Throughout the early 1500s life was made very unpleasant for the people of west Kent by the mutual animosity of the Guildford and Neville clans. About 1505 George Neville sent a mob to break up a Guildford seigneurial court meeting at Aylesford. In retaliation the offended magnate closed Tenterden market. Affrays and disturbances of the peace continued year in and year out. A decade later we find Sir Edward Guildford complaining that Neville gangs were touring his estates intimidating his tenantry. When one of Sir Edward Neville’s thugs, appropriately known as Black John, was apprehended by the king’s officers, his patron simply summoned the sheriff before him and ordered him to set the culprit free.1


Throughout the country such unruly behaviour was the norm rather than the exception.


where your said beseechers were in God’s peace and yours, one Robert Warcoppe the elder . . . Robert Warcoppe the younger and other riotous and misruled people, to the number of 53 persons and more, the 14th day of the month of October last past, with force and arms, that is to say with bows, arrows, bills, swords and bucklers . . . made assault upon your said beseechers and there beat, wounded and put in jeopardy of their lives, without occasion on their part giving, to the great peril of your said beseechers and to the worst example of others like offending unless due punishment be had.2


So complained some of the king’s Westmorland subjects in 1500.


The England of 1509, then (a full decade before the Reformation can be said to have ‘started’), was a nation conscious of going through a period of change and change is something which most people resent. The most eloquent spokesman for English traditionalists was Thomas More, a young London lawyer, hoping to ingratiate himself with the new regime. He knew that relations between the new king and his father had been far from cordial and this undoubtedly coloured the tone of the congratulatory ode he wrote for the coronation of Henry VIII. However, More certainly gave expression to his own conviction that Henry VII had been a tyrant and his hope that there would now be a return to the ‘good old days’.


The nobility, long since at the mercy of the dregs of the population . . . whose title has too long been without meaning, now lifts its head, now rejoices in such a king, and has proper reason for rejoicing. The merchant, heretofore deterred by numerous taxes, now once again ploughs seas grown unfamiliar. Laws, heretofore powerless – yes, even laws put to unjust ends – now happily have regained their proper authority. All are equally happy. All weigh their earlier losses against the advantages to come.3


In A Lawde and Prayse Made for Our Sovereigne Lord the Kyng, the poet John Skelton, a former tutor of Prince Henry, prophesied that Henry VII’s evil counsellors were about to get their comeuppance:


Of this our noble king 
The law they shall not break; 
They shall come to reckoning, 
No man for them will speak.4


Widespread euphoria greeted the accession of England’s new king. Educated men close to the centre of power, like More, looked to Henry to bring the vigour of youth to the business of government while relying on a Council drawn from the ‘quality’, the great lords temporal and spiritual. They accepted that centralized power did not necessarily imply tyranny. There was a plus side to the establishment of the Tudor state. England was at peace. Relations with neighbouring nations were on a sound basis. For the first time since anyone could remember, Englishmen had a king who ruled by hereditary right and not by usurpation and a throne which did not rest on the shaky foundation of deals and alliances. There was no reason to suppose that Henry’s comely Spanish bride would fail to produce a bevy of princes. The new dynasty offered the nation security and stability and if the regime could be shorn of abuses the roseate vision presented in the coronation ode just might bear some relation to reality.


‘Anything for a quiet life’ was probably the motto of most English men and women. As they struggled to make a livelihood from peasant holding, farm, market stall or high street shop they clung to the old certainties and conventions that held their communities together. Most but not all. Few towns and villages in the realm were without their advocates of change. Edmund Dudley, a councillor to the old king and now a prisoner in the Tower of London, wrote a little treatise to explain how a well-ordered state should be run. One of the evils he found it necessary to warn against in his Tree of Commonwealth was the anarchic, social-levelling rabble-rouser:


He will show you that you be made of the same mould and metal that the [nobility and gentry] be made of. Why, then, should they sport and play and you labour and till? He will tell you also that at your births and at your deaths your riches is indifferent. Why should they have so much of the prosperity and treasure of this world and you so little? Besides that, he will tell you that ye be the children and right inheritors of Adam, as well as they. Why should they have this great honour, royal castles and manors with so much lands and possessions, and you but poor tenements and cottages? He will show you also why that Christ bought as dearly you as them, and with one manner of price, which was his precious blood. Why, then, should you be of so poor estate and they of so high degree . . . Why should they have [over] you so great authority and power to commit to prison, to punish and to judge you?5


Popular insurrection was an ever-present fear among the ruling classes. Only a dozen years before, Cornishmen, protesting at taxation, had marched unchecked to within a mile of the royal palace at Greenwich. A thousand rebels had paid with their lives for their audacity on that occasion. Such major demonstrations were rare. We have to go back another 47 years to 1450 for Jack Cade’s revolt and a further 69 years for the great Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. However, localised outbreaks were much more common. Spontaneous violence was always a possibility when the lower orders had no other means of airing their grievances. In York, for example, mayoral elections were frequently marked by protests from the artisan community who resented the oligarchic ‘closed shop’ which controlled their city. In 1517 Thomas More was involved in suppressing an apprentices’ uprising on ‘Evil May Day’, after which sixty rioters were hanged (see below pp. 17f).


On first inspection it may appear that there was nothing new about subcutaneous violence in the English body politic. Closer examination, however, reveals a subtler reality. It was not just the underprivileged in Tudor society who were conscious of injustice and the need for reform of abuses. There was a new critical spirit abroad among the intellectual elite. Edmund Dudley’s Tree of Commonwealth was a very minor contribution to a debate which was gathering momentum about what constituted a well-ordered ‘commonwealth’. The idea that a realm should be governed for the ‘common weal’, the general wellbeing of all the people, was novel but, once enunciated, its attraction was obvious to scholars. Just how such a happy state of affairs might be realized became the subject of books, sermons and university debates for several decades.


All this might have remained erudite, academic disputation among Europe’s dreaming spires had it not been for an invention which revolutionised media communication and education. Johann Gutenberg of Strasbourg completed a reproduction of the Bible using movable type about 1455. By 1509 there was not a town of any importance in Europe which did not have at least one printing press. In that same year one of the books to come from a London print shop was an English translation of Sebastian Brant’s Ship of Fools. In the fourteen years since its first publication in Germany, Brant’s verse satire had taken Europe by storm and been translated into most of the continent’s principal languages. The Ship of Fools held its place in the ‘bestseller lists’ because it said what most people thought but did not dare say. It poked fun at all sorts and conditions of men.


He that office hath and high authority 
To rule a realm, as judge or councillor, 
Which, seeing justice, plain right and equity, 
Them falsely blindeth by favour or harshness, 
Condemning wretches guiltless while 
To a transgressor he showeth favour for cash, 
Such is as wise a man 
As he that would cook a live pig in a pan.


Brant established a fashion which was quickly taken up by other members of the intelligentsia. The convention of using the jester or fool as a mouthpiece enabled authors to expose the evils of society without falling foul of the authorities. This was important because, as we have already seen, establishments were sensitive to criticism. Most regimes exercised a measure of censorship and offending authors would face worse punishment than having their books banned. The runaway success in the satirical literature genre was another treatise written in that same year, 1509, and published two years later. The Praise of Folly came from the pen of the man acknowledged as the greatest scholar of the day, Desiderius Erasmus. In elegant Latin and wickedly biting wit Erasmus poked fun at the leaders of church and state and the official beliefs which undergirded their power. Good satire always provokes both approbation and outrage. Erasmus professed himself shocked by the attacks of those who were offended by his book. Urbane scholars, on the other hand, applauded it and angry young men regarded it as a call to reform contemporary evils.


