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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

I

One of my schoolmasters liked to tell of a visit in his own schooldays to
Gloucester Cathedral, during which he had overheard two tourists, one of them a
Roman Catholic priest, holding forth on the iniquities of the Reformation, and
deploring the sad fact that the great church was now in Protestant hands. “Just
think”, declared the priest, “all this was ours once upon a time” .This was too
much for a Cathedral verger, who had also been listening with visibly mounting
indignation to this tirade. Unable to contain himself any longer, he bustled
forward: “if you don't mind me saying so sir,” he declared, “it would still be
yours, if only you'd behaved yourselves™!

The verger's unbeatable repartee captured precisely an account of the
Reformation which was widely accepted in England, by scholars as well as the
man in the pew, till fairly recently. Even entirely secular people took it as
axiomatic that Protestantism was, if not necessarily true, then at least not
obviously and ludicrously false, like Roman Catholicism. Believers and
unbelievers were agreed that whatever the true claims of Christianity, the
Reformation was a vital stage along the road to modernity, the cleansing of the
English psyche from priestcraft, ignorance and superstition.

The basic assumptions of this historiography were hilariously fictionalized in
Kingsley Amis's novel The Alteration, set in a hypothetical 1960s, in which the
English Reformation had never happened. Martin Luther himself had not
rebelled, but had become Pope Germanicus I, and Prince Arthur of England had
not died, so his younger brother Henry had not become King Henry VIII.
Instead, Henry had led a rebellion of Protestant malcontents, and his followers
had all been banished to New England. The whole course of Western history had
thus been utterly altered, and Europe in the 1960s was therefore locked into a
suffocating Catholic Habsburg tyranny, where papal talent scouts roamed the
continent to identify boys with lovely voices, who were then castrated and taken
back to Rome to grace the Sistine Chapel choir. Electricity, free thought and
modern civilization had become the monopoly of Protestant New England, and
the book turns on the attempts of a group of misfits and anticlericals to rescue a
choirboy from Coverley Cathedral from a fate worse than death.



The Stripping of the Altars, first published in 1992, was, among other things,
an attempt to contribute a shovelful of history to the burial of the venerable
historiographical consensus which underlay both the verger's riposte and Amis's
brilliant satire. The book was informed by a conviction that the Reformation as
actually experienced by ordinary people was not an uncomplicated imaginative
liberation, the restoration of true Christianity after a period of degeneration and
corruption, but, for good or ill, a great cultural hiatus, which had dug a ditch,
deep and dividing, between the English people and their past. Over the course of
three generations a millennium of splendour — the worlds of Gregory and Bede
and Anselm and Francis and Dominic and Bernard and Dante, all that had
constituted and nourished the mind and heart of Christendom for a thousand
years — became alien territory, the dark ages of “popery”. Sixteenth-century
Protestantism was built on a series of noble affirmations — the sovereignty of the
grace of God in salvation, the free availability of that grace to all who sought it,
the self-revelation of God in his holy word. But it quickly clenched itself round a
series of negations and rejections. As its proponents smashed the statues,
whitewashed the churches and denounced the Pope and the Mass, Protestantism
came to be constituted in large part by its NO to medieval religion.

The Stripping of the Altars, then, was at one level an elegy for a world we had
lost, a world of great beauty and power which it seemed to me the reformers —
and many historians ever since — had misunderstood, traduced and destroyed. It
was only after the book had been published, and began to be debated, that I came
to realize that the energy and engagement which had helped to produce it, and
which gave it some of its rhetorical force, did not belong entirely in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. Till my early teens I had been brought up in the Ireland
of the 1950s, and the religion of my childhood had a good deal in common with
the symbolic world of the late Middle Ages. My later teens had exactly
coincided with the Second Vatican Council, of which I was an eager observer.
That Council had triggered the dismantling of much of what had seemed
immemorial and permanent in my own inner imaginative landscape, as the
externals of the ritual life of the Catholic Church were drastically altered and
simplified. My account of the English Reformation presented it less as an
institutional and doctrinal transformation than a ritual one, “the stripping of the
altars”: in retrospect, I see that the intensity of focus I brought to my task as an
historian was nourished by my own experience of another such ritual
transformation. In Seamus Heaney's poem Station Island, the nineteenth-century
writer William Carleton declares that



We are earthworms of the earth, and all that
1

Has gone through us is what will be our trace.=
True of poets, that is also supremely true of historians, for there is, of course, no
such thing as a presupposition-less observer. All historians who aspire to be
more than chroniclers derive their imaginative insight and energy from
somewhere, and if reading and research provide the core materials, our own
experience provides us with the sensitivities — and no doubt the blind-spots —
which make what we do with that material distinctive. The book, as rigorously
and exhaustively based as I was capable of making it on a mass of historical,
literary and material evidence, was also shaped and informed by the imaginative
and symbolic revolution through which I myself had lived in the 1960s and
1970s.

I1

As an intellectual project, then, The Stripping of the Altars was conceived as a
contribution to an adequate understanding of both medieval English Catholicism,
and of the Reformation which swept that Catholicism away. But it should be
read neither as a Summa of late medieval religion nor, in any straightforward
sense, as a history of the English Reformation. An exhaustive exploration of late
medieval English religion would have to have included extended discussion of
the role of the religious orders, especially the Friars, whose influence on urban
religion in particular was profound throughout the later Middle Ages, and
remained so to the very eve of the Dissolution. The Stripping of the Altars,
however, is focused primarily on the religion of the lay parishioner, and has
almost nothing to say about the religious orders (or, for that matter, about the
clergy in general). By the same token, the second part of the book, which deals
with the processes and impact of the Reformation on the traditional religion of
the parishes and parishioners of mid-Tudor England, has little to say about the
positive attractions of the Protestant Gospel, or about those who willingly
embraced it. As a result, some readers and reviewers have scratched — or shaken
— their heads over what to make of a history of the Reformation which appeared
to call in question the very existence of convinced Protestants.

Any such puzzlements will be resolved, I hope, by attention to the books
defining subtitle — “Traditional Religion in England c. 1400-1580”. It is the
religion of the conservative majority which this book sets out to explore, and it



ends at the point at which I believe majority adherence to the forms and belief-
system of late medieval Catholicism was tipping or had tipped over into
widespread acceptance of a contrasting and inimical Reformation world-view.

The book was thus intended as a contribution towards a reassessment of the
popularity and durability of late medieval religious attitudes and perceptions,
which had already begun, but which in 1992, the year of the book's first
appearance, was still far from generally accepted. Three years earlier, the doyen
of English Reformation studies, A. G. Dickens, had reissued and updated his
classic study The English Reformation, which had deservedly dominated English
Reformation studies for a generation. Dickens was a learned and generous-
minded scholar, but in the last edition of his book, as in its first, the component
elements of medieval religiosity were presented less as integrated elements in a
coherent religious symbol-system than as exhibits in a freak-show. Like
Erasmus, one of his intellectual heroes, Dickens looked at the framework of
medieval Catholicism and saw no coherence or design, only a monstrous heap of
littleness.

The first chapter of The English Reformation began with the words “There
was once a certain knight”, and went on to tell at length an elaborate and
improbable medieval miracle-story of the rescue of a knight from a demon by
the Virgin Mary, culled from the commonplace book of a late medieval
Yorkshire cleric, Thomas Ashby. Dickens continued by itemising the rest of the
contents of Ashby's book — prayer-texts to the Virgin Mary and St John of
Bridlington, a commentary on the Hail Mary, assorted miracle stories, an
account of the value of the opening words of St John's Gospel in Latin as a
charm, an exposition of the penitential Psalm 50, a treatise on the privileges and
rites of various festivals, a scholastic disputation about whether the resurrected
will be naked or clothed on Judgement Day, an English rhyme teaching
Transubstantiation, and so on. Dickens commented wonderingly that this
material was written “not round the year 1200 but by a man who mentions Pope
Julius 1II as still alive”. In Ashby, therefore, “a twelfth-century world lingered on
while Machiavelli was writing The Prince, while the sophisticated talkers at
Urbino were giving Castiglione the materials for his Book of the Courtier”.2
This world of fable, relic, miracle and indulgence, he thought, was manifestly
religiously inferior, for it allowed “the personality and teaching of Jesus to
recede from the focus of the picture”, and it could be demonstrated “with
mathematical precision” that its connection with the Christianity of the Gospel
was “rather tenuous”. Medieval lay people, he thought, must have been alienated



by such stuff, not least by the unscriptural horrors of purgatory, which cut them
off from the mercy and love of Christ: “faced with quite terrifying views of
punishment in the life to come ... it was small wonder that they felt more
comfortable with the saints than with God.”3

As these passages suggest, Dickens's book begged many questions about the
nature of late medieval piety. It never seems to have occurred to him that those
who flocked and jostled to “see their Maker” at the elevation in the Mass could
hardly be said to be remote from or uncomfortable with their God, or that the
clergy who led prayers to the saints or commended pilgrimage, promoted also a
religion focussed on their daily celebration of the Eucharist, and thus on a
resolutely Christocentric action. Dickens also operated with a sharply polarized
and essentially anachronistic understanding of the difference between the
medieval and humanist world views: the world of Machiavelli, Castiglione, and
Erasmus, on the one hand; and the wonder-world of the Golden Legend,
indulgences, and what he more than once called the “crazed enthusiasm for
pilgrimage” on the other. This distinction, singularly inapplicable to the careers
and convictions of those two greatest of early Tudor English humanists, John
Fisher and Thomas More, was clear and stark in Dickens's mind. Humanism, he
believed, looked forward to a rational religious world in which belief was firmly
based on solid biblical evidence, not on unwritten verities and ecclesiastical
tradition: it stood in marked contrast to the world of “scholastic religion”,
petering out in “disharmony, irrelevance and discredit” .2

Dickens's work therefore revealed the fundamentally negative assumptions
which underlay much contemporary understanding of the pre-history of the
English Reformation, as well as the course of that great revolution itself.
Ground-breaking work by other historians, notably Jack Scarisbrick,2
Christopher Harper-Bill® and (especially) Christopher Haigh,” had already by
1992 challenged this “Dickensian” account of the Reformation, not merely on its
own terms, but as representative of a widely shared historiography which was
culturally if not confessionally Protestant in its terms of reference. Both Haigh
and Scarisbrick, however, had focused on the sixteenth century, and the
immediate context of the Tudor religious revolution. The first and larger part of
The Stripping of the Altars was an attempt to place the debate about the
Reformation in a longer perspective, to grapple with the evident inability of
many Reformation historians to take medieval religion seriously, and to help
modern readers recover a sense of the power, integrity and internal logic of that
distinctive religious culture. In particular it seemed important to contest the



widely shared perception that by 1500 this was a failing religion that had already
alienated or lost the commitment of the more intelligent and forward-looking of
its lay English audience. I sought to show that, on the contrary, medieval English
Catholicism was, up to the very moment of its dissolution, a highly successful
enterprise, the achievement by the official church of a quite remarkable degree
of lay involvement and investment, and of a corresponding degree of doctrinal
orthodoxy. To explicate that convergence of lay practice and official teaching
was therefore one of my main objectives, and the focus on religion before and
around 1500 was probably the book's most distinctive contribution to the wider
revision of historical opinion about the period, which others had already
initiated, and which in its broad outlines has since gained widespread
acceptance.

I

The Stripping of the Altars was received remarkably favourably by the general
public: despite its bulk and its academic target audience, it escaped the confines
of the academy, became a best seller (by the modest standards which pertain in
such matters) and has since been through ten printings. I can still recall my own
somewhat startled pleasure on glancing down a crowded London tube-carriage
during the rush hour in the spring of 1993, and noticing that no fewer than four
of my harassed fellow-passengers were clutching copies of the book. Perhaps
more surprisingly, given its attempts to straddle two periods more commonly
studied separately, it was also well received (for the most part) by both medieval
and Reformation historians.8

In so far as there was consistent criticism in the book's reception, it was a
sense among some reviewers that in seeking to demonstrate the internal
coherence of late medieval religion, I was in danger of imposing an idealized
harmony on the period, smoothing out dissent, conflict, and, in general,
difference. So some commentators, while welcoming the book's detailed
exposition of the practice of medieval religion, detected in it a dehistoricizing
tendency, in which fifteenth-century English Christianity appeared as a calm,
timeless equilibrium which minimized conflict and tension, and marginalized the
importance of dissent. This criticism I believe arose particularly from the
absence in the book of any extended treatment of Lollardy.2

That omission, like the corresponding absence of any sustained discussion of
witchcraft, was in fact a considered one, explicitly addressed in the introduction



to the original edition. The Stripping of the Altars offered, first and foremost, an
overview of the complex web of symbol, action and belief which constituted
mainstream Christianity at the end of the Middle Ages. Much modern writing
about the period, it seemed to me, had unwittingly distorted our perception of the
place of Christianity in late medieval and early modern society by focusing
disproportionately on the outré, the dissident and the dysfunctional. Thus studies
of magic, witchcraft or of Lollardy abounded, but studies of orthodox — that is,
mainstream — fifteenth-century religious practice were rarely undertaken. The
Stripping of the Altars, nevertheless, did not argue for the insignificance of
magic, or witchcraft, or of Lollardy. Quite simply, they were not its subject
matter, and in omitting them I assumed that my book would be read alongside,
not instead of, the many works which did treat of those things.

In attempting to offer a corrective to conventional assessments of medieval
religion, I opted for a thematic, analytic treatment of a vast and intractable mass
of source material. That decision about procedure exacted a price, similarly
acknowledged in the introduction, in terms of the elimination of narrative, and
the consequent muting of a sense of change and development within the thematic
sections of the first and longer part of the book. I had indeed gone so far as to
use the phrase “the social homogeneity” of late medieval religion.i9 By that
phrase, however, I certainly did not mean to suggest that all was well in an
harmonious pre-Reformation Merry England, a consensual garden of Eden only
spoiled by the arrival of the serpent of reform. I recognized, as any historian with
even a nodding acquaintance with the records of the medieval parish or the
church courts must do, that late medieval England was a divided society, full of
conflicting and diverging interests, above all the fundamental divide which runs
through all human societies between the haves and have-nots, between rich and
poor. And in the articulation and construction of the multiple identities which
constituted that divided society, religion unquestionably had an intimate, even a
dominant role — or rather, range of roles. Thus Lollard doubts and anti-
sacramental polemic featured prominently in the book's central discussion of
Eucharistic belief, just as class and economic distinctions were explored in
discussing the social functions of the liturgy. Part I of the book thus contained a
number of extended discussions of the role of late medieval religious forms and
institutions in establishing or supporting the social and political pecking-order.11
In speaking of the “social homogeneity” of late medieval religion, my contention
was not that there were no tensions within it, but that those tensions would not
be found to run directly along the lines often laid down by those seeking



conventional explanations of the Reformation. The divisions of late medieval
religion were subtler and more various than had commonly been suggested, and
did not, for example, seem to me to run along such obvious fault-lines and
divides as the distinctions between élite and popular; clerical and lay. My
concern in 1992 was to contest the claim, implicit in the work of Keith
Thomas, 22 A. G. Dickens,!2 Jean Delumeaul? and others, that the essential
differences in late medieval religion were those between the educated and ill-
educated, the clerically orthodox and the superstitious populace at large. Hence,
I argued, even the most apparently heterodox or bizarre magical practices might
employ ritual and symbolic strategies derived directly and, all things considered,
remarkably faithfully, from the liturgical paradigms of blessing and exorcism:
they thus represented not magic or superstition, but lay Christianity. Hence also,
people at opposite ends of the social scale, like the young Henry VIII and the
Norfolk church-reeve Robert Reynes, might both own and use, in roughly the
same way, charms on the names of God or the nails of the Crucifixion.12

IV

The Stripping of the Altars, therefore, does not exclude or ignore difference,
dissent, or doubt. But the book was written in the conviction that it was a
mistake to set such dissidence and doubt at the centre of an overarching
discussion of the content and character of traditional religion. I was clear, in
particular, that I did not wish to devote separate treatment to the phenomenon of
Lollardy, the distinctive English heresy propagated in the parishes of early
Lancastrian England by the clerical disciples of the Oxford philosopher and
theologian John Wycliffe.

It is, I think, worth spelling out here the rationale behind that decision about
procedure. Wycliffe has often been accorded the pious and honorific title
“morning star of the Reformation”, and historians have conventionally credited
much of the early success of the Reformation to expectations and attitudes
planted by a continuing tradition of Lollardy in early Tudor England.l® By
contrast, I believe that the impact of Lollardy on fifteenth- and early sixteenth-
century religious awareness has been grossly exaggerated. The mainstream of
fifteenth-century piety was indeed conventionally censorious of heresy, but not
in my view greatly affected, much less shaped, by reaction to it, while the
overwhelming majority of early Protestant activists were converts from devout



Catholicism, not from Lollardy.Z

When 1 devised a title for The Stripping of the Altars 1 adopted, for
convenience sake, a starting date of “c. 1400”. In fact, the real focus of the
medieval section of the book falls, as more than one reviewer commented,
predominantly on the second half of the fifteenth century. Unfortunately, the
date 1400, even with its softening “circa”, led some readers to expect that I
would deal with the crisis of Lollardy from the enactment of the notorious act
authorising the burning of heretics, De heretico Comburendo, in 1401, through
Arundel's Constitutions of 1409, to the fiasco of Oldcastle's riot (it scarcely
merits the name rebellion) in 1414. Professor David Aers, in what was certainly
the most ferocious response to the book, insisted that I had occluded the
complexity and contested nature of fifteenth-century Christianity in England by
writing Lollardy out of the picture.18 Professor Aers pointed to the structural
contrast between the thematic arrangement of the first part of the book, and the
narrative arrangement of the first four chapters of the second part. That
Reformation narrative, he argued, offered an account of the violent impact of
royal power on Tudor religion as the novel intrusion of a usurping secular force
into the timeless tranquilities of late medieval religion. On the contrary, he
claimed, there was nothing new about such violence. The long history of the
suppression of Lollardy by the alliance of the Church and Crown meant that
royal enforcement was central to the character and history of late medieval as
well as Reformation religion. By the time of Henry VIII, he argued “nothing
could have seemed more ‘traditional’ than the role of the sovereign or secular
authorities in the determination of what forms of Christianity should be enforced
and what forms criminalised.”12

This insistence on the equivalence of the role of the Crown in fifteenth- and in
sixteenth-century England, however, seems to me misconceived, because based
on an implicit counter-narrative to that offered in The Stripping of the Altars. In
this counter-narrative Lollardy is presented as a major rival to orthodox
Catholicism, needing sustained persecution and counter-propaganda to contain
it, and hence functioning as a major determinant of official religious policy In
such an account, the character of fifteenth-century Catholicism had to be
maintained by brute force, in a way directly comparable to the force exercised in
pursuit of revolutionary religious change by successive Tudor regimes. Aers saw
in the book's portrayal of late medieval religion as consensual and essentially
unchallenged a deliberate and collusive act of injustice, writing out of the history
of late medieval religion the victims of church and state brutality, the “ruthless



exclusion of the already excluded ‘others’.”

The counter-narrative undergirding Professor Aers's criticism, and the over-
estimation implicit in it of the role of Lollardy and of anti-Lollard state violence
as determinants of the shape of late medieval English Christianity, however,
seem to me simply mistaken. In imposing Protestantism the Tudor monarchy
was manifestly working against the grain of popular religious sentiment and
culture, in a way which the early Lancastrian monarchy manifestly was not. The
bulldozing away of the externals of medieval Catholicism in Edward's reign in
particular destroyed or defaced generations of lay donation to the parish
churches, and finally and decisively halted lay investment in a form of religious
conspicuous consumption which had been booming into the 1530s.20The
Lancastrian campaign against heresy, by contrast, sought dynastic legitimacy by
aligning itself with an orthodoxy which the regime knew had in fact
overwhelming popular support — that, indeed, was the whole point of the
alignment. There is thus no equivalence or symmetry between Crown
intervention in the two cases.

In assessing the character of English religion in the century after Chaucer it is,
in any case, highly misleading to place too much weight on Lollardy as a
cultural determinant. Lollards of course continued to surface in ecclesiastical
court proceedings after 1430, and there were to remain significant concentrations
of them in Wealden Kent, Berkshire (above all in the Chiltern Hills round
Amersham), and in a handful of urban enclaves such as Coventry.2L Yet if we
are to believe the surviving visitation and court records, fifteenth-century
Lollardy seems to have been less of an irritant to most diocesan authorities than
local cunning-men or womanising priests, and there is no convincing evidence
that it served as the shaping factor in any of the major developments of late
medieval English piety. Even in its acknowledged strongholds, it is hard to be
certain of the real extent of its popular base, and the leading authority on the
religion of fifteenth-century Bristol has recently argued that the city's reputation
as a hot-bed of heresy in the late Middle Ages is the product of skewed
documentation, largely an illusion.22 Certainly even at the height of the struggle
against Lollardy, in the decades on either side of 1400, it is possible to
exaggerate its cultural and political impact. Paul Strohm's delvings into the
language and mindset of Ricardian and Lancastrian England have alerted us to
the political and dynastic resonances of the anti-Lollard campaign.23 The new
Lancastrian dynasty did indeed ostentatiously embrace and enforce religious
orthodoxy as a means of legitimating its dubious dynastic claims, and of



cementing the allegiances of powerful churchmen. All the same, it is worth
noting that under Henry IV more Franciscan friars were executed for preaching
against Lancastrian dynastic usurpation than Lollards were burned for heresy.24

The character of the popular appeal of early Lollardy — but perhaps also its
evanescence — is vividly suggested by the hold it established in Leicester in the
1380s. The movement there was centred on the disused leper hospital of St John
the Baptist, just outside the city, converted into a hermitage by a local layman,
William Smith, who was joined by a chantry-chaplain named Richard
Waytestaythe, and by the hermit-priest William Swinderby, a protégé of Philip
Repingdon's.22 These men must have looked familiar to the citizenry of
Leicester, standing in a tradition of devotional reform that went back to Richard
Rolle and beyond. Rolle's first entry into the life of a hermit is worth recalling
here. Dressed in a bizarre costume improvised from two of his sister's kirtles and
an old rainhood of his father's, he appeared unannounced in the Dalton family
chapel in the parish church of Pickering one summer day in 1318. John Dalton
was bailiff of Pickering, keeper of the forest and constable of the castle, a
considerable man. Rolle's father had probably been in his service, and Rolle
himself had known Dalton's sons at Oxford. Though Rolle was a layman, the
parish priest permitted him to preach an English sermon, and the Daltons were
sufficiently impressed to take him into their house, and to clothe him formally as
a hermit.26The whole incident suggests a religious culture hospitable to the
extraordinary, and not by any means slavishly subordinated to clerical control:
Rolle does not seem to have had or indeed to have sought official approval for
his adoption of the eremitical life. Lollardy undoubtedly brought a new and
dangerous edge to this sort of charismatic religious culture, but the welcome it
received must in many cases have built on this non-heretical tradition of lay
devotional independence.

Swinderby, who famously preached to large crowds from a pulpit improvised
round mill-stones displayed for sale outside the Leper Chapel, did eventually
preach unmistakeably Wycliffite teachings, such as the rejection of
Transubstantiation, but that was after he had left Leicester. To judge by the
propositions he was forced to repudiate by Bishop Buckingham, his Leicester
preaching seems to have consisted of issues which would have resonated with
many non-Wycliffite critics — which means members — of the contemporary
church, in particular the injustices of tithe and the defectiveness of the
ministrations of unworthy priests. Waytestaythe and Smith anticipated what was
to become the familiar Lollard polemic and polemical style against the cult of



images, denouncing the shrine images of the Virgin of Walsingham and of the
mother church of the diocese at Lincoln as “witches”, and giving a practical
demonstration of the powerlessness of holy images by cooking a cabbage over
the broken fragments of a statue of St Catherine. Anne Hudson considers that
this polemic against images was particularly popular with the laity of Leicester,
though it should be noted that the chronicler Knighton, our principle source,
seems to imply exactly the opposite, noting that “so, banishing shame they did
not bother to conceal the deed, but boasted about it in jest. But they did not go
unpunished, for many heard of it, and not long afterwards they were expelled
from the chapel”.2Z Nevertheless, this cocktail of anti-clerical, anti-sacramental,
and anti-symbolic teaching does seem to have attracted support in the town,
including that of the mayor and some of the town council. Ten years on, there
would be a similar body of support among the urban élite of Northampton,
where the principal Lollard leader was another hermit, this time a woman, the
piquantly named Anna Palmer [i.e. pilgrim], ancress of St Peters Church.22

Just how extensive long-term lay support for Lollardy was, how wide its
social spread, and how enduring its appeal in communities where it had once
taken root would be hard to say. By the time Margery Kempe arrived in
Leicester in 1414, overt support for religious deviance among the ruling elite had
evidently evaporated, and she was denounced by the Mayor as a “fals strumpet,
a fals Loller and a fals deceyver of the pepyl”.22 Indeed the meaning of the term
“Lollard” itself was at this early stage far from fixed. For Chaucer it was
something joylessly akin to the later term “Puritan”, for Langland something
more complicated, and recognisably related to the sort of phenomenon we have
seen at Leicester — “such manere hermytes/ Lollen ayen the byleyve and maner
of holy chyrche”.39 Lollardy must often have seemed to some of its early
supporters not much more than the left wing of a generally “reformist” piety,
which emphasised the value of vernacular religious texts, the dangers of a sterile
or hypocritical ritualism, and the evils of a worldly clergy. Devotional
compendia like the Pore Caitiff of c. 1400 notoriously shared much of the same
reformist platform as Lollard writings and preaching, and drew on similar
materials, yet remained nevertheless entirely orthodox. The characteristics of the
“Lollard Wills” identified by K. B. MacFarlane as the unifying mark of
Wycliffite gentry — a loathing of the physical body and an insistence of simple
burial characterised by alms to the poor in place of funeral pomp — are, as is well
known, replicated in the wills of testators of impeccable orthodoxy, not least
those of Archbishop Arundel and of the renegade ex-Lollard Philip Repingdon,



Bishop of Lincoln. Repingdon, indeed, in common with several of the other “lost
leaders” among the apostles of early Wycliffism, was to prove himself a
determined opponent of his former associates.21Denied the oxygen of educated
clergy leadership and of gentry protection, Lollardy declined inexorably into
negativity, a form of rejection of the dominant sacramental and symbolic
expressions of contemporary Christianity. From about 1430 in most places it was
almost certainly in recession, and no new texts were produced to nourish it.

\%

The positive religious attraction of Lollardy is in any case elusive. It must
certainly have centred on its Biblicism, the draw of the vernacular scriptures, an
attraction which certainly extended far beyond the bounds of the heretical
movement itself The domestic reading or recitation of biblical material emerges
from all our sources as the single most constant and sustaining feature of Lollard
communities. The favoured material was often didactic (the Ten
Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, the Epistle of St James) or
apocalyptic (The Book of Revelation), helping to nourish a sense of a lay
religion based round moral action independent of clerical ceremonial, or to fuel
an urgent and angry sense that the official church had gone disastrously astray
But the appeal of vernacular scripture was clearly a powerful one in an
increasingly literate lay population. The ban imposed in 1409 was therefore
pregnant with consequence for the future, leaving unsatisfied a need attested by
the fact that many and perhaps most fifteenth-century owners and readers of
Wycliffite bibles were impeccably orthodox Catholics, like the Suffolk wool
magnate John Clopton of Long Melford. Clopton built himself a tomb in the
chancel of the parish church which doubled as the Easter Sepulchre for the
adoration of the reserved Sacrament at Easter, so he was clearly no Lollard: yet
his will made careful arrangements for the bestowal of his English bible, just as
it did for his collection of relics and his gold pectoral cross.32

In addition, Lollardy shared with the Franciscan movement it so much
detested a powerful critique of the extravagant excess of much contemporary
ritual provision, and the consequent neglect of the poor. Many sensitive late
medieval Christians may have suspected that gold lavished on statues would be
better spent feeding and clothing the hungry and naked, that the real image of
Christ was not so much the carved crucifix as the flesh of suffering humanity.
Hence Lollard insistence that “it wer better to give a poor bitynel or lame man a



peny than to bestow their mony in pilgre goyng and worshipping the immagys of
sentys, for man is the very ymage of godde which ought only to be wurshipd and
no stokkys ne stonys”,33 went unerringly to one of the nerve-centres of medieval
Christianity. More positively expressed, that perception is the main substance of
many of the stories in the Franciscan Fioretti, and something like it seems
implicit in the eloquent gesture of the Norfolk Lollard Margery Baxter, when she
rebuked her neighbour Joan Clifland for lavishing attention on images made by
“lewed wrightes of stokkes”, and instead stretched out her arms cross-wise,
saying “Look, here is the true cross of Christ, which you can and you should
venerate every day in your own home”.24 In some cases at least that insight
appears to have been translated into practice. Derek Plumb has demonstrated the
relatively wide social distribution of Lollardy in the Chilterns, and has discerned
in the wills of the Lollards and ex-Lollards there a greater concern for the relief
of the poor than is apparent in the wills of their orthodox neighbours.32 Lollardy
appealed also to a desire for simplicity which must often have been felt amidst
the lavishness of late medieval Catholicism. Many laymen would have approved
the Lollard sentiment that “a simple Pater noster of a ploughman that is in
charity is better than a thousand masses of covetous prelates and vain religious
full of covetousness and pride and false flattering and nourishing of sin”: the
same sentiments would not have been out of place in the sermone volgare of
Bernardino of Siena.36

But in Lollardy that perception characteristically seems to have articulated
itself less in the formulation of a positive religious code than in the
disparagement of the sins of others, and you cannot build a healthy religious life
on the disparagement of your neighbours, even your clerical neighbours. For all
its biblicism, Lollardy presented itself primarily as a critique of religion rather
than an alternative religion, and after 1414 it seems to have displayed an
unstoppable tendency to slide into the ideology of the village know-all. The
hostile court records which are our principal sources admittedly bristle with
obvious difficulties as an accurate or adequate picture of a clandestine religious
tradition. Yet what they reveal to us seems essentially a family tradition with
little apparent evangelical appeal or motivation. This may have been because the
popular movement had little constructive religious content, drawing its vigour
apparently from its deconstruction of alternative forms of religiosity, its
character (often memorably) preserved in ale-house belly-laughs at the expense
of “Our Lady of Foulpit” or “Our Lady of Falsingham”, rather than in any more
positive folk wisdom.



But the same seems to me true of Wycliffism even at its most sophisticated.
The Wycliffite Sermon Cycle is the largest and most systematic body of Lollard
teaching, a stupendous and learned labour providing 294 sermons for the whole
year, produced in Oxford or in some aristocratic Lollard household in the last
years of the fourteenth century.3Z It is a chilling and depressing body of material,
all too obviously infected by the spiritual dyspepsia of the movement's founder,
monotonous in its moralism and its relentless polemic against the religious
orders and the “folly of prelates”, entirely lacking in the affective warmth and
devotion to the suffering humanity of Christ which is the distinctive mark of late
medieval popular Christianity. It is hard to imagine this sour diet satisfying
anyone's religious hunger for long.

I am suggesting that there was something religiously — by which I suppose I
mean imaginatively — sterile about Lollardy. To put the matter in less value-
laden terms, there was in Lollardy at the very least a literalistic hostility to
symbol and metaphor which put it at odds with some of the most characteristic
energies of late medieval Christianity, and which, for all their overlaps of
interest and emphasis, contrasts with Langland, who shared many of the
concerns of Wycliffe and his disciples, yet whose poem is in the end so very un-
Lollard a document. Like the Lollard preachers, Langland had no interest in and
no sympathy for the affective tradition of meditation on the Passion which was
the dominant devotional mode of the late Middle Ages. But Peter Dronke and
others have commented on the extraordinary fluidity and fusion of Langlands
use of symbol and metaphor, the symbolic complexity and creative instability of
his poetic method, the roots of which Dronke found in the mystical tradition.38
By contrast, Kantik Ghosh has demonstrated Wycliffe's extreme unease with the
ambiguities of symbol, metaphor and even parable, his “obsessive interest in
justifying the domain of figurative language by pointing to ‘real’ and not merely
‘perceived’ correspondence between vehicle and tenor”, and his “extraordinary
reluctance to admit that spiritual truths can be communicated by means of
‘fictions’.” 32 As in the Master, so in the disciples, and the same suspicion of
fiction is evident in Lollard polemic against “Myracles Playing”. It was the
Wycliffite refusal or incomprehension of this polysemic resourcefulness of late
medieval religion, as much as royal or episcopal persecution, which made it
marginal to the course of mainstream religion in England in the later fifteenth
century.

VI



The Stripping of the Altars is, as some commentators quite rightly saw,
essentially a book about religion in the century from about 1450 onwards,*? the
“c. 1400 of the subtitle being adopted to acknowledge the fact that I had drawn
on some earlier texts — principally the Book of Margery Kempe. It may be, as
Miri Rubin has suggested,4! that the harmonies of traditional religion as I portray
them can be understood as the strenuous mid-century outcome of a prolonged
earlier struggle with, and process of enforcement of orthodoxy upon, the
Lollards. I should myself, however, be reluctant to concede even this much. It
has been argued by Professor Nicholas Watson that the condemnation of
Lollardy by Archbishop Arundel's Constitutions in 1409 effectively sterilised
English vernacular religious writing for the rest of the century. After the
intellectual daring of Ricardian writing — Langland, Chaucer, Julian of Norwich,
and lesser writers, Watson argued — we get the dumbed-down flatness of
Lydgate and Gower, and the unquestioning devotionalism of Nicholas Love.
After 1409, he considers, no-one dared think about religion in English, and the
use of the vernacular for religious purposes in itself became suspect and
problematic. In this general argument, the mid-century trial and condemnation
for heresy of Bishop Reginald Pecock, whose many controversial works against
the Lollards are written in English, has been seen as a key piece of evidence, it
being contended — or at times assumed — that Pecock fell foul of the general ban
on the vernacular which flowed from Arundel's Constitutions.42

But there just isn't enough evidence to claim so much. It has been recently
demonstrated that Pecock's use of the vernacular was never central to the case
against him. He was condemned not for writing in English, but for an exaltation
of human reason which threatened the authority of scripture in matters of faith.
Pecock had certainly crossed the boundaries of fifteenth-century orthodoxy, but
because of what he said, not because of the language in which he said it.
Moreover, his fall was almost certainly orchestrated by political enemies, and
should not be understood as the inevitable outcome of some supposed general
hyper-vigilant orthodoxy, fuelled by panic about Lollardy.22 I myself doubt that
Lollardy had a sufficiently deep or wide hold over the laity as a whole to justify
a rereading of the remarkable catechetical and devotional achievement of the
fifteenth-century church, simply or primarily in terms of its response to heresy.

There certainly were fifteenth-century devotional texts, like Nicholas Love's
Mirror of the Life of Jesu, with its anti-Lollard appendix on the Blessed
Sacrament,?* which register for us the alarmed orthodox response to vernacular
heresy. The life-work of Bishop Pecock was itself based on a continuing



preoccupation with the Lollard threat and the need for a response in kind. But
Pecock's writings were themselves evidence of considerable theological
experiment, and the impact of Arundel's Constitutions, which have been
described as initiating “a regulatory frenzy [which] changed the whole texture of
religious culture in England”42 should not be exaggerated. Fifteenth-century
England simply did not possess the resources or infrastructure needed for a
theocratic police-state, and the Constitutions were never consistently or
systematically enforced. Orthodox attitudes to vernacular religious writing after
1409 were far from uniformly hostile. Even the gargantuan Latin anti-Lollard
treatise of the Carmelite theologian Thomas Netter, the Doctrinale Fidei
Catholicae, was probably already essentially otiose by the time of its early
circulation in the 1420s, for Wycliffism by that date was in retreat in its Oxford
stronghold. Netters book was probably compiled at least as much with an eye to
re-establishing the orthodox credentials of the English church with the papacy
and Continental churchmen alienated by Wycliffe's reputation as an heresiarch
during the anti-heretical proceedings of the Council of Constance, as to any
English audience.2é The fight against Lollardy would continue to provide a
motive for the foundation of colleges and the provision of preachers, but the
vernacular teaching of the faith in the remainder of the fifteenth century seems
relatively and curiously untouched by anti-Lollard themes. Even at the height of
the Lollard crisis, a London-based poet like the author of the alliterative verse
narrative St Erkenwald was able to treat sacramental themes in terms which
harked back to the theological preoccupations of the early fourteenth century,
without any hint of overt engagement with or embarrassment by the teachings of
Wrydliffe#Z And by the mid-fifteenth century, so apparently promising a
platform for anti-Lollard polemic as the Croxton Play of the Sacrament,
probably written in Suffolk, contains no obvious connections or allusions to
contemporary heresy.#8 The anti-sacramentalists of the play are Jews, not
Lollards, and there is not even the most oblique reference in the play to any
continuing tradition of East Anglian heresy. If Lollardy provided an extra spur to
the late medieval church's catechetical activity, it did not fundamentally alter the
nature of the exercise. Indeed, the Lollard tradition itself seems to have been
confined to a cluster of dynastically dominated and perpetuated Lollard
communities. Despite the continuing insistence by some historians on the deep-
rooted persistence of Lollardy as a feature of fifteenth-century religion, and even
when all due allowance is made for the accidents of the survival of
documentation, there is surprisingly little hard evidence of widespread popular



appeal. Though there were periodic revivals of Episcopal concern about the
Lollard threat, like that at Coventry in the 1480s, pastoral preoccupation in the
fifteenth century seems by and large very much more concerned with ignorance
than with heresy.42

This difficulty in attributing a decisive role to Lollardy in the formation of
later fifteenth-century orthodoxy was highlighted by the publication in 1994 of
Professor Ann Nichols's superb study of the carved Seven-Sacrament fonts of
East Anglia, Seeable Signs.2? Professor Nichols's book demonstrated that these
extraordinary ritual objects, (forty-two survive) unlike many comparable
continental depictions of the sacraments, precisely and remarkably embodied the
best fifteenth-century academic teaching about the form and matter of the seven
sacraments of the Catholic Church. She went on to suggest that this
iconographical precision had perhaps been elicited by the Lollard threat. She
pointed out that the fonts were to be found in the same region — and sometimes
in the same places — as earlier manifestations of Lollardy, and that they should
perhaps therefore be read as direct responses to Lollardy.

Tempting as such an interpretation might be, however, the problem is that the
geographical overlap on which it rests was in fact only very approximate.
Moreover, in the West Country, where Lollardy made little or no impact, equally
striking and orthodox Seven-Sacrament artifacts — in this case stained-glass
windows depicting the sacraments — had also proliferated in the fifteenth
century. Above all, there is in every case at least a two-generation gap between
the last recorded incidence of Lollardy, and the commissioning of the East
Anglian fonts. The classic instance here is perhaps Martham, the hometown of
the notorious Lollard Margery Baxter, and a parish which possesses a fine
Seven-Sacrament font dating from the 1470s. Margery Baxter had made a
special point of denouncing infant baptism,2l so it is tempting to see the
Martham font as a rebuttal, maybe by the wealthy of the parish, of her lower-
class heresies. But fifty years is a long time to ponder such a rebuttal, and there
is no independent evidence of continuing heterodoxy in the Martham region to
explain the timing of such a gesture in the 1470s. Concern over Lollardy
probably did form part of the prehistory of such artifacts, just as heresy in
general was one contributory cause among others of the heightened concern for
theological correctness which is so striking a feature of late medieval religious
culture (notably in France and the Low Countries). Such concern, however,
hardly constitutes evidence of a continuing panic about heresy, but rather the
pearly precipitation of heightened orthodoxy round an ancient piece of heretical



grit, which in most places had long since ceased to irritate directly. And to
concede even so much for fifteenth-century England may be to falsify, for a
preoccupation with catechetical precision is a feature of fifteenth-century
religion in Western Europe as a whole, as the growing popularity of decorative
schemes involving the iconography of those symbols of the teaching authority of
the hierarchy, the Four Latin Doctors, suggests.22

VII

The interpretation of the English Reformation offered in this book looks less
contentious now than it did in 1992.23 Even the least enthusiastic reviewers then
agreed that the book had “amply proved” that the late medieval church was “a
flourishing and popular institution”, and that the shift to Protestantism “was at
first the work of a small minority”.2* In an England rapidly shedding, and indeed
sometimes sadly embarrassed by, its own patriotic Protestant foundation-myth,
the book's main contentions have since been quietly absorbed into public
perception. It has become an historical commonplace that in the course of the
three generations from 1530 to the end of Elizabeths reign “one of the most
Catholic of European countries” became “one of the most anti-Catholic”.22 I
doubt myself whether England's Catholicism was in fact all that strikingly
different in intensity from that of its northern-European neighbours, but however
that may be, this acceptance of the book's main contentions is perhaps clearest in
recent thinking about the visual arts and material culture in medieval and Tudor
England, and more widely in Europe. The Stripping of the Altars was thus one of
the shaping influences behind the National Gallery's hugely successful
millennium exhibition, Seeing Salvation,?® and the Victoria and Albert
Museum's 2003 exhibition Gothic, Art for England.2?

In historical writing, however, we are now in a self-consciously “post-
revisionist” era. Recent treatments of the Reformation, while taking the main
contentions of this book, and similar positions in the work of Haigh, Scarisbrick,
and others as essentially proven, group them together under the blanket term
“revisionism”, and seek ways, some more successful than others, of moving
beyond the terms of the debate about the English Reformation laid down in those
works. As one such self-consciously “post-revisionist” historian has written,
“few historians today would deny that in a simple contest between A. G.
Dickens's interpretation on the one hand, and Haigh's or Duffy's interpretation on
the other, Haigh and Duffy win hands down” — before proceeding, nevertheless,



to argue for the radical unsatisfactoriness of “the revisionist model” of the
history of the Reformation.28

In fact, this “revisionist model” is largely a critical construct, for the
differences between “revisionists” are at least as significant as their agreements.
It is, for example, a fundamental contention of The Stripping of the Altars that
the Reformation represented a deep and traumatic cultural hiatus; it is a
fundamental contention of Christopher Haigh's masterly and mischievous
English Reformations, published in 1993, by contrast, that when the dust had
settled on all the Crown-imposed religious upheavals, nothing very much had in
fact happened.22 But at least almost everyone now agrees that “although there
were some English people excited about Protestantism in Henry VIII's reign,
there was not much popular support for a change”, despite which “over the
course of three generations the way the English worshipped...and related to their
place in the universe underwent a sea change”.80

Historical enquiry into the English Reformation has therefore shifted now
from consideration of the reluctances and resistances to reformation which
“revisionism” highlighted, to the processes by which in the course of those three
generations the assimilation of Protestant practice and belief took place. In that
sense, my own study, published in 2001, of the conservative Devon village of
Morebath, and its priest Sir Christopher Trychay, from the 1520s to the 1570s, is
a “post-revisionist” work.8L It is “pot-revisionist” also in its correction of some
of the emphases of The Stripping of the Altars. Writing about Morebath in 1992,
I had fully grasped neither the fact nor the implications of the remarkable
promptitude and punctiliousness of Morebath's conformity with successive
phases of the Henrician and early Edwardine Reformations (Morebath acquired
an English bible, for example, before many of the urban parishes of Exeter), nor
the extent of their conservative loathing of reform.%2 In 1549, it is now apparent,
the formerly docilely acquiescent Morebath, bankrupted by the crippling
financial demands of the Reformation, and demoralized by the collapse of vital
social institutions structured round the cult of the saints, had armed and financed
five unmarried men, and sent them to off join the traditionalist rebels besieging
Exeter in protest against the Reformation and the Book of Common Prayer. Both
Morebath's conformity and its eventual rebellion throw light on what has been
called “the compliance conundrum”,83which “revisionist” accounts of the
Reformation like The Stripping of the Altars posed in a specially acute form. If
early and mid-Tudor England was so Catholic, why and how was the
Reformation accepted? But on that complex question, the jury is still out.



If the treatment of Morebath in this book needs some fine-tuning, by and large
the Reformation section of The Stripping of the Altars seems to me to have worn
surprisingly well, provided it is borne in mind that what is offered here is not a
general history of the coming of Protestantism, but an account of its impact on
the conservative majority. In retrospect, the chapter on Mary seems the most
original in the second part of the book. Negative perceptions of the church under
“Bloody Mary” have rather unsurprisingly proved the most resilient aspect of the
traditional Protestant understanding of the Reformation. The section on the
Marian church in a recent widely used survey of the Reformation is headed,
characteristically, “Mary: Reaction and Persecution” .84 Persecution is certainly a
major part of the story of Marian Catholicism,% but recognition of its horrors,
and (rather less certainly) its counter-productivity, should not blind us to the
more positive religious achievements of the Marian regime. Historians still
regularly comment on the “limited intellectual horizons” of Marian
Catholicism.55 By contrast, I would want now to emphasize and extend my
insistence in this book on the Counter-Reformation character of Marian
Catholicism. In particular, I would now argue even more strongly than I did in
1992 for the Marian regime's alertness to the power of popular religious culture,
and its ability to harness and direct it.

One instance must suffice here: the creation by Cardinal Pole's Legatine
Synod in 1555 of an annual commemoration on St Andrew's Day (30 November)
of the restoration of papal obedience, at which a sermon was to be preached on
papal primacy in every parish in the land, and before which there was to be a
parish procession with banners. Pole thereby initiated a propagandist device, the
public anniversary religious celebration, which is normally thought of as a
characteristically Protestant institution, and which would indeed be exploited as
a key element in the later formation of a Protestant popular culture, most notably
in commemorations of Queen Elizabeth's Accession day on 17 November, and,
in the seventeenth century, of Gunpowder, Treason and Plot on 5 November.52

VIII

Because my concern in chapters eleven to fifteen of the book was with the
impact of Protestantism on the religion of the majority, the Reformation features
here as an essentially destructive force, a movement for which, as I claimed in a
consciously hyperbolic phrase, “iconoclasm was the central sacrament”.%8 So,
finally, it is worth stressing here that I do of course recognize that Tudor



Protestantism was far more than the mere refusal of Catholicism, and that, in
contrast to Lollardy, the Reformation had a positive and powerful message,
which might and did inspire large numbers of devout men and women. Unlike
Lollardy, Protestantism was both an expansive and a potent evangelizing
movement. Indeed the very act of iconoclasm might make the force and nature
of that positive vision clear. In the people's portion of the shared parish and
monastic church of Binham priory in North Norfolk there survive the remains of
an early Tudor rood-screen, the lower part or dado of which was painted in the
usual manner with rows of holy figures, Christ and his saints and angels. In
Edward's reign the screen was purged of the carved crucifix which surmounted
it, and the lower panels, with their rows of painted saints, were whitewashed
over. On the blank surface thus secured, handsome black letter passages were
copied from the First Epistle of St Peter and the Epistles of St Paul. The text
used was that of Cranmer's Great Bible, the ‘Bible of the largest volume’
commanded to be set up in churches by the 1538 Injunctions. The passages
selected replaced the screen's former representation of the saints as intercessors,
healers and protectors, with a scriptural message of inner sanctity, in which the
reader is urged to unity, charity, and holiness of life. So, one of the panels reads,
in the words of Colossians chapter 3 verses 12—15.

[Wherefore as electe of God,] Holy and beloved, put on tender mercye, kyndnes, humblenes of
mynde, mekenes, longe suffringe, forbearynge one another, yf any man have a quarrell agaynst
another: as Christ forgave you, even so do ye. Above all these thinges put on love, which is the
bonde of perfectnes. And the peace of God rule in your heartes: to the which peace ye are called in

one body.

Nearby in the modern church is a small single-framed and glass-covered panel, a
fragment from another section of the screen, now lost. It represents the risen
Christ carrying a resurrection flag, hand raised in blessing. The fragment of text
covering it is what remains of a longer extract from I Timothy chapter 6, verses
10-12.

For covetousnes of money is the roote of all evyll: which whyll some lusted after, they erred from the
fayth, and tanglyd them selves with many sorrowes. But thou man of God, flye soch thynges. Folowe
ryghtewsnes, godlynes, fayth, love, patience, meaknes. Fyght the good fyght of fayth. Laye hande on
eternall lyfe, wher unto thou art also called, and hast professed a good professyon before many

witnesses.59



The reformers at Edwardine Binham, whether the parishioners themselves or,
more likely, the diocesan or royal official enforcing drastic change, were doing
more than obliterating the Catholic past. Their choice of texts suggests that they
sought to replace what they believed to be an alienated and false holiness,
embodied in the idolatrous figures of external heavenly mediators and helpers,
with an internalized Gospel of personal responsibility and gracious renewal. The
whitewash and black-letter text are flaking now, to reveal the gilded and painted
remnants of the older piety beneath. In their combination of resonant biblical
exhortation superimposed over the cult figures of late medieval Catholicism, the
Binham panels are among the most poignant survivals of that violent age, in
which the lives of ordinary men and women were caught up in the collision of
contrasting understandings of the Christian Gospel.
E.D.
College of St Mary Magdalene, Cambridge
Feast of the Epiphany, 2005
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INTRODUCTION

I

This book attempts two tasks usually carried out separately, and by at least two
different sets of practitioners. In the first part I have sought to explore the
character and range of late medieval English Catholicism, indicating something
of the richness and complexity of the religious system by which men and women
structured their experience of the world, and their hopes and aspirations within
and beyond it. In the second part I have tried to tell the story of the dismantling
and destruction of that symbolic world, from Henry VIII's break with the Papacy
in the early 1530s to the Elizabethan “Settlement” of religion, which I take to
have been more or less secure, or at least in the ascendant, by about 1580. There
have, of course, been studies of aspects of English religion which have covered
much the same period, notably Keith Thomas's Religion and the Decline of
Magic, and many of those who have written about one or other of my two
periods have reached out before or after to establish context or to suggest
connections: Colin Richmond's sensitive explorations of the religion of the
gentry in late medieval Norfolk and Suffolk, Clive Burgess's pioneering work on
the parishioners of late medieval Bristol, or Robert Whiting's study of the
Reformation in South-west England, provide cases in point.

But a good deal of writing about late medieval religion has been dogged by
disciplinary or chronological divisions of labour. Late medieval devotion has
been studied largely from within faculties of literature, with a consequent
tendency to emphasize the culture of social élites and a stress on individuals or
groups, such as the fourteenth-century mystics Rolle, Hilton, the “Cloud” writer,
and Julian of Norwich, out of all proportion to their actual impact on the religion
of ordinary men and women. Historians who have addressed themselves to the
religion of the majority, as Keith Thomas did in his book, have been sceptical
about or uninterested in the interconnections between “élite” or clerical culture
and that of the people at large, and they have therefore presented a picture of the
religion of the people which is seriously incomplete and one-sided. It is an
extraordinary feature of Thomas's work, for example, that there is in it virtually
no sustained discussion of the liturgy and its effect on the religious world-view
of ordinary men and women. Yet, as I shall argue, the liturgy was in fact the
principal reservoir from which the religious paradigms and beliefs of the people



were drawn.