Erasmus had been staying with his friend Thomas More when he completed his manuscript and seven years later More added his own contribution to the genre. The ‘hook’ he used to catch the attention of readers was not the outrageous jesting of the fool but the intriguing ‘discoveries’ of a voyager in distant lands. Utopia caught the spirit of the age because people were fascinated by travellers’ tales. Thanks to the exciting exploits of Columbus, Dias, Da Gama, Ojeda, Vespucci, Cabral and Cabot, the planet was suddenly getting bigger and smaller. Bigger in the sense that cartographers were adding new lands to their maps. Smaller because mariners had reached those lands and it seemed that there could not be much more of the earth’s surface still to be discovered. English sailors were not yet ready to compete for a share of the Indies trade but this did not stop them returning from their voyages with wondrous tales of sea monsters and strange savage creatures who populated the heathen continents and islands beyond the pale of Christendom. Attempts by Spanish and Portuguese governments to build walls of secrecy around the travels of their captains and merchants only fuelled curiosity. It was this curiosity that Thomas More cashed in on when, in 1516 (three years before Magellan set out on the first circumnavigation), he published a political and social treatise and chose to set it in the ‘newly discovered’ land of Utopia.


More’s treatise was not a manifesto for reform. One might almost say it was a counsel of despair. His Utopians had achieved a society of liberty, equality and fraternity by somehow conquering the natural vices that flesh is heir to. Those vices – avarice, cruelty, exploitation, perversion of justice – lay at the root of all that was wrong in England and there was little hope, More concluded, of eradicating them. ‘So must I needs confess and grant,’ he wrote, ‘that many things be in the Utopian weal public, which in our cities I may rather wish for than hope after.’6 Covered by this disclaimer, More exposed self-interested royal councillors, turbulent magnates, engrossing landlords, harsh laws and other contemporary evils.


At the very beginning of Henry VIII’s reign, therefore, we can detect a restlessness, a quivering in the air, a sense that the times were changing. This made some people anxious. For others reform could not come soon enough. There was, of course, a wide gap between spontaneous violence on the ‘mean streets’ and polite debate among the dreaming spires. But that gap was beginning to narrow. Literacy was confined to a small minority of the population but it was encouraged by the growing number of vernacular books. There is a point in any society when profound change becomes inevitable. It is the point at which a significant literate class emerges. Anyone with a little disposable income could now actually own books and could, therefore, enter a world previously only open to monks, scholars and lawyers. It was a heady experience. England was now approaching that point.


A man did not need to be able to read to participate in the exchange of ideas. He might listen to his more erudite neighbours, appropriate their ideas for himself and pass them on at next market day. Years of peace were slowly increasing the mobility of the king’s subjects. This meant that local grievances might take on a wider significance. When a landowner in Leicestershire turned tenants out of their holdings because he had decided to enclose his estate and make it over to sheep pasture, it took the dispossessed little time to realise that this was part of a trend and that families as far afield as Somerset and Suffolk were suffering in the same way. Enclosure was just one of many changes that were coming over the agricultural and commercial life of the country and causing great hardship. A popular ballad complained


The places that we right holy call, 
Ordained for Christian burial, 
[Remove] them to make an ox stall. 
These men be wondrous wise 
Commons to close and keep, 
Poor folk for bread cry and weep. 
Towns pulled down to pasture sheep. 
This is the new [fashion].7


But now it was not only members of the underclass who were raising their voices against injustice and poor justice. Thomas More drew attention to several social evils, including enclosures. ‘The sheep that were wont to be meek and tame and no small eaters,’ he wrote, ‘now become so great devourers and wild that they eat up and swallow down the very men themselves. They consume, destroy and devour whole fields, houses and cities.’ He exaggerated the importance of this particular change in the rural economy of some counties but he touched on a grievance that was keenly felt by its victims and resented by a wider constituency. Here is the same author on the subject of crime and punishment:


this punishment of thieves passes the limits of Justice, and is also very hurtful to the weal public. For it is too extreme and cruel a punishment for theft, and yet not sufficient to refrain and withhold men from theft. For simple theft is not so great an offence, that it ought to be punished with death. Neither there is any punishment so horrible, that it can keep them from stealing, which have no other craft, whereby to get their living. Therefore in this point, not you only, but also the most part of the world, be like evil schoolmasters, which be readier to beat, than to teach, their scholars. For great and horrible punishments be appointed for thieves, whereas much rather provision should have been made, that there were some means, whereby they might get their living, so that no man should be driven to this extreme necessity, first to steal, and then to die.8


If words were now being used to urge reform, so were pictures. The uneducated masses had been accustomed for generations to having their imaginations stirred by ‘sermons in stone’ – or in paint or stained glass. Now, in addition to the visual stimuli approved by church authorities, they could buy cheap woodcuts, take them home and pin them to their walls where they could laugh at the drollery of England’s first caricaturists or take inspiration from devotional images.


It would be wrong to conclude from all this that there was a rising tide of liberated thinkers longing for a brave new world. If anything, the reverse was true. Most people at most times are conservative in their attitudes and beliefs and if we speak of Henry’s subjects as conscious of standing on the brink of a new age it might be truer to say that what they really hoped for was to return to a previous, supposedly golden age, an age which their forefathers had known and which had worked better than the one which had superseded it in recent times. Thomas More was certainly nostalgic for an ordered, earlier epoch. In his unfinished and unpublished Life of Richard III he confidently stated that England had enjoyed a measure of felicity during the reign of Edward IV (1461–70, 1471–83). More’s ideal England would have been one in which the ancient conventional, uncomplicated, paternalistic structures would operate to the benefit of all. Noblemen, merchants, artisans, lawyers – all sorts and conditions of men – would be allowed to occupy their places in the divinely ordained pattern of human existence and royal government would oversee and guarantee the benign working of society. The reality, in More’s view, was a land in which feudalism based on mutual responsibility had given way to a price/wage economy which inevitably led to exploitation. Landowners engrossed their properties for maximum profit and merchants colluded to drive down the prices they paid for goods. In a stratified society in which it was commonly said that ‘justice is a fat fee’, those who could not afford such fees relied on the patronage of powerful lords and gentlemen. Men and women who lacked such support and who, by misfortune or accident of birth, could not sustain a viable lifestyle slipped into poverty and, eventually, vagrancy. It was a situation about which More, unlike his friend Erasmus, found it impossible to be flippant.


But was More’s Cassandra-like appraisal justified? Were things really that bad? It would be misleading to generalize about the state of the nation, divided as it was into regions with which their inhabitants identified more readily than with England as a whole. By far the most important part of the kingdom – culturally, politically and economically – was the capital.


The streets be appointed and set forth very commodious and handsome, both for carriage, and also against the winds. The houses be of fair and gorgeous building and on the street side they stand joined together in a long row through the whole street without any partition or separation. The streets be twenty foot broad. On the backside of the houses through the whole length of the street lie large gardens enclosed roundabout with the back part of the streets . . . They set great store by their gardens. In them they have vineyards, all manner of fruit, herbs and flowers . . . the houses be curiously builded after a gorgeous and gallant sort, with three storeys one over another . . . They keep the wind out of their windows with glass.9


This was Thomas More’s description, not of London, but of Amaurote, the principal city of Utopia. His readers would have identified, point for point, the contrast with their own capital.


In 1509 London was overcrowded and was steadily becoming more so. This is well illustrated by the story of some of its more imposing buildings. In 1491, the year that Henry VIII was born, the Mayor of London was Sir Hugh Clopton, a wealthy mercer. The house he occupied in Old Jewry, at the commercial heart of the City, was a substantial residence called Fitzwalter House. Before the expulsion of the Jews by Edward I in 1291 it had been a synagogue. Thereafter, only the name of the street survived to testify to the fact that it had been the centre of the Jewish merchant community. Subsequently, the building was the headquarters of the Friars of the Purse, a minor mendicant order. After their suppression the house came into the hands of the mighty Robert Fitzwalter, the leader of the barons who forced Magna Carta upon a reluctant King John. Within a couple of centuries changing social patterns were reflected in changes of property ownership. Aristocratic residences like Fitzwalter House were being taken over by leaders of the merchant community who could now aspire to live in such impressive ‘des reses’, conveniently near their business premises in Cheapside and the neighbouring streets. It was here that Hugh Clopton held court during the years of his greatness. Many were the important burgesses and, perhaps, courtiers entertained here in early Tudor times. But further humbling changes were in store for Fitzwalter House. John Stow, writing his Survey of London in 1603, reflected that this imposing building had, since Clopton’s day, descended the social scale still further; it had become a wine tavern, the Windmill.


The fate of this fine city mansion was typical of the inexorable transformation that was happening in London during the reign of the first two Tudors. Many substantial properties were being downgraded or divided into tenements. Others were being pulled down to make room for rows of smaller dwellings. The few gardens and open spaces were disappearing under the unrestricted spread of timber and brick buildings. The City was smelly, airless, vermin-ridden and, at the height of summer, everyone who could escaped from its fever-laden alleys and rutted lanes. London was bulging at the seams. Its centre, bounded by the ancient wall with its ten gates, extended from the Tower in the east to St Paul’s Cathedral in the west, symbolic of the power of church and state. But London was already pushing outwards. It was linked by its river bridge to Southwark, London’s ‘Latin quarter’, and by the Strand to Westminster. To the east the process of slum development had already begun which was later lamented by Stow. The sprawl behind the waterfront with its docks and warehouses and wretched dwellings, he wrote, formed ‘a continual street, or filthy, straight passage, with alleys of small tenements or cottages builded . . . along by the river of Thames, almost to Ratcliff’.10


Fastidious citizens voted with their feet. They moved out of the cramped and heaving city as soon as they could afford to do so. This explains the row of riverside villas built between Temple Bar and Westminster (the beginnings of the ‘West End’) by courtiers, councillors and noblemen whose lifestyle and ambition obliged them to spend part of the year in close proximity to the royal court. Some VIPs preferred to become ‘suburbanites’, living in leafy villages close to the capital. As soon as he could, Thomas More acquired a house upriver at Chelsea. And as for the king, he was very rarely to be seen within the most important city of his realm. When he travelled from Greenwich to Richmond or Westminster to Greenwich he chose to go by water or to ride along the south bank.Yet vibrant, rich, progressive London was vital for the prosperity of the nation and the Crown – and the Tudors knew it. The centralization of economic activity went hand in hand with the centralization of political power.


So what drew people to this cramped, overcrowded, unsanitary wen? Why was its 60,000-strong population increasing so inexorably? The short answer is that London was a ‘capital’ in a sense that was probably true of no other major European city. Together with neighbouring Westminster, it was the focus of the nation’s governmental, commercial and judicial life. By 1500 it had long been customary for the king to make Edward the Confessor’s old palace at Westminster his headquarters and to reside there for half of each year. When Parliament was summoned its two houses met separately in different parts of the palace or abbey complex. Close by was Westminster Hall, which was the location of major national events such as Henry VIII’s coronation banquet but, on a regular basis, it was also where the law courts met and where subjects came seeking justice at the hands of the king’s judges. These experts received their basic legal training at the inns of court, situated around Chancery Lane, halfway between Westminster and the City. During the reigns of the first two Tudors the inns of court grew in number and importance. It was not only young men destined for a career in the common law who attended these schools. The sons of noblemen and gentlemen were sent there to complete their education and to acquire a smattering of legal knowledge to help them in the running of their estates. The inns thus became highly fashionable places where those who were or aspired to become members of the establishment kept three or more terms, making the right contacts and doing what we now call ‘networking’.


The court and the lawyers’ ‘village’ were powerful magnets attracting hundreds of new residents and visitors every year to London and its environs, but it was trade which brought most newcomers from the provinces and from abroad to what William Dunbar, the flattering Scottish poet/diplomat, called ‘the flower of cities all’. There was a geographical inevitability about the growth of London’s economy. Upriver, the navigable Thames reached deep into the Midlands, while its tidal estuary brought shipping from the continent and facilitated regular coastal trade with ports from Newcastle to Southampton. The sure foundation for England’s commercial wealth was the trade in woollen cloth, derived principally from the sheep farms of Somerset, the Cotswolds, Yorkshire and East Anglia. Buyers from Antwerp, Bruges, Hamburg and other continental entrepôts could scarcely get enough of it. There was a boom market and London had the lion’s share of it. The quantity of cloth passing through the capital increased from 50 per cent in 1400 to around 83 per cent by 1540. Money makes money. Wealthy merchants and their wives enjoyed considerable disposable income. Clopton and his friends entertained lavishly, setting their tables with gleaming plate. They adorned their bodies with incredibly expensive imported silks and furs. They decorated their homes with paintings and tapestries to impress visitors with their cultivated taste. They were, of course, following the fashions set by their aristocratic ‘betters’ in their town houses. And the aristocrats were adopting the style and tone set by the king.


Thus, it was the proximity of the royal court that provided the real stimulus for conspicuous consumption. The fifteenth-century jurist Sir John Fortescue had coined the splendid word ‘dispendiousness’ to indicate the lavish expenditure he considered to be essential for the proper exercise of monarchy. Kings had to impress all who saw them and who visited their palaces. It ought to be obvious that the sovereign was richer and, therefore, more powerful than any of his nobles. Henry VII used very permanent splendours to indicate that the Tudors had come to stay. He made additions to Windsor Castle’s living quarters and rebuilt Richmond Palace to a wholly new design. When the first Tudor conceived the magnificent Henry VII Chapel at Westminster – the soaring, breathtaking apogee of High Gothic – it was not only as a personal mausoleum and a dynastic shrine, but as a deliberate rival to Edward IV’s Chapel at Windsor, a triumphalist statement that whatever the Yorkists could do the Tudors could do better. Armies of masons, glaziers, wood-carvers, gilders, painters and sculptors were brought together to create and adorn these new royal edifices. But they are only the more obvious symbols of Tudor greatness, and are among the few objects we still have by which to measure their self-projection. Thousands upon thousands of other artefacts were constantly being commissioned – dazzlingly illuminated books, intricate tapestries, meticulous jewellery, sumptuous gold plate, paintings and sculptures from the best artists who could be lured to England. What Henry VII achieved in the way of patronage of the arts his son was determined to outdo. No other buyer, including the church, came remotely close to rivalling royal expenditure on luxuries. Most of it was channelled through the shops and ateliers of the capital. And not only luxuries. Even the most sophisticated household had need for humbler objects. London, therefore, became the centre where an enormous number of trades proliferated – goldsmiths, pewterers, leather-workers, cutlers, textile workers, sculptors, armourers, painters, bell founders and the makers of memorial brasses so immensely popular at this time.