Again, much writing about late medieval and early modern religion has taken
it as axiomatic that there was a wide gulf between “popular” and “élite” religion,
that the orthodox teaching of the clergy was poorly understood and only partially
practised, that paganism and superstition were rife. That conviction, crudely
expressed in tens of thousands of undergraduate and sixth-form essays, has been
absorbed from and is certainly amply reflected even in the work of sophisticated
historians, for whom heresy, witchcraft, and magic have seemed more
interesting, and, presumably, more important, than religious orthodoxy or
orthopraxis. Ironically, even the growing number of excellent studies of the
religion of the gentry and aristocracy of the period, by Malcolm Vale, Jeremy
Catto, Colin Richmond, Christine Carpenter, and others, while adding greatly to
our grip of the main features of late medieval piety, have also perhaps
contributed to a sense that orthodoxy was the peculiar preserve of the well-
educated and well-to-do. To judge by the amount of interest that has been shown
in them, the English religious landscape of the late Middle Ages was peopled
largely by Lollards, witches, and leisured, aristocratic ladies..

It is my conviction, and a central plank of the argument of the first part of this
book, that no substantial gulf existed between the religion of the clergy and the
educated élite on the one hand and that of the people at large on the other. I do
not believe that it is helpful or accurate to talk of the religion of the average
fifteenth-century parishioner as magical, superstitious, or semi-pagan. Nor does
it seem to me that the most interesting aspect of late medieval religion lay in the
views and activities of those who, like the relatively small number of Lollards,
rejected its central tenets and preoccupations. The fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries in England witnessed a period of massive catechetical enterprise on the
part not only of the bishops and parochial clergy, whose responsibility it mainly
was, but also on the part of members of religious orders and private individuals,
like the printers Caxton, Wynkyn de Worde, and Richard Pynson. The teachings
of late medieval Christianity were graphically represented within the liturgy,
endlessly reiterated in sermons, rhymed in verse treatises and saints’ lives,
enacted in the Corpus Christi and Miracle plays which absorbed so much lay
energy and expenditure, and carved and painted on the walls, screens, bench-
ends, and windows of the parish churches. It is true that the wealthy and literate
had increasing access to and interest in types of spirituality previously confined
to the monastery. Yet within the diversity of medieval religious options there
was a remarkable degree of religious and imaginative homogeneity across the



social spectrum, a shared repertoire of symbols, prayers, and beliefs which
crossed and bridge even the gulf between the literate and the illiterate.

For that reason, in talking of the religious beliefs and practices of the late
medieval parishioner, I have avoided all but the occasional use of the notion of
“popular religion”, a term laden with questionable assumptions about the nature
of non-popular religion and the gap between the two. Instead I have used the
phrase “traditional religion”, which does more justice to the shared and inherited
character of the religious beliefs and practices of the people, and begs fewer
questions about the social geography of pre-Reformation religion. Alas, in
history every generalizing term begs some question: How traditional is
“traditional”? Not every religious custom in the fifteenth century, however
apparently well-established, was immemorial. The greatest feast of the late
medieval church, Corpus Christi, was of comparatively recent institution, and
the Corpus Christi play cycles, which absorbed the energies of a large proportion
of the citizens of towns like York for months on end every year, were new in the
fourteenth century. New feasts emerged as optional pious practices, and were
eventually imposed as universal observances. New saints were venerated and the
old, if not forgotten, at least gracefully retired. New devotional fads were
enthusiastically explored by a laity eager for religious variety, increasingly
literate, and keenly if conventionally devout. My use of the term “traditional”,
therefore, is not meant to imply stasis or impassibility, but to indicate the general
character of a religious culture which was rooted in a repertoire of inherited and
shared beliefs and symbols, while remaining capable of enormous flexibility and
variety.

In attempting to delineate the character of that traditional religion I have
drawn on a wide variety of sources, from liturgical books to painted images,
from saints’ lives and devotional treatises to play-texts, and from
churchwardens’ accounts and ecclesiastical court records to personal
commonplace books and wills. I have also drawn on a good deal of local and
parochial material, especially on the riches of the churches of East Anglia, for
my non-documentary evidence, but, somewhat unfashionably, this is not a
regional study. I am well aware of the importance of regional variation in many
of the institutions and practices I have attempted to describe, from parish
structures to the cult of the saints, but it was an overview I was seeking. In
attempting to provide it I hope I have not imposed a distorting unity on the
variety and complexity of the evidence.

It is the contention of the first part of the book that late medieval Catholicism



exerted an enormously strong, diverse, and vigorous hold over the imagination
and the loyalty of the people up to the very moment of Reformation. Traditional
religion had about it no particular marks of exhaustion or decay, and indeed in a
whole host of ways, from the multiplication of vernacular religious books to
adaptations within the national and regional cult of the saints, was showing itself
well able to meet new needs and new conditions. Nor does it seem to me that
tendencies towards the “privatizing” of religion, or growing lay religious
sophistication and literacy, or growing lay activism and power in gild and parish,
had in them that drive towards Protestantism which some historians have
discerned. That there was much in late medieval religion which was later
developed within a reformed setting is obvious, but there was virtually nothing
in the character of religion in late medieval England which could only or even
best have been developed within Protestantism. The religion of Elizabethan
England was of course full of continuities with and developments of what had
gone before. Even after the iconoclastic hammers and scraping-tools of
conviction Protestantism had done their worst, enough of the old imagery and
old resonances remained in the churches in which the new religion was preached
to complicate, even, in the eyes of some, to compromise, the new teachings. The
preservation within the prayer-book pattern of the old rites of passage and some
of the old forms of reverence made a totally fresh beginning an impossibility,
doubtless to the relief of most of the population. The voracious lay appetite for
religious literature which had already been in evidence in the fifteenth century,
and which the advent of printing stoked furiously, continued to be catered for in
books and broadsides which, for a time at least, freely employed the old types of
religious imagery or passable imitations of it. Yet when all is said and done, the
Reformation was a violent disruption, not the natural fulfilment, of most of what
was vigorous in late medieval piety and religious practice.

That contention, if true, obviously raises a series of major problems for the
historian of the Reformation. If medieval religion was decadent, unpopular, or
exhausted, the success of the Reformation hardly requires explanation. If, on the
contrary, it was vigorous, adaptable, widely understood, and popular, then we
have much yet to discover about the processes and the pace of reform. In the
second part of the book, therefore, I have tried to address some of the problems
raised by the argument of the first part. I have provided a narrative of the
religious changes which took place in England in the fifty years after the break
with Rome, focusing in particular on the impact of those changes in the parishes,
as traditional belief and practice came under ever fiercer pressure from



Protestant regimes. In the process I have offered a reassessment of some of the
central issues in current Reformation historiography. In particular, I have tried to
penetrate the documentary evidence for the apparently ready implementation of
the reform measures imposed on the localities from the centre, and to suggest
that compliance should not be taken to imply agreement with the Protestant
theology underlying the changes. Moreover, I suggest here that the evidence of
the spread of Protestantism discerned by many historians in changing will
preambles from the late 1530s onwards is largely an optical illusion. Historians
have failed to note the pre-Reformation Catholic precedents for types of will
formulae taken to be distinctively “Protestant”, and have ignored or discounted
the prudential factors which led Catholic testators to omit or change Catholic
formulae and bequests. Finally, I have tried to explore the implications for our
understanding and perception of the Marian religious regime of my central claim
about the vitality and popularity of traditional religion. If it is the case that
liturgy, ritual, and traditional religious forms and imagery remained central to
lay religion into the 1540s and beyond, the preoccupation of the Marian regime
with such matters, usually cited as evidence of blinkered reaction and
disastrously mistaken priorities, takes on a radically different complexion. The
Marian episcopate grasped, just as the reformers themselves did, the continuing
vitality and importance of the ritual structures, both material and conceptual, of
traditional religion. Bonner, Pole, and their fellow bishops therefore devised and
launched a campaign for the restoration of those structures, and for the re-
education of the laity in their significance and use, which was both far-seeing
and practical, and which was in fact displaying unmistakable signs of success,
till the death of Queen Mary wrecked the entire enterprise. In my final chapter I
have tried to demonstrate the anxiety of the Elizabethan episcopate about the
persistence and vitality of the forms of traditional religion, an anxiety reflected
in the determination with which they set themselves to achieve the destruction of
them.

My object in this book is to map the range and vigour of late medieval and
early modern English Catholicism, and in the process to exorcize certain types of
writing about the English Reformation. But this is not a history of the late
medieval English Church, nor of the Reformation in its other aspects. In the
interests of keeping an already lengthy work within manageable bounds, I have
largely confined my exploration of traditional religion to the parish setting,
saying almost nothing about the important and widespread influence of the
religious orders. The reader will also search in vain in these pages for any



extended discussion of Lollardy, or of the earliest English Protestants. This is not
because I doubt the existence or significance of either group, though I do think
that Reformation historians have by and large overestimated their numbers and
their significance. Because, until comparatively recently, English medieval
historians have tended to concentrate on earlier periods, the late medieval
English Church has largely been studied by Reformation historians, and hence
through the eyes of its critics, Lollard or Protestant, and in the light of its demise
at the hands of the Crown — the fifteenth century diminished to the status of a set
on which the real drama of Reformation was to take place. The assumptions
underlying such an approach to late medieval religion have already been
vigorously questioned by sixteenth-century historians like Jack Scarisbrick and
Christopher Haigh. If this book with its broader time-span does anything to
persuade its readers of the intrinsic interest and vitality of fifteenth- and early
sixteenth-century English Catholicism, and to set a question mark against some
common assumptions about the character and progress of the Reformation up to
the middle years of Elizabeth's reign, it will have served its purpose.

I1

The narrative framework of the second part of this book is, I hope, self-
explanatory and self-justifying. Something, however, needs to be said here about
the structure of the first part. Late medieval religion was both enormously varied
and extremely tightly knit: any thread pulled from the multicoloured pattern will
lead us eventually to its centre. To select a starting-point and set out themes is
therefore to some extent an arbitrary exercise. I have elected to present my
material in four clusters, which I hope will help to steer the reader through the
sometimes daunting riches of late medieval English religion.

In the first section, “Liturgy, Learning, and the Laity”, which consists of two
chapters, I explore two ways in which lay folk appropriated for themselves
traditional religion, as a system of worship and as an inherited belief system.
Since it was in Latin, the late medieval liturgy is often thought of as the preserve
of the clergy, a complex and imperfectly intelligible spectacle in which lay folk
were passive onlookers. In the first chapter, “Seasons and Signs”, I attempt to
show that this is in fact a misleading perception, and to examine some of the
ways in which the laity were able to appropriate, develop, and use the repertoire
of inherited ritual to articulate their experience of community and their own role
and status within it, their personal hopes and aspirations, and their sense of the



larger order and meaning of the world in which they lived and out of which they
would one day die. In the second chapter, “How the Plowman Learned his
Paternoster”, I explore the formal and informal means by which the official
teaching programme of the Church, articulated in synodal and episcopal acts and
countless pastoral handbooks, was transmitted to and appropriated by the
ordinary parishioner. I argue that this process was one in which lay and clerical
initiative had as important a role as hierarchical directives. The evidence of
surviving church iconography in painting, carving, and glass, and of the contents
of the religious commonplace collections produced by growing lay literacy,
suggests that the late medieval Church was a highly successful educator. The
fundamentals of Christianity as then conceived had been absorbed, internalized
and improvised on by lay people, a process which the advent of printing did not
challenge, but endorsed.

The second section of part I, “Encountering the Holy”, examines what I take
to be three of the central, focal points of the late medieval Catholic sense of the
sacred: the Mass, the holy communities of parish and gild, and the saints. Widely
different as they are, all three of these focal points have in common a shared
preoccupation with the communal, and a sense of the intimate interweaving of
this world and the next; all three are concerned with the visible and tangible
embodiment of absolute value, of the sacred within the human community.

Prayer is the fundamental religious activity, and in section three, ‘Prayers and
Spells”, I consider the ways in which late medieval lay people prayed. The late
Middle Ages saw an astonishing proliferation of texts aimed to help lay people
to pray, a development in which the advent of printing played a crucial part. On
the eve of the Reformation there were probably over 50,000 Books of Hours or
Primers in circulation among the English laity. No other book commanded
anything like such a readership, and they offer an unrivalled insight into the
religious preoccupations of the people who used them, yet the Primers have been
virtually ignored by religious historians. Taking these Primers as a basic source,
in these chapters I analyse the modes, methods, and matter of lay prayer, and the
beliefs which underlay it. The range of material used by lay people in these
books was enormous, from the liturgical prayers of the Little Hours of the Virgin
or the Office of the Dead, to bizarre and apparently magical incantations based
on the names of God. They therefore pose in an acute form the question of the
relation between orthodox Christianity and magic in the religion of the late
medieval laity. It is my contention that this “magical” dimension of late
medieval religion can best be understood in the context of the official liturgy,



from which it borrowed most of its rhetoric and ritual strategies: in this
perspective it represents not superstition, a largely meaningless pejorative term,
but lay Christianity.

The fourth and final section of part I, “Now, and at the Hour of our Death”,
deals with late medieval belief about death and the world beyond death. There is
a case for saying that the defining doctrine of late medieval Catholicism was
Purgatory. These two chapters seek to set that belief in context, to explore late
medieval thinking about death and judgement, to examine the deathbed ministry
of the Church, to analyse the imagery and institutions in which the doctrine of
Purgatory was articulated. But I also suggest that the cult of the dead, so central
in the pieties of every late medieval Catholic, was also in an important and often
overlooked sense a cult of the living, a way of articulating convictions about the
extent and ordering of the human community, and hence of what it was to be
human. In this perspective, the Reformation attack on the cult of the dead was
more than a polemic against a “false” metaphysical belief: it was an attempt to
redefine the boundaries of human community, and, in an act of exorcism, to limit
the claims of the past, and the people of the past, on the people of the present.

1 An excellent bibliographical survey of recent work on the late medieval church is to be found in Peter
Heath's “Between Reform and Reformation: the English Church in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
centuries”, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, XLI, 1990, pp. 647-78.



PART 1

THE STRUCTURES OF TRADITIONAL
RELIGION



A: Liturgy, Learning, and the Laity



CHAPTER 1

SEASONS AND SIGNS: THE LITURGICAL YEAR

Any study of late medieval religion must begin with the liturgy, for within that
great seasonal cycle of fast and festival, of ritual observance and symbolic
gesture, lay Christians found the paradigms and the stories which shaped their
perception of the world and their place in it. Within the liturgy birth, copulation,
and death, journeying and homecoming, guilt and forgiveness, the blessing of
homely things and the call to pass beyond them were all located, tested, and
sanctioned. In the liturgy and in the sacramental celebrations which were its
central moments, medieval people found the key to the meaning and purpose of
their lives.

For the late medieval laity, the liturgy functioned at a variety of levels,
offering spectacle, instruction, and a communal context for the affective piety
which sought even in the formalized action of the Mass and its attendant
ceremonies a stimulus to individual devotion. Ecclesiastical law and the
vigilance of bishop, archdeacon, and parson sought to ensure as a minimum
regular and sober attendance at matins, Mass, and evensong on Sundays and
feasts, and annual confession and communion at Easter. But the laity expected
and gave far more in the way of involvement with the action and symbolism of
the liturgy than those minimum requirements suggest.

It is widely recognized, for example, that the liturgy's ritual structures
provided a means of ordering and perhaps also of negotiating social relations.
The etiquette of liturgical precedence in the late Middle Ages reflected deep-
seated anxieties about order and influence within the “secular” reality of the
community. Mervyn James has written eloquently of the way in which the
Corpus Christi procession in late medieval communities “became the point of
reference in relation to which the structure of precedence and authority in the
town is made visually present”. This was the “social miracle”, the sacramental
embodiment of social reality. But it was often, perhaps always, a precarious and
difficult process, an attempt to tame and contain disorder, or to impose the
hegemony of particular groups, rather than the straightforward expression of the
inner harmonies of a community at peace with itself. Bloody riots broke out



during the Chester Corpus Christi procession in 1399, and an ordinance, made at
Newcastle in 1536 but referring to earlier events, spoke of regulating the
procession “in avoideing of dissencion and discord that hath been among the
Crafts of the ... Towne as of man slaughter and murder and other mischiefs ...
and to induce love charity peace and right”.L

What was true of the social complexities of the great towns was true also for
individuals and for villages, where the passion for one's own proper “worship”
was just as highly developed. The Wife of Bath's determination that

In al the parisshe wif ne was ther noon

That to the offrynge bifore hire sholde goon

is well-known and, as we shall see, far from singular.2 Mere participation in
ceremony, therefore, was no infallible indicator of either individual piety or
social harmony. As the village or urban community's most usual gathering-place,
the church and the ceremonies conducted there certainly had many functions not
envisaged by the rubrics. Young men went to church to survey the young
women, and a neighbour attempted the seduction of Margery Kempe as they
both went in to evensong on the patronal festival of their parish church.
Margery's is our only account of such an encounter by a participant, but the
situation was evidently sufficiently common to provide the material for a
number of ribald carols:

As I went on Yol Day in our procession,

Knew I joly Jankin by his mery ton.
Kyrieleison.

Jankin at the Sanctus craked a merie note,

And yet me thinketh it dos me good, — I payed for his coat.
Kyrieleison.

Jankin at the Agnus bered the pax-brede;

He twinkled, but said nout, and on min fot he trede
Kyrieleison

Benedicamus Domino, Crist fro schame me shilde.

Deo Gracias, therto — alas, I go with childe!
Kyrieleison.2

Some days, like St Agnes's Eve, were less noted for their religious observances

than for the rituals by which young women sought to discover the identity of



their future sweethearts.# And there were in the parish calendar days which
hardly seem religious at all. The hock ceremonies, held on the Monday and
Tuesday of the second week of Easter, when bands of men and women held
travellers of the opposite sex to ransom for fines, are a case in point, but they
received some sort of sanction by being used to augment church funds. The
plough ceremonies, held on the first working day after Christmas, were fertility
rites, when the young men of the village harnessed themselves to a plough which
they dragged round the parish, ploughing up the ground before the door of any
household which refused to pay a token. Once again, these patently pagan
observances were absorbed into the religious calendar: many churches had a
“plough-light”, perhaps burning before the Sacrament or the Rood. At Cawston
in Norfolk the magnificently carved beam of the plough gallery survives, with its
fertility prayer and its final pun on the fund-raising plough ales or festivals:

God spede the plow

And send us all corne enow

our purpose for to mak

at crow of cok of the plowlete of Sygate
Be mery and glade

Wat Goodale this work mad.2

There were, too, a number of feast-days which had a clear, Christian, religious
rationale, but which had absorbed round them ludic and parodying observances
which were always problematic for the sternly orthodox. The boy-bishop
celebrations associated with St Nicholas's day on 6 December, and similar
celebrations in which children carried out episcopal or priestly functions and
exercised rule over their seniors, associated with the feasts of St Katherine, St
Clement, and the Holy Innocents, are a case in point. A perfectly good Christian
justification could be offered for these popular observances, however close to the
bone their elements of parody and misrule brought them: Christ's utterances
about children and the Kingdom of Heaven, Isaiah's prophecy that a little child
shall lead them, and the theme of inversion and the world turned upside-down
found in texts like the “Magnificat” could all be invoked in their defence.
Equally clearly, more explosive, more complex, and less pious social tensions
were at work here, in a society in which age and authority could bear heavily on
the young .8

The relation of the Christian calendar to turning-points of the seasons —



Christmas and the winter solstice, Easter and spring — meant also that many
observances associated with the religious feast served to articulate instincts and
energies which were not exclusively Christian, however readily they could be
accommodated within a Christian framework. The dances and games with balls
and eggs and flowers played in many communities at Easter, sometimes in the
church itself, are a case in point, for they are clearly related to the spring theme
of fertility, but perhaps the clearest examples are the battles, staged all over
Europe, between the flesh and the spirit, Christmas and Lent, on Shrove
Tuesday.Z One such battle was enacted in Norwich in January 1443, when John
Gladman (aptly named) disguised himself as King of Christmas, and rode
crowned round the city on a horse decked out in tinfoil, preceded by a pageant of
the months “disguysed as the seson requiryd” and with Lent (March) clad in
“whyte and red heryngs skinns and his hors trappyd with oystershells after him,
in token that sadnesse shuld folowe and an holy tyme”. This masking was
perhaps not as innocent as it was subsequently made out to be: for one thing, it
came a month too early, and riots ensued, in which deep-seated and long-
standing resentments against the authority over the city of the bishop and priory
of Norwich found vent. The church authorities were convinced that the masking
was no laughing matter, and that Gladman was the leader of an insurrection. The
details need not concern us, for, whatever his motives, Gladman was clearly able
to call on a vocabulary derived from the ritual calendar, in which secular and
sacred themes, the polarities of fast and feast and downright misrule, were
difficult to disentangle.8

Yet while acknowledging the secular functions, respectable or otherwise, of
liturgy and liturgical time in late medieval England, it is impossible not to be
struck also, and more forcibly, by the abundant evidence of the internalization of
its specifically religious themes and patterns and their devotional elaboration in
lay piety. This aspect of late medieval devotion is perhaps most familiar to the
twentieth century in connection with Christmas, particularly in the enormous
richness of the late medieval carol tradition, designed for convivial use yet
pervasively indebted to liturgical hymnody: the constant allusive use in carols of
Latin tags and whole lines from the hymns and proses of the Offices and Masses
of Advent and the Christmas season argues a widespread lay familiarity with
those parts of the liturgy. Less obviously, the same familiarity is presupposed in
the highly compressed liturgical framework of reference which underlies
apparently simple vernacular nativity poems like “I sing of a maiden” and
“Adam lay abounden”.2 But the centrality of the liturgy in lay religious



consciousness was not confined to Christmas, and even more dramatic if less
familiar evidence may be found in a connection with other festivals. Miri Rubin
has explored one such, the feast of Corpus Christi.l? I shall consider here two
rather different feasts, Candlemas and Holy Week.

Candlemas, the feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary or,
alternatively, of the Presentation of the Infant Jesus in the Temple, was
celebrated forty days after Christmas, on 2 February, and constituted the last
great festival of the Christmas cycle. The texts prescribed for the feast in
breviary and missal emphasize the Christmas paradoxes of the strength of the
eternal God displayed in the fragility of the new-born child, of the appearance of
the divine light in the darkness of human sin, of renewal and rebirth in the dead
time of the year, and of the new life of Heaven manifested to Simeon's, and the
world's, old age.l! Celebrated as a “Greater Double” — that is, of lesser solemnity
only than the supreme feasts such as Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost, but of
equal status to Trinity Sunday, Corpus Christi, and All Saints — its importance in
the popular mind is reflected in the fact that it was one of the days on which,
according to the legend of St Brendan, Judas was allowed out of Hell to ease his
torment in the sea.12 The Purification was marked by one of the most elaborate
processions of the liturgical year, when every parishioner was obliged to join in,
carrying a blessed candle, which was offered, together with a penny, to the priest
at Mass. The candles so offered were part of the laity's parochial dues, and were
probably often burned before the principal image of the Virgin in the church.13
An account survives from fourteenth-century Friesthorpe in Lincolnshire of a
row between the rector and his parish because on the day after Candlemas
“maliciously and against the will of the parishioners” he took down and carried
off all the candles which the previous day had been set before the Image of the
Blessed Virgin, “for devotion and penance” 4 The blessing of candles and
procession took place immediately before the parish Mass, and, in addition to the
candles offered to the priest, many others were blessed, including the great
Paschal candle used in the ceremonies for the blessing of the baptismal water at
Easter and Pentecost. The people then processed round the church carrying
lighted candles, and the “Nunc Dimittis” was sung. Mass began immediately
afterwards with the singing of verses from Psalm 47, “We have received your
mercy, O God, in the midst of your temple.”12

The imaginative power of all this for the laity is readily understood, for the
texts of the ceremony are eloquent evocations of the universal symbolism of
light, life, and renewal, themes which were carefully expounded in Candlemas



sermons.i® But there was more to the appeal of Candlemas than mere
symbolism, however eloquent. The first of the five prayers of blessing in the
ritual for Candlemas unequivocally attributes apotropaic power to the blessed
wax, asking that “wherever it shall be lit or set up, the devil may flee away in
fear and trembling with all his ministers, out of those dwellings, and never
presume again to disquiet your servants”.1Z Here, undoubtedly, lay one of the
principal keys to the imaginative power of Candlemas over lay minds. The
people took blessed candles away from the ceremony, to be lit during
thunderstorms or in times of sickness, and to be placed in the hands of the dying.