Boom economies inevitably attract immigrant labour – and the problems which go with it. ‘Whoreson Lombards! You rejoice and laugh! By the mass, we will one day have a day at you, come when it will!’11 The angry speaker who flung those words at a group of Italian merchants in the spring of 1517 was not a young hothead but a respected member of the Mercers’ Company. The fact that a substantial citizen whom one might have expected to have better manners should give vent to his emotions in this way indicates just how high feelings ran on the ‘immigration question’. Craft masters and apprentices bitterly resented the presence of foreign workers whom they accused of stealing their markets. ‘Strangers compass the City round about in Southwark, in Westminster, Temple Bar, Holborn, St. Martins, Saint John’s Gate, Aldgate, Tower Hill, Saint Katherine’s and forestall the market . . . which is the cause that Englishmen want and starve while they live abundantly in great pleasure’,12 claimed another disgruntled tradesman and his words succinctly explain the problem. London artisans had to undergo apprenticeship in the appropriate trade guild and then become members before they could offer their wares to the public. By settling outside the City boundary foreign workers, mostly from the Netherlands or France, avoided such restrictions. Wealthy patrons often made the situation worse by preferring the work of the aliens because it was better or more fashionable and (since they had no guild to protect them) often cheaper. It was a perennial problem which not infrequently gave rise to nasty incidents on the streets and in the taverns of the capital. But, in 1517, it came to a head.


May Day was a holiday, a day of relaxed merrymaking by apprentices and students of the inns of court and a day of anxiety for the shopkeepers of Cheapside, who habitually shuttered their windows and bolted their doors against boisterous gangs of youngsters rollicking their way from alehouse to alehouse. As the day of traditional exuberance approached, the City fathers sensed that the mood in the streets was particularly ugly. On 30 April the lord mayor summoned a group of leading citizens to the Guildhall to discuss tactics. Thomas More, now a prosperous lawyer with important court connections, was of their number. The London establishment debated the worrying situation for several hours. Their dithering proved disastrous. It was only as darkness fell that a delegation was sent to the royal court to seek permission to impose a curfew and ask for military back-up to enforce it. Around eleven o’clock More was touring the streets with a small escort when, not far from Newgate, he encountered a belligerent crowd in no mood to disperse. He rode in among them, seeking out the ringleaders and warning them of the consequences of continued defiance. It was one of those moments when anything could happen. Authority and mob rule hung in the balance. Then someone threw a stone. More and his companions wavered. The troublemakers grasped the initiative. They surged forward and moments later the lawyer was spurring his horse away from the scene, missiles clattering on the roadway behind him. Chaos reigned throughout the hours of darkness. It was left to the king’s soldiers to restore order at first light. Amid the shambles of staved-in doorways, looted shops and burning wagons they arrested 300 curfew-breakers. More was appointed to the subsequent commission of enquiry which condemned a handful of young protesters to be hanged and scores more to be jailed or pilloried. And, inevitably, very few of the householders who suffered at the hands of the screaming, cudgel-brandishing mob were foreigners.


We might feel inclined to sympathise with honest English tradesmen trying to protect their livelihood, even if we deplore their methods. However, the boot could be, and often was, on the other foot. ‘The rich men, the clothiers, be concluded and agreed among themselves to hold and pay one price for weaving, which price is too little to sustain households upon, working night and day, holiday and weekday, and many weavers are therefore reduced to the position of servants.’13 Just as today’s supermarkets impose their own conditions on suppliers of meat and vegetables, so London merchants in the sixteenth century maintained a stranglehold on all aspects of the cloth trade. The clothiers were regional proto-capitalists who had the whip hand in the complex chain of production outside London. Their agents controlled the cottage industries which turned wool into various grades of cloth: shearers, transporters, carders, spinners, weavers, fullers and dyers. It was a cost-intensive business and the clothiers were determined to keep their overheads to a minimum. They, in their turn, were at the mercy of the London dealers. Once the packhorses were unloaded at Bakewell Hall in Basinghall Street (just around the corner from Hugh Clopton’s house) the bales of finished cloth were bought by members of the Merchant Adventurers’ Company. There could be little or no bargaining since the Merchant Adventurers held the monopoly of cloth exports. Exploitation was, thus, built into the system and it was almost impossible for the rural craftsmen to maintain their independence and bargaining power. By the middle years of Henry VIII’s reign some of the London ‘millionaires’ had bought their own sheep runs and could, therefore, control the whole process. Most ironical of all, in the light of the complaints about immigrant tradesmen, is the fact that, in order to increase pressure on the native weavers, the London men were bringing in craftsmen from Flanders.


London sat like a great commercial spider at the centre of a web that drew wealth from an area of southern and midland England south of a line from Bristol to Hull. Those areas closest to the capital shared its prosperity. Those further away suffered varying degrees of economic depression (a fact we need to bear in mind when we consider the political disturbances which occurred in the second half of the reign). There were complex reasons for the decline of urban and rural communities. Patterns of production and trade changed and London’s entrepreneurs were best placed to take advantage of them. Fundamental was the replacement of wool by cloth as England’s primary export, a change which had been in train for more than a century. English woollens were the finest in Europe and much in demand. The capitalists in London had the foreign contacts which best enabled them to take advantage of the situation. By 1509 70 per cent of England’s overseas trade was handled in the City.


Economic dislocation was felt more acutely in the towns, several of which lost their traditional internal and external markets. York and its outport of Hull had grown rich on wool exports. They were powerless to stop clothiers dealing directly with London. When they looked to foreign trade they found that both the German Hanse merchants and those of Antwerp preferred to ship their goods in and out of the Thames. Once the capital of the North, York had, by 1520, declined to the status of a market town. It was the same story for many metropolises which fell outside the charmed circle of the London network. In Lincoln and Plymouth, Leicester and Southampton visitors reported streets of empty, decaying houses.


Of course, that was only one side of the coin. Centres of cloth production in East Anglia, the Cotswolds and the South West blossomed into proud, modern towns boasting substantial houses of timber and brick. Civic pride was proclaimed in spacious guildhalls and soaring Perpendicular churches. By 1520 the tiny Suffolk village of Lavenham had become the thirteenth wealthiest town in the realm.


Early Tudor England, thus, presents us with the picture of a divided society, and one not fully at ease with itself. The country experienced internal peace but this only freed many people to concentrate more on other problems. The economic and social changes working through the economy were long term but not so much so that Henry’s subjects were entirely aware of them. Unemployment, inflation, trade dislocation, disparities of wealth from region to region – all these made for a feeling of insecurity.


Yet one senses beneath this an even deeper unease. It may be partially explained by ‘millennium fever’. The fin de siècle years leading up to 1500 seemed, to those who read the signs of the times, to be doom-laden and the mood was sustained as the new century got into its stride. In the 1490s the church worldwide was on the march. The Muslims had been thrown out of Europe. Columbus and those who followed him were carrying the Cross to all parts of the known world. The triumph of the faith had long been prophesied as a sign of the ‘end of the age’. Yet, at the same time, writers and artists perceived a rottenness at the heart of Christian Europe which invited a visitation of divine wrath.


The whole world lives in darksome night, 
In blinded sinfulness persisting, 
While every street sees fools existing.14


So complained Sebastian Brant. Hieronymus Bosch’s lurid Ship of Fools portrayed a boatload of doomed merrymakers. Albrecht Dürer’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse was printed off in Nüremburg and widely circulated. It was in 1525–6 that Hans Holbein the Younger produced his masterly series of Dance of Death engravings. But these were only the leading exponents of the new technique of cheap print. Other artists provided the market with numerous apocalyptic visions involving scenes of violence and destruction. None of this was new, as the thousands of medieval church ‘doom’ paintings and sculptures prove, but it was more intense. What would have made a greater immediate impact was the preaching of itinerant friars. Dominicans, Augustinians (or Austins) and Franciscans were masters of the art of colourful oratory and did not hesitate to flay their audiences with verbal scourges.