Whose candelle burneth cleere and bright, a wondrous force and might.
Doth in these candelles lie, which, if at any time they light,

They sure believe that neither storm nor tempest dare abide,

Nor thunder in the skie be heard, nor any divil spide,

Nor fearfull sprites that walk by night, nor hurt by frost and haile.18

The Tudor jest-book, A Hundred Merry Tales, tells the story of John Adoyne,
a Suffolk man who unwittingly terrifies his neighbours by wandering around the
town in his demon's costume after a local religious play. The squire, on being
told that the devil is at his door, “marvelously abashed called up his chaplain and
made the holy candle to be lighted and gat holy water” to conjure him away.12
The beliefs suggested in the jest were no laughing matter. The Golden Legend
has a story of a devout woman who, unable to attend the Candlemas celebrations
at her local church, was granted a dream vision of a heavenly celebration of the
Candlemas liturgy, in which Christ was the priest, assisted by the deacon saints
Laurence and Vincent, while a company of virgins sang the Candlemas
antiphons. The Blessed Virgin herself led the procession and offered a candle.
Angels gave the dreamer a candle to offer in her turn to the priest, according to
custom, but she refused to part with so great a relic: the angel tried to wrest it
from her grip, and she awoke to find the broken stump in her hand (PL. 1). This
piece of holy candle was henceforth reverenced as a “a grete jewel, tresoure and
a relyck”, so that “alle the seke whomever it touchid afterward were there-
through hole delyvered”. This story, almost invariably included in Candlemas
sermons and vividly illustrated at Eton and in the Winchester Cathedral Lady
Chapel series of frescos of the miracles of the Virgin, was clearly designed to
impress on congregations the solemnity and importance of the Candlemas
observances, and the rewards of devotion to the Virgin. But the celestial candle-



stump must also have provided a paradigm for lay perception of the holiness and
power of the candles, the “highly prized sacramental” which they took away
from the ceremony.2? Not surprisingly, the distribution of these holy candles,
and the empowerment of lay people against hostile and evil forces which they
represented, tended to override every other aspect of the feast in popular
consciousness, so much so that the clergy might make a point of distinguishing
between popular usage and the official character of the feast — “this day is callyd
of many men Candylmasse. But that is of non auctorite, but of custom of
folke.”2L This clerical suspicion of “custom of folk” is understandable, since
according to the author of Dives and Pauper the laity were capable of diverting
such sacramentals to nefarious ends: witches were known to drop wax from the
holy candle into the footprints of those they hated, causing their feet to rot off.22

Of course none of the scriptural passages associated with the Feast of the
Purification makes any mention of candles. The imagery of light in the
ceremonies was derived from Simeon's song, in which the child Jesus is hailed
as “a light to lighten the Gentiles”. The Golden Legend made it clear that the
processional candles on the feast were carried to represent Jesus, and underlined
the point with an elaborate exposition of the significance of wax, wick, and
flame as representing Jesus’ body, soul, and godhead, an exposition invariably
taken over into Candlemas sermons.23 In lay consciousness, however, the annual
procession with candles, far from remaining a secondary symbolic feature,
invaded and transformed the scriptural scene. In late medieval paintings of the
Purification like the Weston Diptych, in the Order of St John Museum, St John's
Gate, London, the setting is clearly a parish church and the scriptural figures,
including the child Jesus Himself, carry candles, like good fifteenth-century
parishioners, as they do in the Purification scene in the window at East Harling
(Pl. 2). Similarly, in the Chester Purification play Mary offers the scriptural
doves, but Joseph declares to Simeon

A signe I offer here allsoe

of virgin waxe, as other moo,
in tokeninge shee hase lived oo
in full devotion.24

Mary and Joseph and Anne made a “worshipful processioun” to the Temple with
the Child, according to the Candlemas sermon in the Speculum Sacerdotale, a
phrase which reveals the extent to which popular liturgical observances had



come to shape perceptions of the scriptural event which they commemorated.22

The Candlemas ceremonies help to emphasize a distinctive feature of late
medieval liturgy, one which brings it close to the practice of private meditation.
This tradition, embodied in such works as the Meditationes Vitae Christi,
stressed the spiritual value of vivid mental imagining of the events of the life of
Christ, especially his Passion, to “make hym-selfe present in his thoghte as if he
sawe fully with his bodyly eghe all the thyngys that be-fell abowte the crosse
and the glorious passione of our Lorde Ihesu”.28 This search for spiritual
communion with God through vivid picturing of the events of Christ's life and
death was, of course, evolved as part of an individual and intensely inner
spirituality. But it came to be applied to the liturgy itself, and to be seen as the
ideal way of participating in the Church's worship. The pious lay person at Mass
was urged to internalize by such meditation the external actions of the priest and
ministers. The early sixteenth-century treatise Meditatyons for goostely exercyse,
In the tyme of the masse interprets the gestures and movements of the priest in
terms of the events of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday, and urges the layman
to “Call to your remembrance and Imprinte Inwardly In your hart by holy
meditation, the holl processe of the passyon, frome the Mandy unto the poynt of
crysts deeth.”?Z The effect of this sort of guidance was to encourage the
development of representational elements in the liturgy and to set the laity
looking for these elements. The Candlemas procession and ceremonies, enacting
the journey up to Jerusalem and Mary's offering in the Temple there, were
ideally suited to such an understanding of the working of liturgy, and this was
certainly an element in their popularity with lay people. Margery Kempe tells
how at Candlemas

whan the sayd creatur be-held the pepil wyth her candelys in cherch, hir mende was raveschyd in-to
beholdyng of owr Lady offeryng hyr blisful Sone owre Savyowr to the preyst Simeon in the Tempyl,
as verily to hir gostly undirstondyng as [if] sche had be ther in hir bodily presens.

This inner contemplation was so intense that, beholding it and

the hevynly songys that hir thowt sche hard whan owr blisful Lord was offeryd up to Symeon that
sche myth ful evyl beryn up hir owyn candel to the preyst, as other folke dedyn at the tyme of the

offeryng, but went waveryng on eche syde as it had ben a drunkyn woman.2

Margery's response was characteristically extreme, but in essence her



expectation of the liturgy was very much that of her neighbours, and there is no
reason to think that the “hevynly songys” were anything other than the liturgical
chants for the day, sung with all the splendour and resources which a great urban
church like St Margaret's, Lynn, could command. The Candlemas ceremonies
were designed to summon up the scenes they commemorated, and the quest for
the visionary vividness which made Margery unsteady on her feet lay behind the
tendency in late medieval England to elaborate and make more explicit the
representational and dramatic dimension of the liturgy.

There were limits to how far this process could be carried within the formal
structure of the liturgy itself, so the Candlemas ceremonies generated para-
liturgical and dramatic elaborations. The gild of the Blessed Virgin Mary at
Beverley, founded in the 1350s, moved from liturgical re-enactment to dramatic
impersonation. Each year on the morning of Candlemas the gild assembled at
some place distant from the church. One of their number, “qui ad hoc aptior
invenietur”, nobly and decently dressed and adorned as the Queen of Heaven,
carried a doll in her arms to represent the Christ child. Two other gild members
dressed as Joseph and Simeon, and yet another two dressed as angels carried a
candelabrum or hearse of twenty-four thick wax lights. Surrounded by other
great lights, and to the accompaniment of “music and rejoicing”, they processed
to the church, the sisters of the gild immediately after the Blessed Virgin,
followed by the brethren, two by two, each carrying a candle of half a pound
weight. At the church, the Virgin was to offer her Son to Simeon at the high
altar, and then the gild members, one by one, offered their candles and a penny
apiece.

There is no explicit mention in the gild certificate of a Mass, but it is very
unlikely that this would have taken place without one. The Beverley gild of St
Helen, which mounted a similar costumed procession and tableau of the finding
of the Holy Cross once a year, and whose gild certificate very closely resembles
that of the Candlemas gild, made their offerings at a Mass: the presumption must
be that the Candlemas tableau was part of a procession and Mass.22 But at any
rate, what we have here is clearly an elaboration and extension of the parochial
Candlemas celebrations, encouraging an even deeper or more immediate sense
of imaginative participation in the biblical event by gild members than that
offered by the prescribed liturgy. And the observances of other Candlemas gilds,
even where they lacked the mimetic elements of the Beverley ceremony, must
have served similarly to heighten and internalize the themes of the parochial
liturgy. Margery Kempe's intense imagining of the scriptural scene may well be



connected with the activities of the Candlemas gild which we know functioned
in her parish church.32

Nevertheless, it is the liturgical celebration which shaped and defined such
gild observances, and the same centrality of the pattern of the liturgy is evident
in a number of the surviving Corpus Christi plays of the Purification. In the East
Anglian Ludus Coventriae play of the Purification, for example, Simeon receives
the child Jesus with a speech which is simply a literal verse rendering of the
opening psalm of the Mass of the feast. While he holds the child in his arms, a
choir sings “Nunc Dimittis”, almost certainly to the Candlemas processional
music. Joseph distributes candles to Mary, Simeon, and Anna, and takes one
himself. Having thus formed, in the words of the Speculum, a “worshipful
processioun”, they go together to the altar, where Mary lays the child, and
Joseph offers the temple priest five pence. For the audience, the whole play
would have been inescapably redolent of the familiar Candlemas liturgy, and in
essence an extension of it.31

Deliberate evocation of the Candlemas liturgy is even more obvious in the
Digby play of Candlemas, where, after Simeon has received the Child and
expounded the “Nunc Dimittis”, Anna the prophetess calls together a band of
girls, and forms them up:

Ye pure Virgynes in that ye may or can,
with tapers of wax loke ye come forth here
and worship this child very god and man

Offrid in this temple be his moder dere.
Simeon, as priest, takes charge

Now, Mary, I shull tell you how I am purposed:

to worshipe this lord / I will go procession;

ffor I se anna, with virgynes disposed,

mekly as nowe, to your sonys laudacion.32
Mary and Joseph agree and they all process in order “abought the tempill”, the
virgins singing “Nunc Dimittis”, again almost certainly to the liturgical setting
for the Candlemas liturgy. At the end of the procession Simeon preaches a little
sermon, comparing the candle, wax, wick, and flame, to Christ's body, soul, and
divinity. This is a homiletic commonplace, found in the Golden Legend and from
there in Mirk's Candlemas sermon, and so a staple in Candlemas homilies in



parish churches up and down the country. Anna then urges the maidens to follow
her

... and shewe ye summe plesur as ye can,
3

In the worshipe of Iesu, our lady, and seynt Anne.33
She then leads the company in a dance. This and the final dance of virgins to the
accompaniment of minstrels, with which the play concludes, takes it beyond the
scope of liturgy, but not perhaps worlds away from para-liturgical observances
like those of the Beverley Candlemas Gild, which, the gild certificate states,
were to conclude “cum gaudio”. What is beyond argument, however, is that the
spectrum of Candlemas observances evident in these sources testifies to a
profound and widespread lay assimilation and deployment of the imagery,
actions, and significance of the liturgy of the feast. And the introduction of a
“folk” element into the Digby play, in the form of dances “in the worshipe of
Iesu, our lady, and seynt Anne”, serves to warn us against underestimating the
links between liturgical observance and the “secular” celebratory and ludic
dimensions of lay culture at the end of the Middle Ages.34

The Ceremonies of Holy Week

Holy Week, the period from Palm Sunday to Easter Day, constituted the heart of
the late medieval Church's year, just as the Passion of Christ, solemnly
commemorated then, lay at the heart of late medieval Christianity. The
ceremonies of Holy Week were extremely elaborate, especially from the
Wednesday onwards, when each day had its distinctive ritual observances. But
much of the ceremonial prescribed in the Sarum rite had by the fifteenth century
long since lost its imaginative power for lay people. The Easter Vigil, for
example, with its elaborate ceremony of light, even now one of the most striking
and moving parts of Catholic liturgy, was not held in darkness but on the
morning of Holy Saturday, in broad daylight, and appears to have attracted no
lay interest whatever. Lay people did attend the Tenebrae services on
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. These were celebrations of the divine Office
during which candles were snuffed out one by one to symbolize the
abandonment of Jesus by his disciples: the standard sermon collections include
explanations of this striking ceremony.22 But to judge by lay sources of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the aspects of Holy Week which consistently
seemed to matter to parishioners were the Palm Sunday procession, the



veneration or “creeping to the cross” on Good Friday, the observances associated
with the Easter sepulchre, and of course the annual reception of communion —
“taking one's rights” — on Easter Sunday, an action which was necessarily
preceded by going to confession. Confession and communion will be dealt with
elsewhere, but an exploration of the other components of Holy Week observance
will do much to flesh out our sense of the ways in which the laity appropriated
and used the liturgy.

The Palm Sunday procession was by the end of the Middle Ages the most
elaborate and eloquent of the processions of the Sarum rite, with the possible
exception of the special case of Corpus Christi. The parish Mass began as usual
with the blessing and sprinkling of holy water. Immediately that had been done
the story of Christ's entry into Jerusalem and greeting by the crowds with palms
was read from St John's Gospel. The priest then blessed flowers and green
branches, which were called palms but were usually yew, box, or willow.38 The
palms were distributed and clergy and people processed out of the church, led by
a painted wooden cross without a figure. The procession moved to a large cross
erected in the churchyard, normally on the north side of the building at its east
end, the choir singing a series of anthems recapitulating the biblical story of
Palm Sunday (PI. 3).

While the palms were being distributed a special shrine supported on two
poles was prepared, into which the church's principal relics were placed, along
with the Blessed Sacrament to represent Christ. According to the rubrics, this
shrine, carried by two clerks and sheltered by a silken canopy, was now brought
in procession to join the parishioners and clergy at the churchyard Palm cross.
By the end of the Middle Ages this aspect of the rite had been simplified in
many places, the Host being carried instead in a monstrance by a single priest. In
the meantime the story of Christ's triumphal entry into Jerusalem from
Matthew's Gospel was read to the parishioners in the churchyard. The procession
with the Blessed Sacrament now approached the parochial procession gathered
at the 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. In popular English practice this part of the ritual was elaborated, the
singers of the anthem being costumed as Old Testament prophets with flowing
wigs and false beards: payments “for hyering of the heres for the p[ro]fetys
uppon Palme Sundaye” are a regular item of expense in many surviving sets of
churchwardens’ accounts.3Z At Long Melford in Suffolk the part of the prophet



was played by “a boy with a thing in his hand”, a wand or staff of some sort or
possibly a scroll, who stood on the turret over the Rood-loft stairs, on the outside
of the Clopton aisle on the north side of Melford church, and pointed to the
Sacrament while the “Ecce Rex Tuus” was sung.38 The two processions then
merged, and a series of invocations to the Host were sung:

Hail, thou whom the people of the Hebrews bear witness to as Jesus ...
Hail, light of the world, king of kings, glory of heaven

Hail, our salvation, our true peace, our redemption, our strength ...

During the singing the procession moved round the east end of the church to the
south side, where a high scaffold had been erected (PI. 4). 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 Mass-wafers (“obols” or “singing-
cakes”) were usually strewn before the Sacrament from this scaffolding, to be
scrambled for by the children. At Long Melford they were “cast over among the
boys”. There is no doubting the attraction of this picturesque feature of the Palm
Sunday ceremonies to lay people, or its dramatic potential, and the singing of the
hymn “Gloria, Laus” and scattering of flowers before the procession were
adopted wholesale in the “N-Town” play of the Entry into Jerusalem.32

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. In many parishes the priest elaborated the prescribed
ceremony at this point by taking the processional cross and striking the door
with its foot, symbolically demanding entry for Christ, a gesture interpreted as
representing Christ's harrowing of Hell, after bursting the gates of death. For
some reason this gesture was expressly forbidden by the rubricists, but it was
clearly widespread and evidently spoke to many parishioners: Margery Kempe
comments specifically on its devotional effect on her.22 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 (PI.
5) 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:



Hail, our King, Son of David, Redeemer of the World, whom the prophets proclaimed the saviour of
the house of Israel who is to come. You indeed are the saving victim whom the Father has sent into
the world, for whom the saints have waited from the beginning of the world. Blessed is he who

comes in the name of the Lord, Hosanna in the highest.4

Mass then began, but at the Gospel there was a final, striking deviation from
the normal Sunday liturgy. The whole of the Passion story from St Matthew's
Gospel was sung, by three clerks in churches which had the resources, the words
of Jesus in a bass register, the narrator in a tenor one, and the words of the crowd
in an alto. It was widely believed that crosses made during this reading of the
Passion narrative had apotropaic powers, and many people brought sticks and
string to church on Palm Sunday to be made up into crosses, a dimension of
popular participation in the ritual which became a particular target of reformed
criticism. Less controversially, in many parishes the reading of the Gospel was
elaborated in the interests of dramatic effect and it was often sung by clerks
standing in the Rood-loft itself, at the foot of the Crucifix which the whole
parish had just venerated. With regional variations, this highly dramatic ritual
was enacted all over late medieval Europe, but the English versions had a
number of distinctive features, of which the most important was the use of the
Blessed Sacrament to represent Christ. In many parts of Europe the presence of
Christ was symbolized by a cross or a Gospel book, in Germany usually by a
life-sized wooden carving of Christ on a donkey, which ran on wheels, the
Palmesel 42

The Palmesel was an obvious manifestation of a feature of late medieval
worship we have already noticed in connection with the Candlemas rituals, the
tendency to turn liturgy into “sacred performance”. The use of the Sacrament in
English Palm Sunday ceremonies was at once more and less dramatic than the
representational realism evident in the Palmesel, which looked like Jesus and
directly represented the ride into Jerusalem. The Blessed Sacrament did not look
like Jesus, but, far more vividly, was Jesus, body, blood, soul, and divinity,
taking part in the communal re-enactment of his entry into the city not by a
wooden proxy, but with all the overwhelming reality which late medieval
believers attributed to the Host.

The Host was rarely carried in procession outside the church: the other festival
on which this was done, Corpus Christi, was conceived and presented in late
medieval communities as a celebration of the corporate life of the body social,
created and ordered by the presence of the Body of Christ among them. The



Palm Sunday procession, from which much of the Corpus Christi ritual was
derived, was also a celebration of the redeeming presence of the divine within
the community, made visible and concrete as the Host was carried around the
churchyard, surrounded by the entire parish. The York play of the entry into
Jerusalem catches this dimension of the Palm Sunday celebrations particularly
clearly, when eight citizens of Jerusalem greet Christ in a series of invocations
which are highly reminiscent of, and probably modelled on, the “Ave”
invocations of the Palm Sunday procession

Hayll conqueror, hayll most of myght,
Hayle rawnsoner of synfull all,
Hayll pytefull, hayll lovely light,
Hayll to us welcome be schall,
Hayll kyng of Jues.
Hayll comely corse that we the call

With mirthe that newes.
Hayll domysman dredful, that all schall deme,
Hayll that all quyk and dede schall lowte,
Hayll whom our worscippe most will seme
Hayll whom all thyng schall drede and dowte.
We welcome the,
Hayll and welcome of all abowte

To owre cete.43

The similarity of these invocations to the prayers used by the laity at the
elevation at Mass is very striking. The dramatic Christ of the play has been
subsumed into the Eucharistic Christ. The play's “Burghers of Jerusalem” are
patently citizens of York, welcoming the presence of Christ among them, like
the four yeomen who carried the canopy over the Sacrament on Palm Sunday at
Long Melford, instead of the solitary clerk stipulated in the rubrics. It was
precisely this entry into “owre cete” of Christ, ransomer and doomsman, in the
form of the “comely corse” (Pl. 6), Corpus Christi, surrounded by “al the pepil”,
that the parish liturgy of Palm Sunday celebrated. As the Ludus Coventriae play
of the entry has it, “Neyborys gret joye in our herte we may make that this hefly
kyng wole vycyte this cyte.”44

Palm Sunday was emphatically a celebration of the saving work of Christ: the
cross and the miracle of the Mass which perpetuated the effects of the cross



within the community lay at its centre. But the last days of Holy Week, from
Maundy Thursday to Easter Day, formed a distinctive unit by themselves. They
were packed with striking ceremonial and charged with intense religious
emotion, for the ceremonies and texts of these days gathered up and gave
eloquent expression to all the major themes of late medieval piety. There can be
no question of the importance of these ceremonies for lay people, an importance
reflected in the extended Holy Week meditation which forms chapters 78-81 of
The Book of Margery Kempe.42 It is not perhaps surprising to find an aspirant to
sanctity like Margery interested in these solemn ceremonies, but their wider
appeal was grudgingly acknowledged by John Mirk, in his Festial. In addition to
the model sermons for each of the major days of Holy Week, Mirk provided a
compendium of ritual notes for unlearned clergy unable to make “a graythe
answer” to the eager questions put to them by parishioners anxious to make
sense of the unusually rich ceremonial of the season. Mirk, writing at a time of
anxiety about the spread of Lollardy, chose to interpret such questioning as
springing from a desire to expose the ignorance of the clergy, but there was no
denying the phenomenon. “Lewde men,” he complained, “wheche buthe of
many wordys and proude in hor wit” will insist on asking priests questions “of
thynges that towchen to servyce of holy chyrche, and namly of thys tyme” 46
The Easter Triduum began with Maundy Thursday, when Mass was
celebrated with extra solemnity, the priest consecrating three Hosts, one for his
communion at the Mass, one for his communion at the Good Friday liturgy, and
the third to be used in the sepulchre ceremonies. After Mass the altars of the
church were ritually stripped of all their coverings and ornaments, while a series
of responsories from the Passion narratives and the prophets were sung. As each
altar was stripped the priest intoned a collect of the saint to whom it was
dedicated. Each of the altars then had water and wine poured on it and was
washed, using a broom of sharp twigs.4Z Every detail of this vivid ceremony was
allegorized in popular preaching — the stripping of the altars was the stripping of
Jesus for death, the water and wine were the water and blood from his side, the
broom of twigs the scourges or the crown of thorns.#8In cathedrals, religious
houses, and great churches this ceremony was followed immediately by the
Maundy, or solemn washing of feet, in imitation of Christ in the account of the
last supper in St John's Gospel. To judge by the silence on this subject of
surviving Holy Week parish sermons explaining the ritual, this foot-washing was
omitted in many parish churches. In Mirk's compendium of information on the
ceremonies of Holy Week the scriptural foot-washing is mentioned, but he is



more directly concerned to explain a feature of the ceremonies of the day which
would have impinged directly on lay liturgy, the absence of the pax from the
Maundy Mass, “for Iudas betrayd Crist thys nyght wyth a cosse” 42

Good Friday in the late Middle Ages was a day of deepest mourning. No Mass
was celebrated, and the main liturgical celebration of the day was a solemn and
penitential commemoration of the Passion. The whole of the narrative from St
John's Gospel was read, with a small dramatic embellishment: at the words
“They parted my garments among them” the clerks parted and removed two
linen cloths which had been specially placed for the purpose on the otherwise
bare altar. After the Gospel there was a series of solemn prayers for the world
and the Church. A veiled Crucifix was then brought into the church, while the
“Improperia” or “Reproaches” were sung, a series of scriptural verses
contrasting the goodness of God and the ingratitude of his people. The cross was
then unveiled in three stages, the priest singing, each time on a higher tone,
“Behold the wood of the cross, on which hung the saviour of the world. Come,
let us worship.”

Clergy and people then crept barefoot and on their knees to kiss the foot of the
cross, held by two ministers. After the adoration of the cross, a Host consecrated
at the previous day's Mass was brought, and the priest, having recited the Lord's
Prayer, communicated as if at Mass. The service concluded with the recitation of
vespers without any music.20

Creeping to the cross was one of the most frequent targets of Protestant
reformers from the 1530s onwards, and there can be no doubt of the place it held
in lay piety: well into the Elizabethan period Bishop Grindal would complain
that on Good Friday “some certeyn persons go barefooted and barelegged to the
churche, to creepe to the crosse.”2l But the most imaginatively compelling of the
Good Friday ceremonies, though associated with the cross, came after the
solemn liturgy had ended. This was the custom of the “burial” of Christ in the
Easter sepulchre, an observance which left a deep mark not only in the minds of
medieval English men and women but in the very structure of many parish
churches. At the end of the liturgy of Good Friday, the priest put off his Mass
vestments and, barefoot and wearing his surplice, brought the third Host
consecrated the day before, in a pyx. The pyx and the Cross which had been
kissed by the people during the liturgy were wrapped in linen cloths and taken to
the north side of the chancel, where a sepulchre had been prepared for them.
This was normally a timber frame, probably the shape and size of the “hearse”
which, covered with a pall, formed the focus of the normal obituary ceremonies



at funerals and month's minds. Like those hearses, the sepulchre was covered
with a rich cloth, often stained or embroidered with scenes from the Passion and
a picture of the Resurrection, and candles burned before it. The Host and
Crucifix were laid within it while the priest intoned the Psalm verse “I am
counted as one of them that go down to the pit,” and the sepulchre was censed. A
watch was then kept before it continually till Easter. Since large numbers of
candles needed tending during this period, and since the pyx in which the
Sacrament was “buried” was usually extremely valuable, payments to
parishioners or parochial officers like the sexton or clerk for maintaining this
watch, and for “brede, ale and fyre” to see them through the chilly night hours
are common in pre-Reformation churchwardens’ accounts. Early on Easter
Morning, before Mass was rung, the clergy assembled, all the lights in the
church were lit, and a procession formed to the sepulchre, which was censed.
The Host was removed without ceremonial to its normal position in the hanging
pyx above the high altar. The Crucifix was then solemnly “raised” from the
sepulchre and carried triumphantly round the church while all the bells were
rung and the choir sang the anthem “Christus Resurgens”.