O prostitute Church, thou has displayed thy foulness to the whole world, and stinkest unto Heaven. Thou hast multiplied thy fornications in Italy, in France, in Spain, and all other parts. Behold, I will put forth my hand, saith the Lord, I will smite thee, thou infamous wretch; my sword shall fall on thy children, on thy house of shame, on thy harlots, on thy palaces, and my justice shall be made known. Earth and heaven, the angels, the good and the wicked, all shall accuse thee, and no man shall be with thee; I will give thee into thy enemy’s hand . . . O priests and friars, ye, whose evil example hath entombed this people in the sepulchre of ceremonial, I tell ye this sepulchre shall be burst asunder, for Christ will revive His Church in His spirit.15


Few preachers rose to the rhetorical, crowd-pulling heights of the Florentine Dominican, Girolamo Savonarola, but many were capable of creating the sort of atmosphere we now associate with horror films.


If the uneducated looked to men of learning for guidance they discovered that all intellectuals no longer stood four-square behind Catholic orthodoxy. We will consider in a later chapter the impact of Renaissance thought. All I suggest at this point is that the fashionable freethinking now evident in the universities and carried thence by the ex-students who went on to serve in churches and royal and noble courts was making common cause with the doubts and ribaldries of alehouse sceptics. Within days of the end of the fifteenth century Erasmus wrote to a friend to express his delight at the intellectual climate he had discovered in England and the friends he had made among the advanced thinkers of the realm. They had abandoned the ‘out worn, commonplace’ sort of learning which had dominated the curricula for generations for purer and more wholesome classical studies:


When I listen to my friend Colet, I seem to hear Plato himself. Who would not marvel at the perfection of encyclopaedic learning in Grocyn? What could be keener or nobler or nicer than Linacre’s judgement? . . . It is marvellous how thick upon the ground the harvest of ancient literature is here everywhere flowering forth.16


All this was happening within the expanding culture of print. It is perhaps easy for us who have lived through the IT revolution to appreciate the impact of the new technology upon the early sixteenth century. We buy a laptop and have immediate access to a world-spanning, culture-spanning internet which enables us to tap into an ever-pouring cornucopia of information. Our Tudor ancestors had to go to the trouble of learning to read but this opened up for them a seemingly inexhaustible world of exhilarating, challenging, inspiring and troubling knowledge.


But let us away from these generalities and focus our attentions upon a town in the centre of England. Stratford-upon-Avon was one of those places enjoying a period of prosperity. It was also the birthplace of Sir Hugh Clopton. In the years after his mayoralty he spent more and more of his time (and money) there. In 1496 he made his will and this document provides us with a useful entry point for the world of traditional religion.





Chapter 2



Earth, Purgatory, Heaven and Hell


. . . one Clopton, a great rich merchant and mayor of London, as I remember, born about Stratford, having never wife nor children, converted a great piece of his substance in good works in Stratford, first making a sumptuous new bridge and large of stone, where in the middle be vi great arches for the main stream of Avon and at each end certain small arches to bear the causeway, and so to pass commodiously at such times as the river riseth. The same Clopton made in the middle of the town a right fair and large chapel, endowing it with £50 land, as I heard say, by the year whereas v priests do sing. And to this chapel belongeth a solemn fraternity. And at such time as needeth, the goods of this fraternity helpeth the common charges of the town in time of necessity.1


This was not the total extent of the ex-mayor’s charitable benefaction. By the terms of his will he not only provided Stratford with a fine, new bridge; he left money to complete refurbishment of the parish church and for substantial extensions to the chapel of the Guild of the Holy Cross. This guild (referred to above) was a fraternity of most of the town’s leading citizens, a sort of combination of freemasons’ lodge, Round Table branch and chamber of commerce. If not the heart of the community, it was certainly its head and controlled everything from market regulations and local festivities to the maintenance of roads and bridges and the disbursement of charitable funds. Clopton left a hundred marks per annum for dowering twenty-four maidens and four pounds to provide exhibitions at Oxford and Cambridge. Further sums went to charities administered by the Mercers’ Company and other mercantile bodies.


Private and corporate charity was a vital part of community life in the country where poverty was an increasing problem and where there was no mechanism for relief by central government. Every parish was expected to take care of its own destitute inhabitants but such support was haphazard and, in some cases, non-existent. This was because fear overcame compassion. Many of the unemployed and unemployable became vagrants and professional beggars. They easily slipped into a life of crime and constituted a threat to honest citizens, especially when they formed themselves into wandering gangs. The government were tougher on crime than they were on the causes of crime. The growing nervousness of the legislators can be sensed by comparing parliamentary enactments of 1495 and 1531. Henry VII’s statute ordained that vagabonds were to be set in the stocks for three days without sustenance, and for six days on second offence. Upon pain of further punishment they were to return to their own native town or village and refrain from troubling other communities. A generation later the government deemed that much harsher deterrents were necessary. Any ‘able-bodied vagabond or idle person’ was to be


tied to the end of a cart naked and be beaten with whips throughout the same market town or other place till his body be bloody by reason of much whipping; and after such punishment and whipping had, the person so punished . . . shall be enjoined upon his oath to return forthwith without delay in the next and straight way to the place where he was born, or where he last dwelled before the same punishment by the space of three years, and there put himself to labour like as a true man oweth to do.2


Considerations of public order, therefore, went hand in hand with those of Christian compassion in stirring men like Hugh Clopton to generosity. But there was another, more compelling motive for his good works. As Leland noted, the retired mercer handsomely endowed the Holy Cross chapel in order to support no fewer than five chantry priests. They taught some of the local children and performed other acts of public service. But prayer was their priority. The principal purpose of Clopton’s religious foundation was the saying of masses for the repose of his own soul. He was typical of many good sons of the church whose devotion in this world was driven by their concerns about the next. They built and adorned churches, decked altars and paid for practical improvements to their neighbourhoods. Yet, however heartfelt was their love of their fellow men (which of course we can never know), their charitable actions were performed with the motive of winning heavenly reward. Thus, for example, every traveller crossing Clopton’s bridge was enjoined to offer up a prayer for his soul’s repose. In such ways were the worlds of here and hereafter held together. Christian men and women were urged to perform good works and to ensure that the religious professionals maintained constant or at least regular intercession for the repose of their souls. For Thomas More, as for the majority of his countrymen, the obligation of lay Christians was obvious:


All the whole church from the beginning to this XV C hath believed that good works wrought in faith, hope and charity, shall be rewarded in heaven, and that it is well done to go on pilgrimages, and to pray to saints, and to pray for all Christian souls, and that the prayer and [charitable] deeds of good Christian folk here, doth help to relieve the souls in the pains of purgatory, that the very blessed body and blood of Christ is in the sacrament of the altar, and that therefore it is there to be honoured, and that no person professing and vowing chastity, may for his pleasure lawfully break his vow and wed.3


All religions are, basically, about death – what lies beyond it and how our behaviour in this world may affect our eternal destiny in the next. The parish church was the portal between the two realms and in frescoes, stained glass and sumptuously decked altars it offered glimpses of the spiritual realm. They were far from reassuring. The lavishly decorated interiors of most churches were sure to include in their schema a ‘doom’, a lurid representation of Christ the judge seated in the heavens and dividing the sons and daughters of men between those destined for eternal bliss and those consigned to the fiery maw of hell. The problem for those who gazed on these awe-inspiring images was that none of them could be sure whether he or she would eventually be found on the side of the angels or the demons. All the devout could be sure of was that between death and their ultimate destination there stretched aeons of time in purgatory. All they could do was remain aboard the good ship Church, follow the orders of the crew (the clergy) and hope for the best.