Christ, rising again from the dead, dieth now no more. Death shall no more have dominion over him.
For in that he liveth, he liveth unto God. Now let the Jews declare how the soldiers who guarded the
sepulchre lost the king when the stone was placed, wherefore they kept not the rock of righteousness.

Let them either produce him buried, or adore him rising, saying with us, Alleluia, Alleluia.

The cross was placed on an altar on the north side of the church, and was once
more venerated by people creeping towards it. In many places, especially
cathedrals and the great town churches, growing devotion to the Host led to
ritual development: the image used in this ceremony was often not a simple
Crucifix, but an image of Christ which had a hollow space in the breast covered
with a crystal in order to form a monstrance for the Host. The ceremony of
creeping to the cross thereby became an act of solemn eucharistic worship.
Matins and Mass were then sung, with a more than usually elaborate procession.
Throughout the week the empty sepulchre remained a focus of devotion —
candles burned before it during service time and it was solemnly censed at
vespers each evening, before being finally removed before Mass on the Friday in
Easter week.22

The Easter sepulchre and its accompanying ceremonial constitute something
of an interpretative crux for any proper understanding of late medieval English



religion. The sepulchre was emphatically a central part of the official liturgy of
Holy Week, designed to inculcate and give dramatic expression to orthodox
teaching, not merely on the saving power of Christ's cross and Passion but on the
doctrine of the Eucharist. With its abundance of lights and night watches it
constituted an especially solemn form of public worship of the Host, in many
communities far more elaborate even than the Corpus Christi procession. At the
same time it had become by the fifteenth century an intense and genuinely
popular focus for lay piety and devotional initiative. The complexity of the
cluster of ideas and observances which gathered around the sepulchre in popular
understanding and practice also suggests that we should not too hastily accept
the widely held view of the theological imbalance of late medieval Christianity,
where it sometimes seems that “piety is becoming fevered, and that Christ's
humanitas has become synonymous with his passibility”.23 Expressing to the full
as it did the late medieval sense of the pathos of the Passion, the sepulchre and
its ceremonies were also the principal vehicle for the Easter proclamation of
Resurrection.

It is not difficult to establish the ubiquity of lay awareness of and interest in
the Easter sepulchre. Since every church was obliged to provide one for the Holy
Week and Easter ceremonies, expenses for the making, maintenance, lighting,
and watching of the sepulchre feature in most surviving churchwardens’
accounts.2 In most places it was a movable wooden frame, which was adorned
with drapery and carved or painted panels. Such structures could be immensely
elaborate. In the 1470s St Mary Redcliffe in Bristol acquired “a new sepulcre
well gilt with golde”, which had an image of the risen Christ, a model of Hell
complete with thirteen devils, four sleeping soldiers armed with spears and axes,
four painted angels with detachable timber wings, as well as representations of
God the Father and the Holy Ghost “coming out of Heaven into the
Sepulchre”.22 But in many churches it was a permanent architectural and
sculptured feature. This might take the form of a canopied niche set in the north
wall of the chancel or a table-tomb on the north side of the high altar with its
east end against the east wall of the chancel. Either way, lay financial resources
were lavished on the elaboration of the sepulchre. There was an established
iconography — the sleeping soldiers, Christ rising or risen, the three Maries or St
Mary Magdalene, adoring angels. Magnificent and elaborately carved examples
survive in Lincoln Cathedral, at Heckington in Lincolnshire (PI. 7), at Northwold
in Norfolk, and at Hawton, Arnold, and Sibthorpe in Nottinghamshire.26

Sepulchres of this sort represented major pieces of patronage, but the desire to



associate oneself with the parish's annual worship of Christ in the Easter
mysteries extended right across the social spectrum and took many forms. For
the very wealthy there was the opportunity to build a tomb for oneself which was
also the tomb of Christ, and to adorn it with Resurrection imagery which spoke
of personal hopes as well as beliefs about Christ. Scores of such burials survive,
like John Hopton's tomb at Blythburgh or the Clopton tomb in Long Melford (Pl.
8), with the donor's family painted round the arch of the sepulchre and the risen
Christ in its vaulting. A fascinating and distinctive group of Easter sepulchre
monuments, all of them probably dating from after the break with Rome,
survives in the Chichester area. The sepulchre erected by William Ernley at
West Wittering, possibly as late as 1540, has a sculpted Christ vigorously
striding out of his box-tomb while the soldiers slump around it. On Agatha
George's proprietorial sepulchre at Selsey the donor and her husband kneel,
flanked by St Agatha and St George, the patrons who encode her name.
Paradoxically, the central figure of the risen Christ has been chiselled away by
iconoclasts. On the Sackville monument at Westhampnett (Pl. 9) the donors
kneel on either side of a Corpus Christi image of the dead Christ, supported by
the other members of the Trinity.2Z

These lavish tombs were designed to replace the temporary framework which
formed the sepulchre in most churches, and thereby to create a permanent
association between the memory of the donor and the parish's most solemn act of
worship. Sometimes donors did not aspire to incorporate their dust quite so
inescapably within the liturgy: mere proximity to the sepulchre might be enough.
Richard Clerke of Lincoln requested in 1528 to be buried “in the quere nere to
the place where the sepulchre usyth to stande, yf so conveniently soo may”.
Thomas Mering of Newark in 1500 sought burial “by twix the two pillars next
the altar, as at the tyme of Esturr itt is used to sett the sepulcur of Jhesu Criste”.
And somewhere between these two types of patronage, the donor might request
burial in a tomb which formed a base for the sepulchre frame, like John Pympe
of Nettlestead in Kent who asked in 1496 for burial “in the place where as the
sepulture of oure lorde is wounte to stonde at the Fest of Ester and to be leyde
there in a tomb of stone, made under such fourme as the blessid sacremente and
the holy crosse may be leide vpon the stone of the saide tombe in the maner of
sepulture at the Feast abovesaide”.28

The association of one's own burial with that of the Host at Easter was a
compelling, eloquent, and above all a permanent gesture. But for the merely
moderately prosperous with less purchasing power there were other possibilities.



Thomas Hunt of Cransley in Northamptonshire left ten ewes for making a
sepulchre in 1516, and this could only have procured a much more modest
structure than any so far discussed — presumably a movable wooden frame, the
normal form taken by the sepulchre. Or one might seek an even humbler, though
still apt association of one's own long sleep in death with the Lord's resting-
place, by leaving embroidered bed-hangings to drape the sepulchre frame, like
Cecily Leppington of Beverley, who left “my best oversee bed called the Baptest
as an ornament to the sepulchre of oure Saviour Criste Jhesu at the fest of Ester”,
or Henry Williams of Stanford on Avon who bequethed “my coverled to the use
of the sepulcre”.22

All these were the benefactions of the rich, for in religion as in everything else
the rich dominated the communities in which they lived. But the sepulchre was
the possession of the parish, and the middling and the poor too sought to
associate themselves with this aspect of the Easter liturgy. The sepulchre and its
ornaments formed a complex collection of devotional paraphernalia, any one of
which might be the object of individual or cooperative endowment. The
specification of the sepulchre at St Mary Redcliffe or the one at St Stephen's,
Coleman Street, London illustrate the range of objects associated with its
veneration:

Item one sepulchre over gilded with a frame to be set on with 4 posts and
crests thereto.

Item four great angels to be set on the sepulchre with divers small angels.

Item 2 stained clothes with the Apostles and Prophets beaten with gold with
the Creed.

Item 8 bears beaten with gold to be set about the sepulchre with divers

small pennons.%2

Just as individuals and gilds contributed single panels or sections of larger
structures like Rood-screens, so individuals and gilds associated themselves with
the provision, maintenance, and adornment of the sepulchre, like the gild at
Chesterton, which provided a new frame for use in the liturgy at the cost of
£11.%1 Though wealthy lay people frequently left bequests of hangings to adorn
these frames, the commonest form of individual benefaction to the sepulchre for
rich and poor alike was the endowment of one or more lights to burn around it
during the watch period from Friday to Sunday morning. There was ample scope
here: at St Edmund's, Salisbury, over a hundred candles blazed on prickets
before the sepulchre, and all over England bequests of wax to the sepulchre



lights are among the commonest of all mortuary provisions.22 And for those
whose resources did not extend even so far, there was the possibility of joining a
Resurrection gild, whose central function was the maintenance of the sepulchre,
or a Corpus Christi gild, many of whom maintained sepulchres as well as
elevation or Corpus Christi lights.83 Membership of such a gild offered the
middling and the respectable poor some of the symbolic benefits the rich could
secure by building tombs which were also Easter sepulchres, for Resurrection
gilds often burned the great sepulchre lights they maintained at the funerals of
their dead brethren. There can be little doubt that the “thirteen square wax lights
in stands”, and the “four angels and four banners of the passion” which stood
round the hearses of deceased members of the Lincoln Resurrection gild were
part of the ornaments of the Easter sepulchre which the gild existed to
maintain.84

These sorts of devotional gesture imply a great deal about lay religious
sophistication. Such symbolic equations of one's own death and hopes of
resurrection with those of Christ argue a widespread comprehension and
internalization of the central message of the Easter liturgy. And the imaginative
force of the ceremonial and imagery surrounding the sepulchre at the end of the
Middle Ages is testified to by a poem preserved in the commonplace book of a
devout London tradesman, Richard Hill, the so-called “Corpus Christi Carol”.
The meaning of this mysterious and moving poem has been much discussed and
debated: though often associated with the Grail legend, in its present form it
cannot long predate the Henrician Reformation and it is even possible that, like
the West Sussex sepulchres I have already discussed, it is a product of the 1530s.
It has been argued that it might even be a conservative Catholic lament for the
divorce of Catherine of Aragon and Henry's marriage to Anne Boleyn, whose
heraldic emblem was a falcon. However that may be, there can be no question
whatever that one of the major sources of the poem's haunting power lies in the
strange cluster of images which derive directly from the cult of the Easter
sepulchre, with its Crucifix, Host, and embroidered hangings, and the watchers
kneeling around it day and night.

Lully, lelley, lully, lulley,

The fawcon hath born my mak away.
He bare him up, he bare him down,
He bare him into an orchard brown.

In that orchard ther was an hall,

laall



1nat was nangea witn purpiil ana patl.

And in that hall there was a bed:

It was hangid with gold so red.

And in that bed ther lythe a knight,

His woundes bleding day and night.

By that bedes side ther kneleth a may,

And she wepeth both night and day.

And by that bedes side ther stondeth a ston,

“Corpus Christi” wreten theron.%>

There was in late medieval England an established iconography of the Corpus

Christi, the Eucharistic body of Christ portrayed as the dead Jesus, held in the
arms of the Father and hovered over by the Spirit, displaying “His woundes
bleding day and night” (PI. 10). A number of painted windows in York
associated with the Corpus Christi gild there contain this striking image (P1. 11),
and the Sackville monument at Westhampnett links it directly with the Holy
Week veneration of the Corpus Christi in the sepulchre.®6This image of Corpus
Christi resembles that of Our Lady of Pity (Pl. 12), in which Mary rather than
the Father displays the wounds of her Son. The images, despite their points of
similarity, differ in intent. In those in which the Father appears the point is
Trinitarian: the sufferings of Christ are revealed not to evoke pity or
compunction for sins but as a theological statement, the sacrament of the love of
the Trinity for humanity, a pledge, perpetuated daily in the Eucharist, of God's
will to redeem and renew. In the image of Our Lady of Pity, in which Mary
supports the dead Christ, the message is affective not theological, an appeal for
repentance and compassion with the suffering of Christ — “Who cannot weep,
come learn of me.” The image of Our Lady of Pity is emphatically a Good
Friday one, just as the “Corpus Christi Carol” is certainly a Good Friday poem:
the Christ portrayed here is bleeding, and the watcher by the Host is a weeping
maiden who inevitably recalls Mary. It is part of the theological complexity of
the sepulchre that it stood at one and the same time for the affectivity of such
piety and for a wider and profounder theological affirmation. The sepulchre was
the place of lamentation for the havoc sin had wrought: the parishioners kneeling
around it on Good Friday evening were encouraged by preachers to lament their
sins, to experience the desolation of the burial of injured Innocence.

Yonder it lyes, yonder is hys bodye, in yonder tombe, in yonder sepulchre. Lett us goo thidre, lett us

wepe with these Maryes, lett us turne and wynde thys bodye of Christe, lett us turne it thys wayes



and that wayes, to and froo, and pytussely beholde hit. And what shall we fynde. We shall fynde a
bloody bodye, a body full of plages and woundes. Not that hit nowe is full of woundes and plages, or
nowe deede: but y[e]t thowe oughtest nowe as the tyme of the yere falleth, with the churche to
remembere this body. Howe it was for the broken, howe it was for the rente and torn, howe bloody it
was, howe full of plages, and howe it was wounded. And in recollection and remembrance thereof,

wepe and lament, for it was doon for the.5

Longland's phrase “pytussely beholde” is significant, for it is the technical term
for meditation on the Passion used in the indulgence rubrics which accompanied
the devotional woodcuts of the wounded Christ surrounded by the Arms of the
Passion which were in wide circulation as devotional aids in late medieval
England: the liturgy is being used here as a trigger for penitential meditation. But
the liturgy of the sepulchre moved the devotee on from the desolation and pathos
of Good Friday to the affirmations of Easter. The sacramental presence hidden in
the tomb till then became the housel received in a solemn act of communal
reconciliation and solidarity, while the Easter morning creeping to the cross
which immediately followed the raising of the image and the Host from the
sepulchre was an act not of penitence, but of celebration of the healing and
redeeming power of the cross triumphant. Langland caught this dimension of the
sepulchre liturgy of Easter morning perfectly.

Men rongen to the resurexion — and right with that I wakede
And called Kytte my wife and Calote my daughter

Ariseth and reverenceth Goddes resurexion

And crepeth to the cros on knees, and kisseth it for a jewel
For Goddes blissede body it bar for our boote

And it fereth the fend — for swich is the myghte

May no grisly goost glide there it shadweth.%8

Sacred Place, Sacred Time

Sometime during the reign of Elizabeth the Suffolk recusant, Roger Martin,
decided to write down what he could remember of the furnishings and pre-
Reformation religious observances of his parish church of Holy Trinity, Long
Melford. Martin, who was born in the early 1520s, had been a churchwarden
under Mary. At the reintroduction of Protestantism he had rescued and hidden
those Catholic ornaments of the church in which his family had proprietary
rights. His detailed account of the parish before the iconoclastic storms of



Edward's reign does, as one might expect, allude in passing to the anxious years
of the Marian reaction and the work of restoration which had gone on in the
church then, but its main aim was to evoke the richness and beauty of the
immemorial observances of late medieval piety before the deluge of reform and
iconoclasm, in one of the most prosperous and, if externals are anything to go
by, one of the most pious of the Suffolk wool villages.82

Martin's account of Long Melford seems at first sight to fall into two quite
distinct parts. In the first he is concerned with the images and furnishings of the
church, especially the chancel and the south aisle, the Jesus aisle, where his own
family had their burial place. He describes the Rood-screen with its images, its
organs, and its paintings of the Apostles, the sepulchre frame set up each year
within John Clopton's great Easter sepulchre-cum-tomb on the north side of the
chancel. Behind the high altar was the enormous retable of Calvary, “made of
one great Tree” and “carved very artificially with the story of Christ's passion”,
crowded, in typically late medieval style, with incident and minor characters. On
either side of the high altar were elaborate carved tabernacles, that on the north
side having the church's patronal image of the Trinity, that on the south (though
he does not tell us so) with the image of the Virgin. In “my Ile called ‘Jesus Ile’
“, the Martin family burial chapel, was another altar retable of the Crucifixion.
Here too there were flanking tabernacles containing, to the north, the image of
Jesus as Salvator Mundi “holdinge a round bawle in his hand, signifying I think
that he containeth the whole round world”, and to the south an image of Our
Lady, “having the afflicted body of her dear Son, as he was taken down off the
Cross lying along on her lap, the tears as it were running down pitifully upon her
beautiful cheeks, as it seemed bedewing the sweet body of her Son, and
therefore named the Image of Our Lady of Pity” .20

In the second part of his account Martin turns from furnishings and
iconography, and a piety which seems rooted in stillness and looking, to ritual
activity and a piety which seems geared to movement and elaborate communal
celebration. In the process the account itself moves from the inside of the church
and the privacies of chancel, chantry, vestry, and proprietary aisle to the public
processional ways round the churchyard and out into the parish at large. As it
does so, it also begins to take account of time. He describes in some detail the
Palm Sunday liturgy with the Host carried under “a fair canopy borne by 4
yeomen”, a description already used in our treatment of the Holy Week
ceremonies. Martin also describes the other major processions of the year:
Corpus Christi when “they went likewise with the blessed Sacrament in



procession about the Church green in Copes”; St Mark's day and the Rogation
days, when the litanies were sung and the parish processed with handbells and
banners “about the bounds of the town”, each day's march culminating in
communal drinking. In addition to these processions Martin includes four
bonfires in his picture of the ritual year at Long Melford, one associated with the
chapel of St James near his house and held on St James's day (25 July) after an
elaborate sung Mass. The other bonfires took place on Midsummer eve, on the
eve of St Peter's and Paul's day four days later (28/29 June), and then one week
further on, on the eve of the summer festival of St Thomas of Canterbury (6/7
July). These three bonfires and feasts, at which the poor were entertained at the
expense of Martin's grandfather, were evidently all assimilated to the “St John's
fires”, since on these occasions watch-candles were maintained throughout the
night before an image of St John the Baptist. They were by no means peculiar to
Melford or to eastern England, and similar communal religious fires and feasts
occurred on these days all over England.Zt

It is tempting to see in the two parts of Martin's account two distinct aspects of
late medieval religion, the inner and the outer. His nostalgic evocation of the
imagery of the church, the various carvings of the Passion, Jesus altar, and statue
of Our Lady of Pity, seems a clear manifestation of the inward-looking,
meditative, and affective dimension of the piety of the period, with its emphasis
on sweetness, on the pathos of the cross, on Mary's tears and the response of the
individual heart to those tears. Neither season nor distance seem relevant within
this type of religious world. By contrast his picture of the year's liturgical round
is full of the clangour of handbells and the leather-lunged chanting of the litany,
the rattle of processional paraphernalia, censer and holy-water bucket and cross,
of yeomen sweating under the burden of the Eucharistic canopy, children
scrambling for cakes and flowers, and the poor jostling for the beer and mutton
and peascod pies laid out on boards on the green before Martin's grandfather's
door at the other end of the village from the church, or at the parsonage on
procession or bonfire days.

In fact any such distinction would be artificial: what is striking about Martin's
account is the convergence between inner and outer, private and public, the
timeless and meditative on one hand, the seasonal and external on the other. The
carvings behind the altars or in the tabernacles were there to move piety, to
signify to the observer the creating and saving power of Jesus or the pathos of
his Passion, and Martin's comments on them, with his use of words like
“afflicted” or his evocation of Mary's tears “as it were running down pitifully



upon her beautiful cheeks”, indicates his own affective response to them. But
this iconography was also geared to the liturgy and the public cycle of
celebration and penance which made up the Christian year. The Rood-screen
was not merely the chief image in the church of the Crucifixion of Jesus and of
the intercessory power of Mary, John, and the other saints depicted on it: it was
also a ritual prop which served as the culminating focus of the Palm Sunday
liturgy which Martin so lovingly described. The less prominent carving of
Calvary behind the high altar was similarly integrated into the seasonal
variations of the church's year, for it was fitted with painted doors which were
normally kept shut, concealing the carving, but which “were opened upon high
and solemn Feast Days, which then was a very beautiful show”.

Even so apparently private and individualistic a thing as a chantry chapel,
dedicated to a ceaseless round of intercession on behalf of one man and
decorated, as the Clopton chantry at Melford was, with devotional verses by
Lydgate, could be drawn into this pattern of public seasonal observance. The
Clopton chapel was built for the benefit of John Clopton and his family, but it
served also as part of the stage for the liturgical drama of Holy Week: as the
processions skirted it on Palm Sunday its turret roof was the platform from
which was sung the antiphon “Behold, your king comes”. Clopton himself
directed that his tomb, set in the wall between the chantry and the north side of
the chancel, should serve as an Easter sepulchre, and he left rich hangings,
probably from his own bed and chamber, to dress it worthily for the parish's
solemn public veneration of the Sacrament, and of Christ's cross, in Holy
Week.Z2

This integration of personal devotional gestures into the seasonal pattern of
the liturgy was a universal feature of late medieval religion. Gifts of ornaments
in wills often specified their use “at every pryncipill feste”.Z3 Such bequests,
designed to evoke prayers for the donor at the high points of the parish's
devotional intensity, also contributed to the fostering of that intensity by
ensuring a seasonal and festal variety in the ornaments of worship, alerting
fellow-parishioners to the passage of sacred time, just as the provision of extra
music on special days or the ringing of curfews and other bells “in pryncipall
fests and oder dobull festes” might do.Z4 Even the bequest to the parish of so
personal an object as one's own rosary might be geared to the liturgical year in
this way. Beatrice Kirkemer in 1509 left beads to be hung on the images in her
parish church “on good dayes”, and Alice Carre in 1523 left her small beads to
adorn the image of St Anne in the north aisle through the year, but her best coral



beads to hang on the image on the feast of St Anne itself.Z>

It is not difficult to understand the importance of the liturgical calendar for
late medieval people. There was, in the first place, no alternative, secular
reckoning of time: legal deeds, anniversaries, birthdays were reckoned by the
religious festivals on which they occurred, rents and leases fell in at Lady Day,
Lammas, or Michaelmas. The seasonal observances of the liturgical calendar
affected everyone. No one could marry during the four weeks of Advent or the
six weeks of Lent. Everyone must fast during the forty days of Lent, abstaining
not merely from meat but from other animal products, “whitemeats” such as
eggs and cheese. In addition to Lent, fasting was obligatory on the ember days,
that is, the Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays after the feast of St Lucy (13
December), Ash Wednesday, Whit Sunday, and Holy Cross Day (14
September). There was also an obligation to fast on the vigils of the feasts of the
twelve Apostles (excepting those of Sts Philip and James and St John), the vigils
of Christmas Day, Whit Sunday, the Assumption of Our Lady (15 August), the
Nativity of St John the Baptist (24 June), the feast of St Laurence (10 August),
and the feast of All Saints (1 November). Though not obligatory everywhere, it
was also customary to fast on some at least of the days of Rogationtide.