Their imaginations were constantly fed and their devotion encouraged by the familiar round of rituals and the reassuring ministrations of the clergy.


The procession with the Blessed Sacrament now approached the parochial procession gathered at the ‘churchyard’ Cross, and, according to the ritual, three clerks wearing surplices and plain choir copes sang an anthem, ‘Behold, O Sion, thy king cometh’, after which clergy and choir venerated the Sacrament by kneeling and kissing the ground before it . . . The two processions then merged, and a series of invocations to the Host were sung . . . During the singing the procession moved round the east end of the church to the south side, where a high scaffold had been erected. Seven boys stood on this scaffold and greeted the Host with the hymn ‘Gloria laus et honor’ (‘All glory, laud and honour to Thee, Redeemer King’). In a further elaboration of the prescribed ritual, flowers and unconsecrated Masswafers (‘obols’ or ‘singing-cakes’) were usually strewn before the Sacrament from this scaffolding, to be scrambled for by the children . . . The procession then moved to the west door, where the clerks carrying the Sacrament in its shrine stood on either side of the door and raised the poles above their heads . . . The clergy and people entered the church, passing under the shrine with the Sacrament, and then the whole procession moved to its culminating point before the Rood-screen. All through Lent a great painted veil had been suspended in front of the Crucifix on the Rood-screen. This veil was now drawn up on pulleys, the whole parish knelt, and the anthem ‘Ave Rex Noster’ was sung, while the clergy venerated the cross by kissing the ground.4


Such was the Palm Sunday ritual performed in the great ‘wool’ church of Long Melford in Suffolk and similar rites took place in hundreds of centres throughout the country. If we were to judge the vibrancy of church life by externals we would have to give pre-Reformation England a high score. Between 1500 and 1530 more money was lavished on the refurbishment of churches and the maintenance of religious ‘theatre’ in all its forms that in any earlier period for which we have reliable records. In the virtually closed communities of fifteenth-century England the annual repetition of feast, fast and festival was a comforting element in the cycle of life. Familiarity bred reassurance. Every family, every craft guild, every generation had its own role, learned by heart and passed down from age to age. Henry’s subjects were, by and large, attached to their ceremonies, as they were to more infrequent religious happenings such as pilgrimages to distant shrines and the performance of miracle plays. These activities were invested with emotional power.


Whether or not those caught up in such holy rites had a clear understanding of the Christian Gospel is problematic. Preaching was rare and most parish clergy were not up to providing instruction in the basic elements of the faith. Reforming bishops and doctors of divinity frequently identified the low educational standards of parish priests, most of whom seemingly could do little more than mumble their way through the Latin mass, as a serious crisis which needed to be urgently addressed. ‘Sermons’ in stone and paint and stained glass and printed image provided a hotch-potch of Bible stories, legends of the saints and apocryphal tales (mostly centred on the Virgin Mary). Every church interior made a powerful emotional impact on worshippers with its candle- and lamp light playing on carved saints festooned with votive offerings, its polychromed frescoes and intricate patterns in stained glass. These were the manifestations of the pop culture of the age. People were as addicted to these as their twenty-first-century descendants are to TV soap operas.


And, just as many modern highbrows are dismissive of the TV entertainment which appeals to the masses, so sixteenth-century intellectuals made fun of ill-informed reliance on religious externals. Erasmus, in his Praise of Folly, satirised the naivety of ignorant folk who prayed to images and Thomas More rather more cautiously took up the same theme. He pointed out the absurdity of loyalty to particular images and shrines. In an imaginary conversation between two devotees he depicted their argument about whether Our Lady of Walsingham was more efficacious than Our Lady of Ipswich. In his concern for a more intelligent and intelligible Christianity Erasmus went further than his friend:


No veneration of Mary is more beautiful than the imitation of her humility. No devotion to the saints is more acceptable to God than the imitation of their virtues . . . it has long been my cherished wish to cleanse the Lord’s temple of barbarous ignorance and to . . . kindle in generous hearts a warm love for the Scriptures.5


Such an intellectually and morally demanding faith was not yet to the taste of many people outside the rarefied atmosphere of the European intelligentsia. They were accustomed to spiritual truth being mediated to them via their physical senses. It was the sight of polychromed statues and gilded reliquaries, the sound of plainsong chant, the smell of incense and candle wax that stimulated their imaginations. Just how painted images could change and even distort history is illustrated by the legend of St Nicholas. Very little was known about this fourth-century Middle Eastern bishop but he was credited with converting several peoples to Christianity. In early iconography he was often represented as baptising three pagan kings in a pool. In accordance with current artistic convention the kings were depicted smaller than the saint. Over the centuries the baptism candidates became children and the pool a cauldron. Thus grew the miraculous legend of how three children were boiled to death but subsequently restored to life and drawn forth from the steaming water by Nicholas.


These tall stories were the very stuff of such preaching as did take place.


There was a man that had borrowed of a Jew a sum of money, and sware upon the altar of S. Nicholas that he would render and pay it again as soon as he might, and gave none other pledge. And this man held this money so long, that the Jew demanded and asked his money, and he said that he had paid him. Then the Jew made him to come before the law in judgment, and the oath was given to the debtor. And he brought with him an hollow staff, in which he had put the money in gold, and he leant upon the staff. And when he should make his oath and swear, he delivered his staff to the Jew to keep and hold whilst he should swear, and then sware that he had delivered to him more than he ought to him. And when he had made the oath, he demanded his staff again of the Jew, and he nothing knowing of his malice delivered it to him. Then this deceiver went his way, and anon after, him list sore to sleep, and laid him in the way, and a cart with four wheels came with great force and slew him, and brake the staff with gold that it spread abroad. And when the Jew heard this, he came thither sore moved, and saw the fraud, and many said to him that he should take to him the gold; and he refused it, saying, [that] and if he [the dead man] came again to life, he [the Jew] would receive baptism and become Christian. Then he that was dead arose, and the Jew was christened.6


In this time it happed that there was at Rome a dragon in a pit, which every day slew with his breath more than three hundred men. Then came the bishops of the idols unto the emperor and said unto him: O thou most holy emperor, sith the time that thou hast received Christian faith the dragon which is in yonder fosse or pit slayeth every day with his breath more than three hundred men. Then sent the emperor for S. Silvester and asked counsel of him of this matter. S. Silvester answered that by the might of God he promised to make him cease of his hurt and blessure of this people. Then S. Silvester put himself to prayer, and S. Peter appeared to him and said: ‘Go surely to the dragon and the two priests that be with thee take in thy company, and when thou shalt come to him thou shalt say to him in this manner: Our Lord Jesu Christ which was born of the Virgin Mary, crucified, buried and arose, and now sitteth on the right side of the Father, this is he that shall come to deem and judge the living and the dead, I commend thee Sathanas that thou abide him in this place till he come. Then thou shalt bind his mouth with a thread, and seal it with thy seal, wherein is the imprint of the cross. Then thou and the two priests shall come to me whole and safe, and such bread as I shall make ready for you ye shall eat.’