There were therefore almost seventy days in the year when adults were
obliged to fast, the bulk of them in spring for the great fast of Lent, but the rest
spread more or less evenly through the rest of the year. The Embertide fasts in
particular, originally occurring three times in the year, were made up to four
groups of three days, one in each of the four seasons. Their seasonal occurrence
was emphasized in commentaries and sermons, related to the four humours, the
cardinal virtues, and the seasons of human life.Z8 In addition, late medieval
devotional custom made penitential fasting on bread and water a conventional
and common way of honouring saints to whom one had a particular devotion (PI.
13).ZZ A custom like the Lady fast, in which the devotee noted which day of the
week Lady Day in Lent (the feast of the Annunciation, 25 March) fell on, and
observed that day throughout the year as a fast in honour of the Virgin, was
established by 1410, much to the disgust of the author of Dives and Pauper,
since “the mede of fastynge ne the vertu of fastynge is nought assyngnyd ne
lymyt be the letterys of the kalender ne folwyn nout the cours of the kalender ne
changyn nout from o day to another day.”Z8 The laity quite clearly thought
otherwise, and the Lady fast was elaborated even further. In the parish church at
Yaxley there survives a “sexton's wheel”, a bizarre roulette-like device with six
spokes, each assigned to one of the major feasts of the Virgin. Coloured strings



were attached to each spoke and the wheel was spun: the devotee seized a string
and observed the weekday on which the relevant feast fell as a fast in honour of
the Virgin throughout the ensuing year (P1. 14).22

As important as fast days were feast days, in particular the festa ferianda, on
which total or partial abstention from servile work was required and the laity
were expected to observe the Sunday pattern of attendance at matins, Mass, and
evensong, fasting on the preceding eve. There were between forty and fifty such
days, with variations in the precise list from region to region. The number of
festa ferianda, as well as the degree of rigour in their observance, was in a
continuous state of evolution throughout the fifteenth century, both because of
the widespread divergence in local customs and observance and as a result of the
introduction in the southern and northern provinces of nova festa such as the
Transfiguration or the Holy Name in the 1480s and 1490s. The observance and
the status of holy days were much contested issues, since holy days were also
holidays. Workers sought to secure days free from secular toil, landowners and
employers sought to extract the maximum work from their tenants or employees,
and a particular bone of contention was the question of whether servants or lords
should bear the expense of the loss of a day's work involved in each feast. Hence
considerable variation was the rule in the degree of solemnity of particular days,
some requiring the cessation of all work (except activities such as milking cows,
feeding livestock, or the saving of crops in harvest), other days requiring only
women to abstain from work. Both secular and ecclesiastical authorities
throughout the Middle Ages showed considerable sensitivity to these sorts of
questions, and a tendency to seek to limit the number of holidays. This trend
achieved its starkest and most drastic expression after the break with Rome,
when in 1536 the Crown abolished most of the local and national festa ferianda
occurring in the Westminster law terms and in the busy summer months, on the
grounds that the excessive numbers of holidays were impoverishing the people
by hindering agriculture. Widespread resentment of this action was a
contributory factor in the Pilgrimage of Grace, and subsequent anti-reform
feeling.80

Naturally, degrees of awareness of the niceties of the liturgical calendar
varied. Ignorance was not necessarily the monopoly of the laity. The early Tudor
jest-book, A Hundred Merry Tales, has a story of a country curate “which was
not very learned” who sent to a neighbouring cleric on Easter eve to know what
Mass to celebrate. His boy is told the Mass of the Resurrection, but forgets the
word on his way home, and can recall only that it begins with R. “By God”



quoth the priest, “I trow thou sayest truth, for now I remember well it must be
‘requiem eternam’, for God almighty died as on yesterday, and now we must say
mass for his soul.”81But this was a story for the well-informed laity to laugh at,
and it depends in part for its point on the assumption that the correct
performance of the appropriate liturgy was a matter of some general concern.
Indeed, as the custom of devotional fasting suggests, the late medieval laity were
intensely conscious of the liturgical calendar, and often displayed a startlingly
detailed knowledge of it. Undoubtedly the most distinctive and striking
manifestation of this lay liturgical awareness is the Pope Trental and related
observances, in which lay people specified as part of their mortuary provision
the singing of specific Masses, “Diriges”, and fasts in a pattern closely geared to
the major feasts of the liturgical year. The provisions of such testators often
reveal a detailed knowledge of the prayers of the missal and breviary, and an
awareness of the complexities of the calendar which must certainly reflect
clerical instruction, but equally clearly a conviction on the part of the laity that
such things mattered greatly.82

Despite the desire of those in authority, for economic and other reasons, to
limit the number of festivals, in practice the calendar continued to grow during
the late Middle Ages right up to the break with Rome. The most spectacular
addition was Corpus Christi, kept on the Thursday after Trinity Sunday.
Observed in England from 1318 and seized on by the authorities as an occasion
for the promotion of both charity and Christian catechesis, the feast rapidly won
popular allegiance. Its progress in lay affections can be traced in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries by the foundation and spread of Corpus Christi gilds to
honour the Host as it was carried in procession, and the emergence of the Corpus
Christi processions as major civic events. Craft gilds and urban corporations saw
in the ritual order of the great processions associated with the feast an
opportunity for civic and social iconography, the display of piety an opportunity
for the display of the worship and the social clout of those involved. In Tudor
York it was required that “for the honour of god and worship of this Citie” the
citizens whose houses lay along the route of the procession with the Host should
“hang before ther doores and forefrontes beddes and coverynges of beddes of the
best that thay can gytt and strewe before ther doores resshes and other such
flowres ... for the honour of god and worschip of this Citie”. In the same way, at
Hull in the late fifteenth century testators left sumptuous bed-hangings to drape
their hearses on their anniversary obsequies: all these hangings were displayed
together in Holy Trinity Church on St George's day to add splendour to the



town's celebration of the feast, “emong other worshipfull beddes”, thereby
presenting an opportunity for a concerted display of conspicuous consumption
persisting even in the tomb.83 Particularly in urban parishes Corpus Christi
became a focus of elaborate ceremonial and lavish expenditure on banners,
garlands, lights: the gilds, not the clerks, took over the management of the
processions. These celebrations also became the principal occasions for the
performance of cycles of devotional and didactic plays on the theme of salvation
history, which in some places involved virtually the whole community.84

But Corpus Christi was merely the best example of a much wider
phenomenon. There were many other new feasts. The cult of St Anne led after
1383 to the widespread keeping of her day and a number of existing feasts were
raised in status by being made binding throughout England in the course of the
period: St George, St David, St Chad, and St Winifred, for example, in 1415.
Feasts already observed, such as the nativity of the Virgin, were raised in
solemnity by having a vigil (involving fasting) attached to them. In some cases
the new feasts were the result of a new or revived cult — the canonization of St
Osmund of Salisbury in 1456 is a case in point. Others emerged after a lengthy
history as private devotions. The liturgy was in flux, responsive to pressure from
below, a mirror of the devotional changes and even fashions of the age. The
multiplication within the Sarum rite of hymns and sequences in the metre of the
“Stabat Mater” and “Dies Irae”, reflecting late medieval devotional trends, lent a
distinctive emotional colouring to many Masses. The mortuary benefactions of
individuals and gilds, often specifying the celebration of particular votive
Masses and prayers, could and did shape the daily pattern of the liturgy in parish
churches and chapels alike. The emergence of new votive Masses on themes
such as the Crown of Thorns or the Five Wounds was another sign of the power
of popular piety to shape the liturgy itself, and was strikingly demonstrated in
the raising of the characteristically English affective devotion to the Holy Name
of Jesus to the status of a feast, with its own compulsory Mass and Office, in the
late 1480s. The 1480s and 1490s in fact saw a good deal of innovation within the
calendar, with the arrival of the feasts not only of the Holy Name but of the
Visitation of the Virgin and the Transfiguration.8> The arrival of these national
observances within specific localities can often be traced by churchwardens’
expenditure for the addition of the Mass and Office of the feast to the church's
liturgical books. Some Kent parishes in 1511 had not got around to providing for
the celebration of these new feasts twenty years after their introduction.8®
Occasionally one encounters more vivid evidence of the imaginative arrival of a



new feast in a community. In the early sixteenth century the wealthier
parishioners of Westhall in Suffolk clubbed together to provide a painted
Roodscreen with sixteen panels. Most of these panels were filled in the
traditional way with helper saints, one to a panel, but three panels on the north
screen were set aside to depict the Transfiguration, with Jesus, Moses, and Elijah
(Pl. 15). The choice of this subject, unique on English screens, suggests the
existence of a devotion directly inspired by the liturgy. On the other side of
England, and with a far greater degree of sophistication, the Chudleigh family
had their chapel at Ashton in Devon painted with texts from the Office of the
Transfiguration, as well as texts and images bearing on another of the new
feasts, the Visitation, an example of the role of educated patronage “with access
to skills and imaginative theological understanding of a high order” in raising the
liturgical awareness of a remote rural parish.8Z

“Sacred” and “Secular” Time?

Medieval liturgical books were divided into two distinct sections, reflecting two
types of sacred time. On the one hand was the proper of seasons — Advent,
Christmastide, Lent, Easter, and Whit, and, attached to the Whitsun season, the
feasts of the Trinity and Corpus Christi. Of these only Christmas fell on a fixed
date, running from 24 December to 6 January (or, if Candlemas was taken as the
last festival of Christmas, 2 February). The other liturgical seasons were linked
to the lunar calendar, and there were consequently huge variations in the dates
on which these feasts fell — Easter Sunday, for example, could occur on any date
between 22 March and 25 April. The other type of sacred time was that attached
to fixed dates — the anniversaries of the saints and the new feasts we have just
discussed, the Visitation (2 July), the Transfiguration (6 August), the Holy Name
of Jesus (7 August).88

Some historians of late medieval religion have sought to draw a very sharp
distinction between these two types of sacred time. The latest day on which
Corpus Christi could fall was 24 June, Midsummer, which was also the major
feast of the birth of John the Baptist, and the Corpus Christi observances brought
to an end the great cycle of celebrations of the Incarnation and Redemption
which ran effectively from Christmas to Pentecost. From the end of June until
the end of November only the feasts of the saints served to break the
unspectacular procession of Sundays after Trinity, until the season of Advent
came again, and the cycle of Christmas, Lent, and Paschal tide, with its elaborate



ceremonial and processions, began once more. Many commentators have noted
this cramming of “all the major observances connected with the birth, life, death
and resurrection of Christ” into the six-month period from 24 December to 24
June, from the winter solstice at the birth of Jesus to the summer solstice at the
birth of John the Baptist. In a highly influential study of late medieval Coventry
one historian has even suggested that the pre-Reformation year broke into two
clearly marked divisions, a “ritualistic” half and a “secular” half.82

There is obviously something in this, but we need to beware of
oversimplification. Though there is abundant evidence of the fascination which
the liturgical calendar exercised over late medieval English men and women,
there is very little evidence that they were aware of the sharp dichotomy and
certainly not the “absolute contrast” perceived by modern social historians. To
fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century sensibilities the liturgical year was spread
over twelve months, not six, and none of it was secular.

This is readily grasped by considering some of the celebrations which fell
outside the so-called ritual half of the year which ran from December to June. A
major feast of England's most important saint, Thomas Becket, the translation of
his relics, fell on 7 July, and with it was associated the general feast of relics,
kept on the following Sunday and an occasion for pilgrimage and the granting of
indulgences in many churches with notable relics. In the same month there were
also the feasts of St Mary Magdalene, St Margaret, St James the Apostle, and St
Anne. Not all of these days were obligatory feasts or festa ferianda, requiring
attendance at matins, Mass, and evensong, as well as abstention from work, but
all were immensely popular and very widely kept; Mirk supplied sermons for all
of these days in his Festial. And all of the so-called secular months had feasts of
this sort, some of great solemnity. August had the new feasts of the
Transfiguration and the Holy Name of Jesus, and the feast of the Beheading of
John Baptist, as well as the most important feast of Our Lady, the Assumption,
or “Our Lady in Harvest”. September had Mary's Nativity, Holy Cross Day, the
feast of the Apostle Matthew, and, most important of all, the feast of the
Archangel Michael, Michaelmas, the great autumnal celebration of the triumph
of celestial powers over those of the underworld.22 October, in addition to the
festa ferianda of St Luke and Sts Simon and Jude, was rich in major local saints
not venerated equally throughout England, but whose feasts were of primary
importance within their own regions: Wilfrid, Thomas Cantilupe, Etheldreda, the
translation of Hugh of Lincoln. November began with the major feast of All
Saints, and was immediately followed by All Souls’ Day, the focus of the late



medieval cult of the dead. It had also many major saints’ days with both
universal and local importance: St Katherine, one of the most popular of all
saints in the period, as well as Edmund, king and martyr, St Hugh, St Winifred,
and St John of Bridlington.

Given the number and importance of these celebrations, it makes very little
sense to talk of a secular half of the year, over against the ritual half from Easter
to Corpus Christi. In some communities, such as Coventry, it is true that there
was a particular matching of sacred and secular, because most of the major
secular celebrations, such as the election and installation of civic officials, fell
within and derived a special resonance from the ritual half. In a number of
English towns the Corpus Christi play cycles brought this period to a fitting
close by an enactment of the whole of salvation history involving the community
at large. Still, in many places this sort of inclusive celebration happened outside
the ritual half: at Lincoln the greatest convergence of civic and sacred
ceremonial came on Saint Anne's day, at the end of July, when the city gilds
organized an elaborate series of pageants.2l Even at York, where the most
famous Corpus Christi cycle in England was normally played on the feast day
itself, the Creed play and the Paternoster plays which sometimes replaced the
Corpus Christi plays were performed in Lammastide, in the heat of August. And
of course the ritual focus of communities with their own shrines and patrons
varied according to the feast and translation days of the patron saint. So at Ely
the great moments fell in late June and mid-October (the feast and translation of
St Etheldreda), at Bury in November and April, at Hereford in early October, at
Durham in March and September, at Chichester and the Thames valley in early
April and mid-June.

Nor was this sort of variation confined to the great shrines. Every substantial
parish had a cluster of gilds within the church, each one with its own patron, and
with gild celebrations geared to their feast days. Norfolk had an elaborate cult of
St Anne, and her gilds met for Masses, processions, and feasts at the end of July;
during such feasts rhymed versions of St Anne's legend might be read.22 A
Norfolk town like Swaffham, with gilds dedicated to St Peter, St Helen, St John
the Baptist, St Thomas Becket, the Trinity, the Ascension, and St Nicholas,
would have had ceremonial and commensal events ranging from gild Masses
and feastings to boy bishop rituals, all involving a large proportion of the
population, in June, July, August, and early December.23

This blurring of the distinction between a ritual and a secular half of the
calendar was further promoted by the production of Books of Hours — primers —



for a wider public, and the inclusion in all these books of calendars and related
material. Late medieval people were fascinated by the passage of time and the
significance of its divisions, and this for a variety of reasons, both practical and
occult. Seed-time and harvest, when to gather acorns or to kill the pigs, the right
time to let blood or take a laxative: all these were determined by the calendar.
Many of the Christian festivals, whether by design or by serendipity, roughly
coincided with pagan festivals or fell at key moments in the turning of the year —
the summer and winter solstices, Our Lady's feast in harvest, the autumn
festivals of the angels at Michaelmas, All Saints and All Souls at the change
from autumn to winter, and so on. Men and women who were not particularly
devout, and who could not read, sought to remember the saints’ days and other
festivals by which the year was mapped out, and resorted to mnemonic devices
to imprint the pattern of the year in their minds. The most common of these
devices was the “Cisio-Janus”, a series of nonsensical rhymes, at first in Latin
but later in English, which listed the major feasts of each month.
Prognostications based on the dominical letter, or on the day on which festivals
like Christmas or the feast of St Paul fell, were extremely common, as were
observances connected with auspicious and inauspicious days. The ecclesiastical
authorities might fulminate against “they the whiche vowen never to kembe
them on the fryday or not to spynne on the satyrdaye / or other semblable
superstucyon” but the laity continued to observe days and seasons, and for the
most part the church tolerated while trying to control such beliefs. Even
astrology, within certain limits, was permitted and endorsed.24

The outcome of all this was the close interweaving of the Church's calendar
with divisions and uses of time which in essence had little to do with the
Christian year. Astrological patterns and the theme of the ages of man or the
labours of the month became woven into religious calendars (Pl. 16) or the
sevenfold division of the Hours of the breviary, and constantly recur in religious
contexts, on church doors and arches, even on baptismal fonts. In manuscript
Books of Hours the custom grew of illustrating the calendar for each month not
only with emblems of the principal saints whose feasts occurred then, but with a
picture of the secular activities appropriate to that month — pig-sticking in
December, sitting by the fire in January, and so on. Later this seasonal theme
was applied to the life of a man, divided into six-year units, one for each month.
Once printed primers began to proliferate, this calendrical material could be
elaborated, expanded, and made available across a wide social spectrum: printed
primers for the English market incorporate what is effectively a mini-almanac,



with a zodiacal man as a guide to phlebotomy, material on the humours (also for
medical purposes and linked to the four seasons), and moralistic and calendrical
material like the labours, the ages of man, and the anglicized “Cisio-Janus”
rhymes for each month. In the cheap primers of the 1520s and 1530s, additional
didactic material of the same sort is added, such as the set of pious rhymes, “The
days of the week moralised”.22

These trends were summed up in one of the runaway best-selling books of the
sixteenth century, the Kalender of Shepherdes. First published in French in 1493,
it was first translated into English (apparently by a Frenchman who knew only
Scots English) in 1503. Richard Pynson issued a fresh translation in 1506,
Wynkyn de Worde produced another in 1508, and there were further editions in
1518, 1528, and again in both Mary's and Elizabeth's reigns.26 The Kalender of
Shepherdes is a delightful, well-illustrated, but bizarre book. It is two-thirds
astrological almanac, one-third religious vade-mecum, containing the essentials
of Christian belief and practice for lay people as they had been worked out by
catechists over the preceding three centuries. We shall have occasion to explore
this dimension of the book in a later chapter. The aspect of the book which
concerns us here is its shameless combination of religious divisions of time with
astrological divisions. It advertised itself as containing “a Kalendar with the
Fygures of euery Saynt that is halowed in the yere / in the whiche is the signes /
the houres / the monethes / the momentes & the newe Mones”, and much of the
book was devoted to astrological characterizations and predictions. It moralized
not only the days of the week but the months of the year, in a remarkable
combination of sacred and profane:

Amonge all the monthes I am lusty Apryll
Fresshe and holsom unto each creature
And in my tyme the dulcet droppes dystyll
Called crystall as poetes put in scripture
Causyng all floures the longer to endure
In my tyme was the resurrecyon

Of god and man / by dyvyne elleccyon...

Among the other October I hyght
Frende unto vynteners naturally

And in my tyme Bachus is redy dyght
All maner wyne to presse and claryfy

Of which is sacred as we se davlv
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The blyssed body of Cryst in flesshe and blode

Whiche is our hope / refeccyon / and fode.2’

To lay sensibilities nourished by such material, the notion of a contrast
between a ritual and a secular half of the year cannot have had much imaginative
force. The sacred, while having climactic moments in the great festivals, was an
aspect of the whole year, and those festivals themselves seem more likely to
have been perceived as falling into a symmetrical summer—winter disposition
than seen as crammed into a single half-year. It might be tempting to see in this
trend to moralize the weeks and months of the year, as opposed to dramatizing a
few focused, ritual, high points, a “bourgeoisification” of time, part of the
smoothing and regulating process which would ultimately seek to abolish the
festival calendar altogether in favour of the regular weekly observance of the
sabbath. There might be something in this: certainly the emergence of the
morality plays in the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries points to the
growth of a type of religious sensibility orientated to moral and religious
generalities, rather than to the narrative and festive sweep of the Corpus Christi
cycles. The morality play Mundus et Infans, published by Wynkyn de Worde in
1522, is little more than a dramatization of the moralizing of the stages of man's
life and the ills which beset him, long familiar from the calendrical material and
the illustrations in the primers and such related works as the Kalender of
Shepherdes.28 But there are few signs of these different approaches to sacred
time pulling apart before the Reformation. The regulated and regular piety of the
middling sort, geared to the daily and weekly observances of the parish churches
and the steady patterns of urban living, could accommodate both the seasonal
cycles of Advent and Easter and the sober pursuit of virtue, day in and day out,
urged in the devotional material which printers like Caxton, Pynson, and
Wynkyn de Worde poured out. For townsmen and countrymen alike, the
rhythms of the liturgy on the eve of the Reformation remained the rhythms of
life itself.
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CHAPTER 2

HOW THE PLOWMAN LEARNED HIS
PATERNOSTER

Priests, People, and Catechesis

Round the fourteenth-century font in the parish church of Bradley, Lincolnshire,
is carved an English inscription, which runs

Pater Noster, Ave Maria, Criede,

Leren the childe yt is nede.

That injunction was directed to the godparents and was a formal part of the rite
of baptism in late medieval England. Just before the blessing of the font at
baptisms the priest was required to admonish the godparents to see that the
child's parents kept it from fire, water, and other perils, and themselves to “lerne
or se yt be lerned the Pater noster, Aue Maria and Credo after the law of all holy
churche” 1 The Lord's Prayer, Hail Mary, and Apostles’ Creed were in fact the
irreducible core of a more elaborate catechetical programme for the laity which
had been decisively formulated for the English Church at Archbishop Pecham's
provincial Council of Lambeth in 1281. The Council drew up a schema of
instruction for the laity, De informacione simplicium, better known by its
opening words Ignorantia Sacerdotum, which was to be expounded in the
vernacular to parishioners four times in the year. This scheme was structured
round the Creed, the Ten Commandments and Christ's summary of these in the
dual precept to love God and neighbour, the seven works of mercy, the seven
virtues, the seven vices, and the seven sacraments, and was intended to provide a
comprehensive guide to Christian belief and practice.

The Ignorantia Sacerdotum was to prove an immensely influential and long-
lived schema. Adapted and translated into verse for the Northern Province at the
command of Archbishop Thoresby in 1357 as the so-called Lay Folk's
Catechism, with an indulgence of forty days attached to it for all who learned it
or taught it to others, it was imitated or directly used in dioceses all over England



up to the Reformation. John Stafford, Bishop of Bath and Wells from 1425, had
it translated into English and placed in every church in his diocese, instructing
his archdeacons to provide copies to all the clergy at a cost of not more than six
pence. It was reissued by Archbishop Neville in the Northern Province after
1465, and again by Cardinal Wolsey in 1518.2

The educational priorities promoted by English bishops from the late
thirteenth century onwards were intimately linked to a new religious obligation
imposed on lay people by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, that of annual
confession to their parish priests. In principle, this ruling put into the hands of
the parish clergy an immensely valuable pastoral and educational tool, for the
priest in confession could explore not only the moral condition of his
parishioners, but also their knowledge of Catholic faith and practice. Confessors
were to examine each penitent in the articles of the Creed and on their ability to
recite the Lord's Prayer. But the obligation of annual confession placed
enormous demands on both confessor and penitent. The penitent needed to know
how, what, and when to confess, the priest needed to be able to distinguish
between what was serious and what trivial, to impose the appropriate penances,
and to apply the best remedies for his parishioners’ spiritual ailments.
Theologians and bishops alike were realistic about the extent to which the
average priest could be expected to rise to this challenge,2 but a whole literature
emerged to help equip curates to discharge their responsibilities, of which the
best-known was probably William of Pagula's Oculus Sacerdotis, produced in
the early fourteenth century.# The Oculus was divided into three sections. The
first was a manual for confessors, teaching the priest how to hear confessions, in
particular how to interrogate a penitent using the seven deadly sins as a
framework. It had a series of particular interrogations for different states of life
and types of person, such as drunkards or those who are wrathful. This section
also provided the priest with canonical information about sins whose absolution
was reserved to bishop or pope, and about the different ways in which
excommunication might be incurred. The second part of the Oculus provided a
programme of instruction for lay people in essential religious knowledge, such
as how to baptize babies in case of emergency, the age at which children should
be confirmed, and questions of sexual and social morality, as well as doctrinal
knowledge. As in the Ignorantia Sacerdotum, the doctrinal section followed the
pattern of the Creed, the seven sacraments, seven works of mercy, seven virtues,
Ten Commandments of the law and two of the Gospel, and the seven sins, these
latter elaborately treated. All this the priest was to explain regularly to his people



in English. This section concluded with material on remedies against sins, how
to deal with temptations, and a final devotional passage, taken from James of
Milan's Stimulus Amoris, on Christ and his wounds as the refuge of sinners,
which moved the whole exercise away from the merely canonical towards a
devotional context. The third and final part of the Oculus provided the priest
with theological, canonical, and practical material on the sacraments and their
administration.2

A large number of works of this sort, some derived from the Oculus, others
independently composed, were in circulation in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. John Mirk's Instructions for Parish Priests, for example, was a short
treatise in English verse derived from the Oculus and designed to help simple
and unlearned priests to carry out their duties in pulpit, confessional, and at the
deathbed.bIt has been suggested that in the early fifteenth century there was a
slackening in commitment to the improvement of the pastoral activities of the
rank and file clergy, and that clerical manuals were acquired and used mostly by
better educated urban clergy, more interested in the liturgical dimension of
priestly work than in the confessional or the pulpit.Z The evidence for this
suggestion is equivocal and inconclusive, being largely dependent on surviving
notes of provenance and the character of the annotations in some surviving
manuscripts, and the astonishing abundance of catechetical and penitential
material for the laity produced and used in fifteenth-and early sixteenth-century
England suggests that this area of pastoral activity remained a high priority.
Certainly the advent of printing at the end of the fifteenth century saw the
publication of a whole range of manuals designed to assist parish clergy in their
pastoral work, notably the eminently practical and simple fourteenth-century
manual, the Manipulus Curatorum, with its emphasis on the practical skills of
the priest and its insistence, like that of Mirk, that the priest should know the
scriptures. The Manipulus was first printed in England in 1498, and went
through at least nine editions before the Edwardine Reformation made it
obsolete.8

The Manipulus was in Latin, but there was also a series of vernacular treatises
in print at the end of the fifteenth century, in addition to Mirk's perennially
popular work. Caxton translated a French pastoral manual, the Doctrinal of
Sapyence, in 1489, for “symple prestes that understande not the scriptures” to
“lerne and teche to theyre paryshens”, which had an indulgence of twenty days
attached to it for anyone who read a portion of it to another. Caxton clearly
envisaged that lay people might also read the Doctrinal and produced two



editions, one containing and one omitting material on the mishaps that can occur
during the celebration of Mass, “by cause it is not conyenyent ne aparteynyng
that every layman sholde knowe it”.2 There were a number of vernacular
pastoral manuals printed at about this time, mostly translated from French
originals and principally designed for confessors, catechists, and preachers, but
also aimed at a literate lay audience, for example, the Ordynarye of Crysten Men
(1502) and the Floure of the Commandements (1510). Production of specifically
clerical treatises, following the same basic pattern and designed to help priests
hear confessions and expound the duties of the faith and the doctrine of the
sacraments, went on right up to the break with Rome. In 1531 Wynkyn de
Worde published an edition of the Stella Clericorum, first produced in France in
the 1490s and devoted to the dignity and obligations of priesthood. In 1534
Thomas Godfray reissued an English version of the Exonoratorium Curatorum,
a practical work modelled on Pecham's Ignorantia Sacerdotum. As late as 1542
Thomas Petyt produced an edition of the Cura Clericalis, which had had its first
printing in England as recently as 1532, but whose instructions about
pilgrimages and indulgences were by 1542 effectively illegal.1%

The Cura Clericalis, reflecting the received wisdom on the subject, defined
four roles for the priest. He was to be a celebrant of Masses, and so needed to
understand the basic texts and be able to pronounce the Latin grammatically and
clearly. He must be a minister of the other sacraments and so needed to know
what and how many they were, to grasp the essential matter of the sacrament and
be able to distinguish it from the peripheral features, and to know the proper
mode of administration. He was to be a confessor, and so must be able above all
to distinguish venial from deadly sin — “inter lepram et non lepram”. Finally he
was to be “plebis doctor”, the teacher of his people, able to instruct them in the
articles of the faith and the other precepts of God.1d