Thus as S. Peter has said, S. Silvester did. And when he came to the pit, he descended down one hundred and fifty steps, bearing with him two lanterns, and found the dragon, and said the words that S. Peter had said to him, and bound his mouth with the thread, and sealed it, and after returned, and as he came upward again he met with two enchanters which followed him for to see if he descended, which were almost dead of the stench of the dragon, whom he brought with him whole and sound, which anon were baptized, with a great multitude of people with him. Thus was the city of Rome delivered from double death, that was from the culture and worshipping of false idols, and from the venom of the dragon.7


A poor widow possessed nothing but a single pig, and a wolf had violently made off with the pig. The woman implored S. Blaise to get the pig back and the saint smiled and said, ‘Good woman, don’t be sad; your pig will be returned to you.’Within minutes the wolf came up and gave the pig back to the widow . . . [She] killed the pig and delivered its head and the feet, a candle and a loaf to S. Blaise. He thanked her, ate and told her, ‘Every year offer a candle in the church named for me and all will be well with you and with all who do the same.’ The widow did as he told her and enjoyed great prosperity.8


These are some of the hundreds of stories recorded in the medieval bestseller the Legenda Aurea (or Legenda Sanctorum) of Jacobus de Varagine. It was written in the thirteenth century as a compendium of sermon illustrations. It was immensely popular with parish clergy and wandering friars and was one of the first books to be printed by William Caxton. It gives us a good idea of the kind of religious fare on which ordinary people were fed. The saints were the celebrities of late-medieval England. Their wondrous adventures were avidly listened to. Their shrines became centres of pilgrimage and did a roaring trade among men and women who travelled many miles to gaze in awe on fragments of bone or clothing reputed to have come from the saints.


It would not become us to be scornful of such credulousness. We live in a society many of whose members desire vicarious excitement from the exploits (usually exaggerated) of celebrities from the small or large screen. They flock in their multitudes to gaze on the stars of film and reality TV shows, eager to see them, touch them and win autographs. Millions slavishly follow soap operas and some fans identify so closely with the characters that they might be real rather than fictional. In the bizarre lengths to which fan clubs of Coronation Street or Dr Who go we can see something of the fanatical devotion with which medieval religious guilds celebrated their favourite saints.


Henry VIII’s subjects were fascinated by the miraculous, but wondrous interferences with the natural order were not restricted in popular belief to God and his earthly and heavenly representatives. Indeed, it is impossible to discern a clear dividing line between religion and magic. If people consulted their priests, they also resorted to a motley crew of magicians, necromancers, alchemists, cunning men, sorcerers, conjurors, astrologers, fortune-tellers and witches. Some time in the late 1530s five sinister-looking men came together in a Sussex village for a nocturnal gathering. They inscribed a magic circle on the floor and proceeded to engage in a complex ritual involving holy water, and a sword and a ring, both of which had been blessed. They were attempting to summon an aerial spirit called Baro. The objective was probably to persuade the otherworldly visitant to reveal the location of a buried treasure. Sadly, he did not show up! What is revealing about this incident is that two of the participants were priests. If that strikes us as odd, or even shocking, it is because we have come to assume that there are clear lines to be drawn between religion, superstition and empirical science. In the early sixteenth century no such divisions existed. Knowledge (scientia) was a multi-coloured landscape bordered by mountain peaks obscured in mist. Human exploration of the unknown regions beyond the horizon might follow any of several narrow passes – theology, mathematics, physic, astrology, alchemy – all of which had the same ultimate destination: God, the fons et origo of all scientia and sapientia (wisdom). However, because knowledge is power, there were those whose thirst for it took them beyond the limits of permitted Christian enquiry. Marlowe’s Dr Faustus opens with the central character, bored with all the conventional fields of study, conjuring up the devil. It was a fiction and it was not written for another halfcentury but it took its inspiration from a real character who lived in Germany during the years when a youthful Henry VIII occupied the English throne. Those who claimed arcane knowledge were held in awe by ordinary mortals at all social levels. Henry himself was known to consult astrologers and other kinds of diviners at crisis points in his reign. He did so when Anne Boleyn was about to give birth to their first child. Of course, all the ‘experts’ dutifully prophesied the safe delivery of a male heir. Since specialist scientia of all kinds set a person apart from his/her fellows and conveyed considerable kudos it is not surprising that members of the clergy should have been among those tempted to cross the boundary into the forbidden world of ethereal spirits.


There was a sense in which priests were, in any case, the ultimate magicians. Every time they celebrated mass they ‘made God’ on the altar. According to the doctrine of transubstantiation, the consecrated elements of bread and wine were actually changed into the flesh and blood of Christ. There could scarcely be a more striking miracle than that nor one which responded more closely to the materiality of the popular psyche. People were told that they did not need to receive communion regularly or to be present for the whole mass. It was sufficient for them to gaze upon the host (the consecrated bread) to receive blessing. Some confessors even urged their clients to spend the time of divine service reading their own devotional manuals. Small wonder that the rite was commonly regarded as a piece of ritual magic or that people sometimes took consecrated bread out of the church to use as a charm for easing childbirth or healing sick animals or even as an aphrodisiac.


The ingenuity of uneducated folk overlaid regular church rituals with a plethora of beliefs which bore no relation to their true intention. Thus, for example, performing a requiem mass for someone still alive was widely considered a powerful curse capable of shortening the life of the victim. Such abuse of the system obviously involved the complicity of clergy, as did the practice of baptising animals to ensure their healthy growth. Officially the church rejected the superstitious accretions which had attached themselves to the sacraments but in practice many a blind eye was turned, either because the priests benefited financially from the ignorance of their flocks or because encouraging (or not discouraging) ignorance kept parishioners firmly under the sway of their spiritual superiors. Many theologians would have agreed with the cynical Inquisitor in Shaw’s St Joan: ‘A miracle is an event which creates faith. That is the purpose and nature of miracles. They may seem very wonderful to the people who witness them, and very simple to those who perform them. That does not matter: if they confirm or create faith they are true miracles.’


The hierarchy were far from immune to a mechanistic view. For example, while they frowned on the use of requiem masses for maledictory purposes, they accepted that trentals were particularly efficacious for departed souls. A trental was the recitation in a single day of thirty requiem masses. The celebrant’s stamina presumably contributed to the efficacy of the sacrament. Such mathematical packages were far from rare. Nor were the spiritual ‘deals’ offered in connection with various observances. Pilgrimage to shrines held out quite specific quid-pro-quo benefits. A devout Norfolk churchman carried around with him three facsimile nails from the true cross purchased in the souvenir shop of such a shrine and recited prayers to them daily in the belief that the pope had ordained very precise contingent blessings for such devotion. He would be protected from sudden death; he need have no fear of meeting his end at swordpoint; he would be defended from the attacks of his enemies; he would be immune to poison and fever; he would be defended from malign spirits; he would prosper in this world and be assured of the last rites of the church when he departed it. It was a comfortingly comprehensive list and, in the event of one or more of its items failing to be realised, the obvious response was that the bearer of the nails had failed to keep his side of the bargain. Somewhere along the line he must have lapsed in his daily devotions. This was precisely the same get-out clause as that used by magicians and charlatans when their prescribed rituals failed. Their spells usually involved the participants preparing themselves by fasting or abstaining from sexual intercourse, timing their rites with absolute precision to ensure the propitious alignment of heavenly bodies, using considerable paraphernalia, such as candles, holy water, swords and magic circles, and reciting with absolute precision specific incantations. Failure of any one ingredient would render the whole proceeding void.