It will be noticed that preaching is not given a high priority in this list, or
rather it is assimilated to catechesis, instructing the people in the precepts of
God. Fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century lay people were enthusiastic sermon-
goers, where preaching was to be had, and Margery Kempe records “how fast
the pepyl cam rennyng to heryn the sermown” when a notable preacher came to
King's Lynn, but this very fact suggests that it was something of an event.
Preachers themselves could be sceptical of the motivation of those who flocked
to hear them, and dubious about the value of the growth in choice of preachers:

These days mochyl folk wyl nowt lowyn hem to syttyn doun at the sermoun, ne welyn heryn it with



meek herte, but thei welyn stondun that they moun redely gon awey yif the prechour plese hem nout.
Summe comuyn obstinat in here synne ... Summe comyn only to heryn coyouste and newe thyngis
... Summe comyn only to be seyn. Some comyn only for the maner and for non devocion ne for no

profyght of here soule and swyche fallyn sone on slepe.12

Mirk expected that parish priests would expound the essentials of the faith and
the meaning of the major feasts on Sundays, and his Festial was designed to
provide simple priests with material for these short Sunday homilies. It is
difficult to be sure just how widespread Sunday preaching was: over two
hundred pre-Reformation pulpits survive in England, most of them from the
fifteenth century, a remarkable number which does suggest a growth in the
perceived importance of preaching as part of parochial life. It is true that pulpits
had a variety of uses, and parish priests almost certainly used them more
regularly for “bidding the bedes” at the parish Mass than for preaching, but
inscriptions and paintings on some pulpits do suggest that pulpits in general were
seen primarily as platforms for teaching, not for prayer. The practice of painting
or carving the Four Latin Doctors on the panels or posts of the pulpit, as at
Castle Acre (PIL. 17) or Burnham Norton in Norfolk, or the reference to John the
Baptist, the archetypal preacher, on the pulpit at South Burlingham (Pl. 18) —
“Inter natos mulierum non surrexit major Johanne Baptista” — certainly suggest
this.13

At any rate, everyone agreed that the average parish priest was by and large
ill-equipped for preaching, hence the production of Mirk's Festial. Most treatises
for priests concentrated on the final two functions listed in the Cura Clericalis,
the priest as confessor and as “plebis doctor”, since these were held to be
intimately related. It was assumed that the priest would have to help the majority
of his parishioners to make a full and coherent confession, since most would be
unlettered folk. So the priest, especially when dealing with the young “or other
symple persones and rude”, was instructed to work through the Ten
Commandments, the seven sins, the corporal works of mercy, the five bodily
senses, asking the parishioner whether they had fulfilled the commandments,
committed the sins, carried out the works, and so on. This served simultaneously
to elicit confession of the penitent's particular sins and to instruct them in the
practice of the faith, but the Ordynarye of Crysten men warned the priest to be
careful here, since simple people, overawed by the occasion, tended to answer
“yes syre unto that / that a man them demandeth be it trouth or lesynge.”14

Manuals, printed or manuscript, produced by experts for the instruction of



parish clergy, tell us the theory of the confessional. A remarkable fifteenth-
century manuscript at St John's College, Cambridge, allows us to see something
of the actuality in practice. This manuscript is a compilation, assembled by at
least two different priests and with a considerable amount of consequent
overlapping, of practical material to assist them in the shriving pew (Pl. 19).
Carvings of confession on several of the East Anglian Seven-Sacrament fonts,
like those at Gresham and Alderford in Norfolk, show priests’ handbooks of this
sort actually in use.12 The St John's collection includes exhortations to penitents
to encourage them to a full and true confession, different formulae of absolution
and reassurance, prayers for repentance and forgiveness, verses from the Psalms,
theological notes on contrition, confession, and satisfaction, procedure to be
followed in absolving the dying, including forms of absolution for use with those
who possess bulls of indulgence, and prescribed remedies against the sins. The
main body of the collection, however, consists of a systematic set of inquisitions
for use by the priest in confession, structured round the seven deadly sins, the
Ten Commandments, and the five bodily wits. After the inquisitions comes a
section of instruction on the cardinal and theological virtues, with an exposition
of 1 Corinthians 13 as a practical treatise on charity, the beatitudes, the seven
gifts of the Holy Ghost, and a series of queries about the sins of people in
particular states of life — merchants, artificers, magistrates, housewives, and so
on. In the section of inquiries about the deadly sins which forms the principal
part of the compilation, the main text on each sin has a line drawn under it,
below which the first compiler has jotted down a series of one-word headings
which serve as a summary of the longer text and an aide-mémoire to himself in
the course of hearing a confession. It is unmistakably a working book designed
to help the owners to carry out their duties thoroughly and sympathetically.

The tone of the collection, and something of the social realities to which it
was addressed, can be gathered from the enquiries about the sin of envy:

Have ye hadde anie envie to your neighbores or to your even cristen and be glad of here harmes and
of here evel fare and loth of here good, or of the adversite or desese that hath falle to hem and be
sorie or hevie of here prosperite or welfare ... and of here good name and good fame. Have ye
backbited and dispreised your even cristen or tolde evill tales of hem to a pewn [?] here good name
or wolde not heere noo good spoke of hem bi your wille but lette it or stopped it as much as ye might.
Also sterid or procured other to hate hem... Also when ye have mette hem that ye hatith or hadde
[anger] to: have ye made hem good chere and feire face withoute forthe and hatid hem with yn forth.

And saide worse bi hinde him thene ye wolde avowe afore him for hatrade and envie that ye hadde to



him.16
This is entirely standard material, closely resembling, for example, the
equivalent section of Mirk's Instructions for Parish Priests. So, as in Mirk, or
even in the confession of the deadly sins in Langland's Piers Plowman, the sin of
sloth is treated largely in terms of failure to fulfil religious duties: “Have ye be
slowe to lerne your be leve and the comanndmentes and the lawe of God and to
teche it to them that beth under your governaunce ... to come to chirche to here
dyvine service and prechinge of the worde of god and to worship your lorde god
of heven.”1Z The significance of the St John's manuscript is not in any originality
it contains, but in the evidence it provides of the actual employment of the
theories and advice of the textbooks by working priests in their day-to-day
practice.

Confession following the pattern prescribed in the textbooks or even the St
John's compilation could have been a lengthy and harrowing business. In
practice it must usually have been much abbreviated, for confessors were
sensibly advised to save their close enquiries for the sins particular people were
likely to have committed — “as unto the people of the chirche of symonye ...
unto yonge people of temptacyons carnalles”.1 Most people in most parishes
confessed once a year, in Lent, and as often as not delayed coming till Holy
Week. In any community with more than a hundred or so “houselling folk” a
systematic confession of the sort envisaged by the manuals would have occupied
the priest and his people for most of Lent. Pious and leisured lay people with
spiritual guides were by the later fifteenth century confessing more regularly,
using the confessional as a form of spiritual direction. There was a growing
literature of penitence and compunction designed to help lay people to use
confession in this way. But we should not take the devout introspection of a
Lady Margaret or the scrupulous anxieties of a Luther as our model of what a
late medieval confession entailed. For the majority of parishioners it remained a
less subjective exercise, a time for practical reassessment, reconciliation with
neighbours, and settling of spiritual accounts. It was, moreover, an exercise
carried out with queues of waiting fellow-parishioners looming close behind, the
mutter of their rosaries or their chatter plainly audible (Pl. 20). Pastoral realism
therefore demanded that the confession be kept within manageable dimensions;
in a time-honoured formula the penitent was to be brief, be brutal, be gone.12

And quite apart from pastoral realism, many clergy were slapdash or
negligent. The jest-book A Hundred Merry Tales has a joke about a priest



hearing confessions on Ash Wednesday with a massive hangover as a result of
Shrove Tuesday junketing. He falls asleep in the midst of one womans
confession that she had stolen a pot, and in disgust she gets up and goes away.
The next woman in the queue kneels down and begins with the conventional
opening request for blessing. “Benedicite”, at which the priest wakes confused
and exclaims, “What, art thou now at ‘benedicite’ again! Tell me what didst thou
when thou hadst stolen the pot.”22

Nevertheless, it is clear that the framework of sins, commandments, works of
mercy, and bodily wits did form the basis not only of clerical enquiry in the
majority of confessions but of lay examination of conscience in preparation for
confession. The brief English “Form of Confession” provided in some of the
most popular primers of the 1520s and 1530s follows this form, taking the
penitent through a check-list of the seven deadly sins, the Ten Commandments,
the five wits, the seven works of mercy both corporal and spiritual, the seven
gifts of the Holy Ghost, the seven sacraments and the eight beatitudes.2l When
in February 1536 John Stanton, a Protestant agent provocateur, denounced his
confessor to Cromwell for papalist views revealed in the course of confession,
his report revealed the traditional framework in operation:

First the said John Stanton said Benedicite, and the priest said Dominus. And then the said John said
Confiteor, and afterwards rehearsed the seven deadly sins particularly, and then the misspending of
his five wits. And then the priest said, Have you not sinned in not doing the five [sic] works of
mercy? The said John said, Yea, forsooth, for the which and all other I cry God mercy and beseech
you, my ghostly father, of forgiveness, and give me penance of my sins.22
Confessional practice and the catechetical and preaching programme of the
English Church in the fifteenth century were closely linked: expositions of the
Lord's Prayer by the parish clergy, for example, normally presented the seven
petitions of the prayer as remedies against the deadly sins, and related them to
the three theological and four cardinal virtues.23 To assist and supplement the
efforts of the parish clergy there evolved a massive and growing literature in
English designed to instruct and edify the laity and to provide the simple clergy
with material for their preaching and teaching. Some of this material, such as the
publications of John Mirk, was by working parish priests. Some was directly
commissioned or inspired by the bishops, like Nicholas Love's immensely
popular translation of the Meditationes Vitae Christi usually attributed to
Bonaventura, the Mirrour of the Blessed Lyfe of Jesu. But much was the product



of private initiative or the activities of religious orders such as the Brigittines of
Syon or the Carthusians of Sheen or Mount Grace, not directly involved in
pastoral work. Though almost entirely the work of clerics, the growth of an
English theological literature in this period “was largely unofficial, informal, and
supererogatory”24 both promoting and responding to a growing lay demand for
religious instruction and edification. This vernacular literature was also
enormously varied. Compilations like the Poor Caitiff, a series of didactic and
devotional treatises aimed at the growing number of devout literate lay folk, or
Dives and Pauper, a systematic exposition of the Commandments probably
intended to assist clergy in preaching and confession, relate very closely to the
catechetical aims of the clergy, though the Poor Caitiff incorporates much
devotional material and is heavily influenced by Richard Rolle and his school.22

As all this suggests, the original modest aims of the thirteenth-century Church,
to equip the laity with basic prayers, the means of examining their consciences,
and the bare essentials of belief, had expanded by the fifteenth century.
Meditation on the Passion or the life of Christ, affective devotion to his
sufferings, to the Sacrament, or to the saints, the recognition of a desire for a
more structured and elaborate prayer-life, had all been accepted by the early
fifteenth century as legitimate for lay people as well as for religious, and a
literature emerged to cater for it. The career of Margery Kempe reveals the
extraordinary accessibility of the devotional classics of the period to a bourgeois
laywoman, and the range of clerical and religious guidance she could draw on,
from parochial or monastic clergy willing to read and expound the works of
Rolle, Hilton, or Nicholas Love, or the lives and writings of modern saints like
Christina of Markyate or Bridget of Sweden to serve as role models and
exemplars, to expert spiritual guides like the parish priest Richard of Caister or
the anchorite Julian of Norwich, willing and able to advise her on her own
spiritual development.2® Margery was a formidably determined woman with
some means, living in what was possibly the most religiously privileged part of
early fifteenth-century England, for the towns of East Anglia had far more in the
way of religious resources than the scattered communities of Derbyshire,
Cumberland, or Wales. The religious horizons of villagers in remote areas
probably remained fairly constricted even late into the century, but in Yorkshire,
the East Midlands, East Anglia, the South-east, and many parts of the West
Country, a common and extremely rich religious culture for the laity and secular
clergy had emerged by the fifteenth century, which far exceeded the modest
expectations of Pecham and the thirteenth-century bishops who devised the



catechetical strategies of the medieval English Church.%Z
The Impact of Catechesis: Imagery and Dramatic Evidence

The ubiquity of the catechetical preoccupations of the late medieval Church in
the imaginative world of the laity is testified to in a range of types of evidence.
From the late fourteenth century onwards wall-paintings illustrating the moral
framework of the teaching of the confessional manuals abound. A particularly
well-preserved one at Trotton in Sussex shows Christ in judgement, enthroned
on the rainbow. Below him stands Moses, holding the tables of the
Commandments. To Christ's left stands the figure of a man surrounded by
circular medallions in which are portrayed the seven corporal works of mercy.
On Christ's right is a gigantic naked figure, from whose body dragons emerge: in
their gaping jaws small human figures enact the seven deadly sins. The painting
would have provided the fifteenth-century parishioners of Trotton with a
pictorial rendering of a standard examination of conscience.28Paintings of this
sort were extremely common in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.
As windows became larger and wall-space smaller, such representations were
shifted into the painted glass. The works of mercy in particular were increasingly
represented in the painted windows paid for by prosperous merchants or yeomen
in the hundred years before the Reformation (Pl 21). At Lamas in Norfolk the
north window had a picture of the Doom, with Christ uttering the words of the
Matthean parable: “Venite Benedicti”, “Ite Maledicti”. In the other panels of the
window the works of mercy were represented, with the cry of the poor answered
by the charity of the donor: “For hunger gredy — Thee to fede, lo me nogh reedy,
Hostel I crave — Come wery in and you shal have.” Parts of a similar window
survive at Combs in Suffolk (Pl. 22-3).22

At Blythburgh visiting the sick is carved on a bench-end, the bedridden man
turning hands of supplication upwards, while on the bench behind him a prisoner
in the stocks implores help with the same gesture (Pl 24-5). The vices were also
carved: at Wigginhall St German Lust is represented by a man and woman
embracing, Avarice clutches his money-bags, while Gluttony pours wine from a
bottle into a cup (Pl. 26-7). At Thornham Sloth dozes over his rosary. At
Blythburgh Gluttony hugs a distended paunch, while Pride is a hypocritical
devotee (Pl. 28), pretending to pray while actually peering over devoutly poised
hands to see who is taking notice, a direct borrowing from the standard
treatments of Pride in the confessional textbooks: “Have ye synned in ypocrisie



and schewid you holier and better owte warde than ye were inwarde. And
desired to be holde holie or good ...have ye doo your almes or maide your
prioures ... or do the other goode dedis openlie that thei schulde be knowen.”32

Other aspects of the catechetical programme were also presented visually. The
twelve articles of the Apostles’ Creed were conventionally attributed to the
twelve Apostles, Peter having composed the first article “Credo in Deum,
Patrem Omnipotentem”, Andrew the second, “et in Iesum Christum”, and so on.
Portrayals of the twelve Apostles, each carrying a banner or a scroll on which
the relevant article of the Creed is inscribed, became extremely common in
windows and on the dados of Rood-screens in fifteenth-century England. They
were also portrayed in alabaster altar-pieces and they can be found on the west
front of Wells Cathedral. A complete Creed window survives at Drayton
Beauchamp in Buckinghamshire, and Rood-screens with the Creed survive at
Gooderstone, Ringland, Mattishall, Thetford, and Weston Longyville, all in
Norfolk (Pl. 29-30). At Mattishall the didactic purpose of the paintings with
their texts was elaborated by the carver who framed the paintings within the
screen. The clause of the Creed associated with the Apostle James the Great is
“who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary” (Pl. 31). In
the spandrels above the painting of St James with this text the carver has set the
biblical scene of the Annunciation by Gabriel to Mary, thereby providing the
parishioners with a portrayal of the moment at which the conception took place
(Pl. 32).3L In general, the emergence of the common arrangement on East
Anglian Rood-screens in which the dado was occupied by the Apostles, with or
without their clauses of the Creed, and the doors or pulpit by the Four Latin
Doctors, Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory, and Jerome, symbols of the Church's
teaching, suggests a heightened awareness of the importance of preaching and
catechesis in parishes in the second half of the century (Pl. 33).32

One of the most remarkable manifestations of the impact of the Church's
catechetical concerns on the laity is the collection of forty or so octagonal
baptismal fonts, the majority of them in Norfolk and Suffolk, which portray the
Seven Sacraments around the bowl. These fonts date from the three generations
before the Reformation. One of the earliest is at East Dereham, acquired in 1468,
and the last, at Walsoken, was made ten years after the break with Rome, in
1544. Many, perhaps most, of these fonts are the result of lay benefactions to the
parish church, and in some cases the donors are known, as at Blythburgh, where
John Mason and his wife are commemorated on the top step of the font pedestal.
The choice of subject-matter on the fonts must at the very least have met with



the approval of the donors and the rest of the parish.

The fonts are common in areas where Lollardy had been particularly strong in
the generation prior to their appearance, as at Martham in Norfolk, the home of
the redoubtable Margery Baxter, and it has been plausibly suggested by
Professor Ann Nichols, the leading authority on the subject, that they represent a
considered response to the Lollard attack on the sacramental teaching of the
Church, and mark the understanding and acceptance of that teaching by the most
influential laity of East Anglia.33 Certainly the iconography of the sacraments on
the fonts is extraordinarily precise and “correct”. In many continental and some
English representations of the sacraments in other media they are represented by
some peripheral part of the ritual, such as the anointings in baptism, or the
handing over of the chalice in ordination, the tying of the chrisom-cloth in
confirmation, or the blessing of the ring in marriage. On these fonts, by contrast,
the scene depicted is almost always that of the action held by the theologians to
be constitutive of the sacrament — the sacring at Mass (P1. 36, 40, 42), the actual
immersion of the child in baptism (Pl. 34), the laying on of hands in ordination,
the hand-fastening of bride and groom in the presence of witnesses in token of
the vow which constitutes the sacrament of matrimony (Pl. 35). Often the priest
or bishop in these panels has a book open before him, on which the key words of
the ritual might be painted. The carvings therefore represent an extremely
precise and full form of catechetical teaching, perhaps designed to counteract
heresy. At any rate the very large number commissioned in the later fifteenth
century bear witness to lay interest in and enthusiasm for the teachings they
enshrine. After the Reformation, Protestant activists recognized in the
iconography of these fonts a rallying point for Catholic belief and a means of
propagating it, and attacked them accordingly.34

The Seven-Sacrament fonts represent an appropriation by the laity of the
catechetical concerns of the clergy. A similar and even more emphatic
appropriation is evident in another medium, drama. The Corpus Christi gild and
the Pater Noster gild at York regularly mounted plays designed to teach the
citizens the elements of the faith. The Pater Noster gild had been founded to
present a play “setting forth the goodness of the Lord's Prayer... In which play
all manner of vices were held up to scorn, and the virtues held up to praise”.32
The Creed play was designed to impart “instruction and information of the
Christian faith” to the glory of God “and especially to the instruction of the
people” and to teach the Creed “to the ignorant”. It was in twelve pageants, each
with a banner on which the relevant clause of the Creed was painted, and it



frequently replaced the longer Corpus Christi cycle, which was also the Corpus
Christi gild's responsibility. The articles of the Creed were probably illustrated
with the relevant plays from the Corpus Christi cycle, the article on the
forgiveness of sins, for example, by the play of the woman taken in adultery.
The Pater Noster play was clearly linked, as it generally was in contemporary
preaching, to the seven sins and the seven virtues, though petitions like “give us
this day our daily bread,” which will certainly have had a play illustrating Sloth,
might also have borrowed the Last Supper play from the Corpus Christi cycle to
represent the Eucharistic dimension of the petition often discussed in sermons
and expositions of the prayer.3%

Whatever their precise content, these plays clearly involved a massive
corporate effort by the laity of York to foster knowledge of the elements of the
faith. The Pater Noster play had originally been a private initiative, and the gild
certificate described how the first performance had such an effect “that many
said, “Would that this play could be put on a permanent basis in this city for the
good of souls and for the consolation of citizens and neighbours.” “ The
formation of the Pater Noster gild had been the result, but in the course of the
fifteenth century the city itself took over responsibility for both of these cycles
of plays, and the catechetical and devotional enterprise they represented became
the responsibility of the citizens as a whole.3Z

Few communities could match this sort of commitment to the task of
instruction and consolation, but religious plays everywhere were a fundamental
means of transmitting religious instruction and stirring devotion. William
Revetour, chaplain of St William's Ousebridge, York, who left the text of the
Creed play to the Corpus Christi gild, along with other play-texts and properties,
in 1446, also left a small library. This contained a number of pastoral and
liturgical treatises, and a handful of works which reveal his catechetical
preoccupations — a treatise on the Lord's Prayer and an illustrated table setting
out its petitions and the related vices and virtues, a copy of the Prick of
Conscience, a book of the Gospels, some saints’ lives in English, and a book of
sermons for Lent.38 He was clearly actively engaged in teaching, and it is
probably significant that he left his English books to lay friends, his Latin books
to clerics. His involvement with the York plays was an entirely consistent
extension of this activity.

What was true of Revetour at York was also true more generally. The Tudor
reader was meant to smile but not to sneer at the Warwickshire curate in A
Hundred Merry Tales who, though “no great clerk nor graduate of the



university”, was wont to expound the Creed to his parish on a Sunday, and told
them that “if you believe not me then for a more sure and sufficient authority, go
your way to Coventry and there ye shall see them all played in Corpus Christi
play.”32 Relatively few communities mounted an entire cycle of plays, of course,
but the many miracle and saints’ plays performed by gilds and other groups in
the villages and towns of England into the 1560s served much the same function.
The Croxton miracle play of the sacrament vividly combined orthodox
sacramental instruction, a devotional set piece derived from the cult of the Image
of Pity, and farcical elements borrowed from mumming plays into a highly
effective piece of religious drama, possibly designed to consolidate orthodox lay
repudiation of Lollardy.42 The story of the old man quizzed in James I's reign
about his knowledge of Jesus Christ who replied that he had certainly heard of
him, for he had attended in his youth the Corpus Christi play at Kendal, where
there was a man on a tree and the blood flowed down, is usually told to illustrate
the religious ignorance of the peasantry in the early modern period. What it
actually attests is the enormous didactic and imaginative effectiveness of the
religious plays of the late Middle Ages: once seen, never forgotten. The old
man's ignorance of other aspects of the faith is a tacit testimony to the disastrous
effect of the suppression of the plays by the Protestant authorities from the mid-
1560s onwards.4L

The Impact of Literacy: Lay Didactic and Devotional Collections

But the crucial factor in the growth of a well-instructed laity in fifteenth-century
England was the spread of literacy down the social scale, even to many women.
We have already considered the impact of this development in connection with
the multiplication of primers, but many other types of religious texts also
circulated — didactic treatises on the virtues or vices, saints’ lives, rhymed moral
fables, accounts of visions or visits from or to the afterlife, and collections of
prayers and devotions. Much of this material was originally intended for reading
aloud to the laity by clerics, as was the case with the long fourteenth-century
didactic poem Speculum Vitae, designed to be read piecemeal to gatherings of
unlettered lay people:

And that for lewd men namely
That can no maner of clergy
to teche hem were most nede

For clerkis can both se and rede



In diverse bokis of holy writte

How thei schuld liven if thei loke it ...

Such pious reading brought religious instruction out of the church, into the
household and the gildhall, and thereby into direct competition with secular
entertainment, something the author of the Speculum felt bound to warn his
listeners about.

I warne yow first at the begynnyng

I wil make no vayn spekyng

Of dedis of armes ne of amours

As done mynstrels and gestours

that makyn spekyng in many place
Of Octavyan and Isambrace

and of many other gestis

and namely when thei come to festis
Ne of the life of Bevis of Hamtoun
That was a knyght of grete renoun

Ne of Gy of warwick ... 42

In fact many didactic poems, like Mannyng's Handlyng Synne, did mix
entertainment with edification, by providing vivid and often amusing exempla as
illustrations of their serious points. Moreover, as the number of laymen able to
read grew in many communities and even in many households, so too did
demand for reading-matter, and well-to-do households and larger bodies like
gilds acquired collections of material which might include both entertainment
and uplift, romances of Sir Isumbras or Bevis of Hampton alongside saints’ lives
and sermons. One such collection from the later fifteenth century has been
preserved in the Cambridge University Library and was recently published in
facsimile. Its editors consider that it provides “a good index to the religious and
literary tastes and preoccupations of the bourgeoisie in the late fifteenth
century”, with religious and devotional material alongside items stressing the
“domestic virtues and practical wisdom”, and “popular romances which are
pious, lively and full of incidents and marvels”. The collection is highly
stereotyped, for many of the same items, in more or less the same order, are
found in other devotional and didactic collections of the period. This was the
conventional religion of the day, and its contents admirably illustrate the way in



which the programme outlined by the Council of Lambeth in 1281 had been
absorbed into lay religious consciousness.*3

The collection opens with a series of texts in verse, most of which are
paraphrases of the parts of scripture familiar to the laity from their inclusion in
the primers — the nine lessons from Job included in the “Dirige” and the
penitential Psalms, together with some long devotions addressed to God and the
Virgin. There follow a series of much simpler and more accessible texts
probably aimed at children and young people, and directly geared to catechizing:
rhymed versions of the Ten Commandments, the corporal and spiritual works of
mercy, the five bodily and five spiritual wits, the seven deadly sins and their
contrary virtues, a prose exposition of the Creed from the Merure de Seinte
Eglise of St Edmund Rich, and an account of the seven sacraments from the
same source. Then comes a series of saints’ lives, some in prose, taken from
Mirk's Festial, a poem on the Assumption of Mary, and a verse life of St
Katherine. After these comes a verse devotion to Christ's Wounds known as the
“charter of Christ”, a poem about the end of the world called “The xv tokenys
before the day of dome”, a popular subject much illustrated in woodcuts and
windows and forming part of the material covered in the Chester play of
Antichrist. After this comes a series of cautionary tales illustrating the benefits
of being moral and the disadvantages of wickedness, whose titles tell all one
needs to know about them: “how the goode man taght hys sone”, “the
Adulterous Falmouth Squire”, “how a merchande dyd hys wyfe betray”, “a gode
mater of the marchand and hys sone”. This part of the collection is interspersed
with some affective poems on the sorrows of the Virgin, and a miraculous tale of
a woman whose wavering faith in the Blessed Sacrament was miraculously
confirmed. The collection concludes with a series of verse romances, several of
which combine entertainment with edification — the Earl of Toulouse, Syr
Eglamour, Syr Tryamoure, Octavian, Bevis, the Seven Sages of Rome, Guy of
Warwick, Le Bone Florence of Rome, Robert of Sicely, and Sir Degare.