It was but a short step from claiming spiritual power on behalf of the clergy to offering eternal rewards for payment. The concept of the ‘treasury of merit’ asserted that Christ and the saints held a limitless heavenly bank balance of virtue which could be made available to penitent souls on earth. The only human ‘teller’ empowered to draw on this fund and issue payments was the pope. These payments took the form of ‘indulgences’, remission of specified terms spent in purgatory. The payee was expected to show that he/she deserved this bounty by performing acts of penance and by contributing to church funds. With the passage of time the latter obligation became the more prominent and a very useful means of supplementary income for the pope or whoever received from him a permit to issue indulgence certificates. At the end of the fifteenth century Rome pushed this spiritual ‘insurance scheme’ to the ultimate. A papal bull announced that indulgences could also be issued for the benefit of departed loved ones currently, it was supposed, on their journey through purgatory. The emotional pressure brought to bear on people who believed in the system can easily be imagined. Who would be so cold-hearted as to deny a measly cash payment which would ease the punishment of a departed parent or child?


Given the importance placed by church authorities on pilgrimage, the identifying of holiness with material objects and significant sites and the spiritual benefits supposedly derived from relics, it was inevitable that rivalry would develop between the keepers of various shrines. Monks who guarded – and profited from – the holy places used a variety of methods to attract devout visitors. They entered wholeheartedly into the relic market. They sought ever more generous papal or episcopal backing in the form of indulgences they might offer. A few even descended to deliberate fraud (see below, pp. 209f). Such cynical jiggery-pokery was rare and was dealt with firmly whenever it came to the attention of the bishops. What is significant is that it highlights two facts. The first is that most lay people craved the certainty offered by the church’s means of grace. The second is that there existed, at least in some sections of the clergy, a patronizing attitude with regard to simple layfolk. Those outside the religious establishment were to be kept in their place by whatever means came to hand. The clerical control mechanism worked because those on both sides had, or believed they had, a vested interest in making it work.


The system briefly described above was the ground bass of England’s religious life when Henry VIII inherited his father’s throne in 1509. But there were innumerable melodies and rhythms overlaying it. Not only did people have their own favourite saints and shrines, and not only did they have recourse to the peddlers of superstitious potions and nostrums, they also adhered to individual – not to say quirky – doctrinal beliefs. It cannot be stated too strongly that pre-Reformation religion was not a seamless robe of orthodox belief. It was a melange of official teaching, folk religion, magic, fashionable scepticism and ribald satire. Church courts had to deal on a fairly regular basis with a variety of eccentric opinions. For example, John Crayer believed that abstention from the use of holy bread and water would bring a man riches. Henry Potter declared that he would not believe in the resurrection of the dead unless he saw it. An unnamed free-thinker was condemned for asserting that ‘a man hath no soul but a breath’.9 There is nothing remotely unusual about this. At any time and in any nation which possesses an officially approved religion there always exists a wide spectrum of public reaction to conventional teaching. It ranges from fanaticism via earnest devotion, worship of externals, apathy, scepticism and cynicism to outright atheism. It is only the numbers of people who fall into each category which change. Attempting to calculate the strength or weakness of officially sanctioned religion in this period has become the battleground of generations of historians. Everyone who has ever written about the Reformation has had to contend with the marshy ground of early-sixteenth-century religious sensibilities – and most have got bogged down in it. Some have concluded that the English church was in fine fettle (and, therefore, must have had change foisted upon it by the king). Others claim to have discovered a people panting for reform who eagerly associated themselves with the wave of radicalism which swept across from the continent. In reality we can do little more than try to identify something of the range of religious opinion and expression that existed in the years 1500–1530.


In the early sixteenth century very few English men and women would have owned up to disbelief. The majority, as I have already suggested, went along with the traditional local customs well hallowed by the ages. But there was a dissenting minority of people who not only admitted to offbeat personal beliefs but also declared their dissatisfaction with the clergy or what they had to offer.


The existence of a privileged caste, enjoying power over the souls of those in the next world as well as the bodies and goods of those in this world, inevitably provoked a measure of resentment. Ever since Henry II had done penance for the murder of Thomas Becket in 1172 and made large concessions to the pope, men in holy orders had enjoyed considerable exemption from common law. Thus, if a priest found himself arrested by the king’s officers, he could claim ‘benefit of clergy’, which meant that he would be tried in the bishop’s court and, as like as not, get off with performing some penance that would fall far short of the imprisonment, branding or execution which would have been the lot of a layman found guilty of the same offence. This evasion of royal justice rankled at all levels from the king downwards and frequently led to breaches of the peace. In the 1430s the people of Kingswinford, near Dudley, ‘enjoyed’ the ministrations of their rector, John Bredhill. He seems to have been the worst kind of arrogant, rapacious incumbent, more assiduous in collecting his tithes than in ministering to the needs of his flock. On various occasions he had escaped punishment for a variety of crimes ranging from poaching and theft to arson and rape by claiming benefit of clergy. The lord of the manor, John Dudley, was angered by the complaints of his tenantry but was powerless to intervene within the bounds of the law. Dudley was not a man to be trifled with and, at last, he took matters into his own hands. He led a posse to the priest’s house and vented his rage in a well-orchestrated orgy of destruction. They broke down fences, filled ditches, lopped trees, trampled crops and removed from the rectory everything that was portable. Bredhill reckoned his losses at around £150,000 (in modern terms). Whether he ever gained recompense through the courts the records do not say but he certainly responded in kind, carrying out his own raids on the property of his enemies. Such violence was, of course, not common but scarcely a decade went by without some face-offs between laity and clergy. In 1527, for example, the people of Newark staged a demonstration against the bishop in a dispute over demesne land.


Much more common were low-key disagreements over issues such as the non-payment of tithes, the demanding of allegedly exorbitant mortuary fees, the failure of clergy to carry out their allotted tasks and objections to priests’ moral shortcomings. The sort of issue that led to confrontations was the practice of some clergy of taking to market grain or stock that had come to them by way of tithes and selling it alongside the parishioners who had been obliged to contribute it. And we may feel some sympathy for William Bull, a shearman, who found himself in trouble in Yorkshire for refusing to go to confession. ‘Why should I confess to the priest an affair with a pretty woman when I know that, given half a chance, he will use her the same way himself?’ he demanded.10 It was the ramshackle system of providing pastoral oversight in England’s parishes which was at root responsible for any lack of empathy between chancel and nave. Benefices were regarded by their patrons as economic units which might be bestowed on trusted servants as a means of providing income or rewarding faithful service. This led to absenteeism and pluralism. The career ladder climbed by a certain John Jamys, who entered royal service around 1460, is an interesting object to consider:


In January 1484 he was presented to Mundesley parish in Norwich diocese, in February to Balighem in the Marches of Calais, and in November to a third portion of Crewkerne in the diocese of Bath and Wells. The following year he was presented to Little Cressingham in Norwich diocese, two years later to Berkswell in Coventry and Lichfield diocese and to Coston in Lincoln diocese . . . in May 1492 he was presented to Old Romney in Canterbury diocese . . . It is doubtful if he ever set foot in his benefices.11


Jamys was employed as a clerk in Chancery where work for his royal masters kept him well occupied. Out of the income from his portfolio of ecclesiastical sinecures he appointed curates to perform his parish duties, probably for very modest stipends. He was far from being a rare phenomenon.


Episcopal visitations indicated that hundreds of English benefices were held by absentee incumbents. For example, in 1518 25 per cent of parishes in Lincoln diocese fell into this category. The system had been in existence from time out of mind. It was more than a century earlier that Chaucer had contrasted his ‘poor parson of a town’ with his clerical brethren:
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