The preoccupations and concerns evident in this collection extended beyond
the urban bourgeois for whom it was compiled. The title of one of its treatises,
“How the goode man taght hys sone”, was symptomatic of a general desire
among the pious laity to further within one's own household or sphere of interest
godliness and good learning. The Oxfordshire landowner and minor courtier,
Peter Idley, who died in 1473, devoted a good deal of his leisure to the
compilation of a series of verse “Instructions to his Son” which similarly
encapsulate these concerns. The instructions are in two books, the first based on



moral and homiletic material by Albertanus of Brescia, and dealing in general
terms with the meaning of life, the values his son should have, the evils of
poverty and the need for faith — much the same mixture of devotion with
“domestic virtues and worldly wisdom” evident in the Cambridge manuscript.
The second book is derived from Robert Manning of Brunne's Handlyng Synne.
Idley left it unfinished, but like Manning's work it was intended to treat the
Commandments, the sins, and the sacraments, diversified and enlivened by vivid
and entertaining exempla.44

At the other end of the social scale, the commonplace book of the rural artisan
and church-reeve, Robert Reynes of Acle, active in the last third of the fifteenth
century, reveals many of the same concerns and convictions, but also something
of the limitations and difficulties of the catechetical impulse at the time. Reynes,
a reeve's son, was agent and man of business for the ecclesiastical lord of the
manor of Acle, and was a man of some consequence in his own community, but
he was clearly far less sophisticated and far less well educated than either Idley
or the compilers of the Cambridge manuscript. He is as near as one is likely to
get to the typical representative of the class of men who became churchwardens
in the parishes of late fifteenth-century England, and his commonplace book is
an invaluable indicator of their religious concerns.#2 It is much more varied than
either of the other collections we have been considering. This is in part because
it contains a good deal of secular material, reflecting Reynes's own daily
activities — notes on the assize of bread, on fires in Norwich and Acle, family
dates, notes on manorial court procedures, Latin proverbs of a generally
pessimistic and moralizing kind, a coded instruction about the location of a
silver cup, lists of major events in world history, the principal battles in the Wars
of the Roses, memoranda on taxes, markets, and assorted contracts and legal
formularies. The religious items, which form the largest part of the book, are
similarly varied, and elements representing the central didactic aims of the
fifteenth-century Church jostle charms and other items which the upper clergy
and the catechists might well have disapproved of.

Much in the book reflects Reynes's activities as parishioner and
churchwarden: notes of church repairs, the purchase of vestments, details of the
Peter's Pence tax in Acle and obituaries of rectors of the parish, a rhyme to be
attached to a rosary placed in the parish church for the use of those who had
forgotten to bring their own, encouraging them to gain the indulgences attached
to recitation of the rosary against the day of doom, parts of the scripts or
epilogues to pageants and plays organized for church funds. There are lists of



fasting days and saints’ days, and a “Cisio-Janus”, designed to help Reynes
memorize the major feasts in the calendar. The longest set of items consists of
material connected with the cult of St Anne, including a verse life of Anne for
reading at the patronal feast of a local gild, of which Reynes was probably an
officer.46

The devotional fashions of the late fifteenth century have also left their trace
in Reynes's book — a rhymed devotion on the number of the drops of Christ's
blood, an account of the shrine images at Walsingham, which Reynes must
certainly have visited, a moralistic poem on the transience of life and the evils of
the world, the need for virtue in the three estates, and an appeal for mercy to
Christ. There are a number of other poems of a pessimistic character on the
brevity of life and the need to prepare for death by receiving the sacraments.
Reynes included a long version of the legend of the “woman solitary and
recluse” often prefaced to the “Fifteen Oes”, the Passion prayers attributed to St
Bridget, but he does not give the prayers themselves, though doubtless he had a
respectable copy of the prayers in his primer or elsewhere, lacking the legend
with its colourful tale of the defeat of demons and the efficacy of the “Oes” in
freeing souls from Purgatory. He also had an incomplete version of the popular
poem on the fifteen tokens of the day of doom: he copied the final sections,
which treat of the appearance of Christ in judgement, where the major emphasis
in Christ's speech is on those who have done no merciful deeds and those who
have wounded him by swearing. This was a frequent theme of preaching in the
period, often illustrated in wall-paintings and glass, in which Christ's bleeding
and dismembered body is surrounded by the figures of people who have sworn
by the afflicted part. This moralistic material reflects the preaching and
catechetical concerns of the period, and so it is not surprising to find alongside it
a series of mnemonic texts designed to inculcate the fundamentals as set out in
Pecham's schema — brief summaries, in both English and Latin, of the Ten
Commandments, the seven sins, the works of mercy, the virtues, the sacraments,
including notes on which of the sacraments were repeatable and which could be
received only once.4Z

Reynes, then, was certainly affected by the Church's official programme of
catechesis. But there is some indication that the process may have been fairly
elementary in his case. Standard treatments of the Commandments in the
confessional manuals and catechetical textbooks consistently warned against the
use of charms and against divination, but Reynes's commonplace book is rich in
evidence of his use of both. Most of the charms would probably have passed



muster with the parish clergy — a prayer charm to St Apollonia against the
toothache, an invocation of Christ, the Apostles, prophets, angels and saints
against fever, a narrative charm in the form of a conversation between Christ and
St Peter against malaria. But he also collected zodiacal material and
prognostications which were certainly widely disapproved of by the clergy, and
one of the odder items in the book is an elaborate formula for conjuring angels,
for purposes of divination, into a child's thumbnail. This was evidently a
widespread practice, but it is explicitly condemned by Idley, in his Instructions
to his Son

Allso if in ony swerde or in a basen

Or in a thombe or in a cristall

Thow made ony childe to loke therein —
Wichcraft men cleped this all.

Beware of this, it woll have a fall.#8

Reynes knew the Ten Commandments, but had evidently not internalized the
standard comments on the First Commandment, which prohibited quasi-magical
practices of this sort.

It is tempting to attribute the cruder and less inward piety of Reynes's book to
the social and educational gulf between his world and that which produced the
more sophisticated and securely orthodox piety revealed in Idley's book or the
Cambridge manuscript. But as we shall see in the context of the primer
devotions such assumptions about élite and popular religion can be misleading.
The contents of a commonplace book from the Norfolk-Suffolk border near
Scole, contemporary with Reynes's book but from a gentry household, is
sufficiently similar to Reynes's collection to suggest that the contrast may in fact
be less to do with high and low, élite and popular, than with town (or, in Idley's
case, court) and country.

The so-called Brome commonplace (from its place of discovery) contains
many fewer items than either the Cambridge manuscript or Reynes's book, and
most of these are extended poems rather than the sort of short pieces which
Reynes collected, but there is a striking similarity of interest and ethos in the two
rural East Anglian collections.#2 The catechetical and moralistic material in
Reynes's book is matched in the Brome book by a handful of moralizing rules in
verse, including one which also occurs, in a somewhat different version, in
Reynes's collection.



Fyrst arise erly
Serve thy God deuly,
And the warld besylly ...

The main catechetical item in the Brome book, however, is an extraordinary
poem, attributed to St John the Evangelist (!) “The Catechism of Adrian and
Epotys”, in which the child Jesus instructs the emperor Adrian in the story of
Creation and Fall, the seven sins of Adam, the virtues, the methods of avoiding
Hell, and the thirteen reasons for the Friday fast. This catechetical material is
rounded off with a poem on the cardinal virtues by Lydgate. The fragments of
religious plays in Reynes's collection are matched in the Brome book by a play
of Abraham and Isaac, his hagiographic material on St Anne is matched in
Brome by a verse life of St Katherine, his long account of the power of the
“Oes” over demons and the souls in Purgatory by a metrical version of the story
of St Patrick's Purgatory, “The Knight Sir Owen”. Reynes's astrological and
divinatory material is matched in Brome by a set of instructions in verse on
divination by the casting of dice. And a later hand has completed the
correspondences with Reynes by adding an incomplete charm prescribing an
elaborate series of devotions, including the recitation of fifteen Paternosters and
Aves daily in honour of a series of obscure saints, and a set of instructions of the
performance of St Gregory's Trental. The religious section of the manuscript
ends with a type of item not found in Reynes, a carol of the Annunciation.2?
Reynes was a poor man, the compiler of the Brome book was a gentleman.
Both books display, however, a remarkably similar religion. It was a religion in
which there was little evidence of the deep religious introspection and interiority
encouraged by monastic and mystical devotional writers, concentrating rather on
the objective things of religion, the observance of feast and fast, the changing
pattern of the annual liturgy. It was somewhat credulous, avid for colour and
spectacular incident, preferring religious instruction to come in the form of
entertainment, rhymed saints’ lives, or religious plays. It was interested in the
afterlife and especially in the avoidance of Purgatory, about which both
compilers were entirely orthodox. Both valued the Church's sacraments, both
believed in the power of the Mass to save and heal, both placed a high value on
the virtues of the rosary and devotion to the Virgin. Both feared the Devil, were
much concerned with judgement, thought the end of the world might be near,
and believed that the surest way to avert God's wrath was by being merciful to
the poor and avoiding swearing. Both accepted and sought to remember the



doctrinal outlines offered them by the contemporary Church, but neither was
greatly interested in the intricacies of doctrine. Somewhere near the heart of their
religion was a sober and conformist morality, encouraged no doubt by the
clergy's concentration of their catechetical endeavours on the confessional, and
the location of instruction on the Creed within a more elaborate scheme which
put as much or more emphasis on the Commandments, the virtues, the sins. And
both collections provide evidence of an entrenched area of lay religious belief
and practice resistant to attempts at reform, and likely to be frowned on by the
more austere medieval clerical catechists and devotional writers, just as it would
be by humanists and reformers, the world of charms and divination.

One other commonplace book will help to complete this survey of lay
assimilation of the catechetical programme of the late medieval church. Richard
Hill was a London grocer, active in the 1520s and 1530s, for much of which
time he seems to have lived in the parish of St Andrew Undershaft. His
commonplace book, now at Balliol College, Oxford, is one of the most
remarkable collections of the period, containing a wealth of devotional verse and
carols, including the unique text of the Corpus Christi carol.2l Like Reynes's
collection, it mixes secular matter with religious, and in addition to the
devotional material and notes of family baptisms, confirmations, and deaths, has
recipes for brewing beer, making gunpowder, and dosing sick horses, notes on
weights and measures, the sale of cheese, the assize of bread, and legal formulae.
Like the Cambridge manuscript, it contains metrical romances and gestes — the
Seven Sages, the Siege of Rome, the story of the Basin, the Friar, and the Boy. It
has an enormous collection of devotional verses, some of them modelled on
prayers found in the primers, some of them general reflections on the transience
of worldly things. It has a version of the poem on St Gregory's Trental, and it has
a series of Latin prose texts directly bearing on the catechetical programme we
have been considering in this chapter. Hill was clearly a traditional Catholic,
untouched by the reforming currents already evident in the city in the 1520s, as
the presence of texts like the “Pope Trental” or the “Merits of the Mass”
indicate. As might be expected, therefore, his collections include a significant
number of catechetical texts. The most striking of these are in Latin, notably a
“Tabila [sic] Christiane religionis valde utilis et necessaria” which looks as if it
has been derived fairly directly from one of the shorter clerical manuals like the
Manipulus Curatorum, and which gives a schematic but exhaustive analysis of
the faith on the familiar Pecham model of Creed (complete with allocation of
each article to an Apostle), Lord's Prayer, Commandments of law and Gospel,



the laws of the Church, the sacraments, the sins, the virtues, the works of mercy.
Each item is subdivided and minutely defined, giving the skeleton framework for
an exhaustive treatment of its subject.22This tract also includes material on
reserved sins, the ways of incurring excommunication, laws of fasting, days of
obligation, and all the other rules and regulations governing orthodox Catholic
practice. A briefer Latin tract expounds the Ten Commandments and the ways of
breaking them.23 A third Latin piece, longer than either of these, comprises a
complete treatise on confession, obviously designed for use by a priest, and
providing the sort of pattern of inquisition into the penitent's sins which we have
already encountered in the St John's manuscript or the primer form of
confession, as well as a good deal of supplementary material on the theology and
practical conduct of confession.24

This rather dry and schematic material is supplemented by English and Latin
verses designed to help the layman memorize and flesh it out, such as a set of
quatrains characterizing each of the deadly sins, poems on the Eucharist and
other sacraments, metrical lists of the sins, virtues, sacraments and the rest, and
moralizing rules and aphorisms like the “Aryse early, serve God devoutly” poem
we have already encountered in Reynes and the Brome book, or the equally
common riddling verses on the Commandments, sins and five bodily wits:

Kepe well X and flee from sevyn

Spend well V and cum to hevyn.22

Hill's religion was much richer in content and wider in range than that of
Reynes. In particular, the extensive collection of carols and prayers addressed to
Christ and Mary in his book, including items like the haunting Corpus Christi
carol, add a depth and resonance largely lacking in the other collections. But
much of that material is in turn indebted to the primers, which would have
supplied the owners and compilers of books like Reynes's or the Brome
collection with the affective warmth and interiority we miss in their
commonplace books. What is perhaps more striking is the extent to which Hill,
like them, has absorbed, assumed, and built on the catechetical framework and
priorities mapped out for clergy and laity alike three centuries before.

The Coming of Print

In a famous passage of Actes and Monumentes, John Foxe asserted the



incompatibility of popery and printing: “How many presses there be in the
world, so many block houses there be against the high castle of St Angelo, so
that either the pope must abolish knowledge and printing, or printing must at
length root him out.”28 Had Foxe attended to the history of printing in and for
England until the early 1530s, he would not have made this claim. The advent of
printing in the 1470s and the enormous surge in numbers of publications after
1505 did not flood the reading public with reforming tracts or refutations of the
real presence. Instead, alongside the grammar-books, almanacs, conduct-books,
statutes, and law reports which formed so much of the stock-in-trade of printers,
there flooded out liturgical books to serve the parish churches, letters of
indulgence for hospitals, gilds, and other charities, a vast range of devotional and
didactic tracts, designed to promote traditional piety and a better knowledge of
the faith and practice of Catholicism, and above all tens of thousands of Latin
primers, vying with each other to advertise the indulgenced prayers and pictures
with which they were furnished. Caxton, Wynkyn de Worde, and Richard
Pynson, who between them dominated the English printing trade until the break
with Rome, were all religiously conservative, as well as being shrewd
businessmen determined to tap and cater for the expanding lay market for
traditional religious material.2Z

Much of this printed matter was reissuing classics which had long since
circulated in manuscript. Nicholas Love's Mirror of the Blessed Life of Jesu,
Mirk's Festial, assorted works by Richard Rolle, and several versions of the Ars
Moriendi all went through multiple editions. We have already noted the stream
of clerical manuals produced in both English and Latin, most of them established
classics going back to the fourteenth century or earlier. Caxton produced a new
version of the Somme le Roi, the thirteenth-century Carmelite classic on the Ten
Commandments, the deadly sins, and the virtues which had been translated into
English as the Ayenbite of Inwyt. It had circulated in at least nine other English
versions before the advent of printing.28 Caxton also translated a similar work,
the Book of Good Manners, from an early fifteenth-century French original. His
account of his reasons for undertaking this translation throws a fascinating light
on the drive behind the steady flow of such material which was to come from the
presses right up to the break with Rome. Caxton recorded how his friend
William Pratt, a devout city mercer who died in 1486, leaving instructions for an
austerely religious funeral without pomp, had brought him the French original
not long before his death, declaring that he wanted it translated and published “to
the end that it might be had and used among the people for the amendment of



their manners”. The impetus here is not from the clergy, certainly not the result
of official fiat, but the suggestion of a devout layman, anxious to improve the
moral and religious tone of the community at large.22

The overwhelmingly traditional and orthodox character of the religious
literature printed in England before 1530 did not mean that it was all of one sort.
Variety was the essence of fast sales, and Wynkyn de Worde and Pynson
provided it. There were pamphlets advocating the merits of the rosary, treatises
on a good death or providing comfort and reassurance for troubled consciences,
visions and revelations about Purgatory such as the Gast of Gy and the Monk of
Eynsham, the fourth book of the Imitation of Christ (on the Blessed Sacrament),
a series of individual saints’ lives, some of them, like the life of St Werburge, St
Thomas, or Joseph of Arimathea, designed to promote pilgrimage to particular
shrines.82Pynson published similar pamphlets to promote pilgrimage to the Holy
Blood of Hailes and to Walsingham.®l There were also hagiographical
collections, some on a grand scale, as in Caxton's translation of the Golden
Legend, expanded in successive editions to include newly popular saints and
summaries of Old Testament stories, or, more modestly, Pynson's abbreviated
translation of Capgrave's Nova Legenda Angliae of 1516, probably issued for the
religious of Syon, but intended more generally to promote pride in and devotion
to English saints among the married laity.%2 And among the runaway best-sellers
of the first quarter of the century were the sermons of John Fisher on the seven
penitential Psalms, a searching and sombrely magnificent verse-by-verse
exposition by the greatest preacher of the period. The sermons not only appealed
to growing lay interest in scripture, but explored and expounded with great
pastoral sensitivity the theology of repentance and forgiveness, and the doctrine
of the sacraments.%3

Though some of this material was in Latin, most was in English, and printing
gave an enormous impetus to the movement for vernacular religious instruction.
This development brought its own tensions. Fear of Lollardy had made most
Church leaders nervous of translations of scripture, even of such basics as the
Lord's Prayer, the Hail Mary, and the “De Profundis” Psalm recited for the dead.
The problems this created for religious instruction in the face of growing literacy
had been met in a variety of ways. The ban on English versions of the New
Testament had to a large extent been ameliorated by the production of Nicholas
Love's translation of the Meditationes Vitae Christi, for that work was essentially
an expanded Gospel harmony, and went a long way towards satisfying lay
eagerness for knowledge of the Gospels.84 Other portions of scripture circulated



in loose verse translations and paraphrases. We have already encountered “Pety
Job”, the verse rendering of the readings from the “Dirige”, and countless Psalm
paraphrases also circulated. Nevertheless, the fear of Bible translations was a
major weakness in the educational and devotional programme of late medieval
English Catholicism, and a principal reason why serious interest in religious
education in the vernacular could tip over into, or be confused with, Lollardy.
That educational programme sought to deepen and extend the religious
knowledge and fervour of the common people, but the restriction of English
Bible-reading to those who secured an episcopal licence effectively confined
licit Bible ownership and readership to wealthy devotees like John Clopton of
Long Melford.5> Foxe was therefore right, to the extent that printing fed the
aspirations of a swelling English readership eager for devotional material and
increasingly used to the deployment of biblical stories and imagery in plays,
paintings, and glass. It seems likely that even had the Reformation not reached
England, and given the emphasis laid on the centrality of scripture by Erasmus,
More, and Fisher, this particular ban would have had to go, sooner or later.
Without the goad of Reformation, of course, the advent of an English version of
the New Testament might well have been absorbed into the devotional mood
which dominated English religious reading, without the doctrinal uncertainty and
conflict which in fact ensued.56

However that may be, the pressure for the extension of the vernacular to all
religious fundamentals, including the use of English versions of the Our Father,
Hail Mary, and Creed, had been achieved long before the Reformation reached
England. More than a century before Mirk had urged parish clergy to encourage
their parishioners to say their prayers in English, for “hit ys moch more spedfull
and meritabull to you to say your Pater Noster yn Englysche then yn suche
Lateyn, as ye doth. For when ye speketh yn Englysche, then ye knowen and
understondyn wele what ye sayn.”®Z Though the basic texts of the primers
remained in Latin till after the break with Rome, the demand for vernacular
material was evident in the evolution of the early sixteenth-century primers, as
more and more English material was added. A range of primers from a variety of
publishers before 1530 were adding didactic and devotional matter in English,
such as the “three verities’, a brief instruction on Faith, Hope, and Charity
attributed to Gerson, the “Form of Confession”, and the “Maner to live well”.68

That emphasis was even more evident in the history of printed instruction and
devotion outside the primer. In 1500 the Syon monk Thomas Betson produced a
catechetical treatise aimed at promoting religious knowledge and devotion



among the simpler members of the community. This Ryght Profytable Treatyse
advertised the inclusion of English versions of the Paternoster, Ave, and Credo,
“medefull to religyous people as to the laye people”. Within a few years the
circulation of catechetical treatises teaching English prayers was
commonplace.52 In 1505 Wynkyn de Worde published The Arte or Crafte to
Lyue well,Z0 a comprehensive catechetical and devotional treatise adapted from
the French and profusely illustrated. The pictures included a woodcut of Jesus
teaching the Apostles how to pray, with the words of the Lord's Prayer in
English above their heads (Pl 37): another English version of the prayer was
given in the text. A similar woodcut of Moses and Aaron gave the words of the
Ten Commandments, a device repeated on the title-page of another catechetical
treatise, The Floure of the Commaundementes.”L The Arte or Crafte was a
remarkable collection of materials, expounding Lord's Prayer, Hail Mary, Creed,
Commandments (including the commandments of the Church about such things
as fasting and payment of tithes), the virtues, the gifts of the Holy Ghost, the
works of mercy, and the sacraments. The long and very comprehensive section
on the sacraments was illustrated with vivid woodcuts, displaying the sacrament
itself with, above it, a smaller picture of its Old Testament type. Over the picture
of the Mass was a vignette of Melchizedek offering bread and wine, above the
picture of marriage Adam and Eve were joined together by God in the garden
(Pl. 38).22 Each article of the Creed similarly had its own illustration, complete
with Old Testament type, the type being explained both in a quatrain at the foot
of the picture and in the main body of the text. The seven deadly sins were
treated separately in a treatise dealing with the apocryphal vision of Lazarus,
each sin being illustrated with a lurid woodcut of the appropriate punishment.
The collection also included a crudely illustrated prose version of the fifteen
tokens of the day of doom, and the history of Antichrist. The book was a
commercial speculation, with no indication of clerical involvement in its English
production, yet it certainly provided a full and lively coverage of the traditional
catechetical programme, in a form likely to appeal to the widest possible lay
audience.’3

It was outclassed in this regard, however, by one of the most remarkable
books of the century, once again translated from a French original. The Kalender
of Shepherdes, which first appeared in a barbarous Scots version in 1503, was
retranslated for Pynson in 1506, and again for Wynkyn de Worde, with smaller
and inferior woodcuts, in 1508. It had a fourth edition in 1518, a fifth in 1528,
and was reissued in both Mary's and Elizabeth's reigns.”4



The Kalender is both a beautiful and an unmistakably lay book. It is an
extraordinary mixture of calendrical, astrological, and medical lore, together
with orthodox religious instruction imaginatively presented. Less comprehensive
than the Arte or Crafte to Lyue well, it nevertheless offered a basic course of
religious instruction and exhortation in a form which was to prove popular and
accessible thoughout the century. A major attraction of the book was the fine
woodcuts, illustrating both the religious and the secular parts. The whole book
sustains the conceit that it is written for and by simple men, symbolized by the
shepherd “whiche was no clerke ne understode no manere of scrypture nor
wrytynge but only by his naturall wyt”. The shepherd knows the stars and
therefore can give guidance on astrology, and he is natural man face to face with
the mysteries of life and death. The religious sections of the book, apart from a
calendar “with the Fygures of every Saynt that is halowed in the yere” (a gross
exaggeration), include a lengthy and elaborate treatment of the seven deadly sins
depicted as trees with all their branches, and a shortened version of the vision of
Lazarus, with its unforgettable woodcuts of the torments that await each of the
deadly sins. In the text the visionary and macabre elements in the original have
been edited out, and instead each section is a short and generalized meditation on
the evils of each of the deadly sins, well adapted to catechesis or pious reading.
After the analysis and punishment of the sins, the Kalender moves on to treat the
Paternoster, giving first a brief exposition of the seven petitions, relating it to
one of the gifts of the Holy Ghost, then providing a slightly expanded devotional
paraphrase, a large woodcut of Christ teaching the Apostles, with a literal
English translation of the Lord's Prayer, followed by a brief exposition of the
excellences of the prayer. The Hail Mary (Pl 39), Creed, and Commandments
are similarly treated. This whole section is extremely effective, approaching the
prayers it expounds in a variety of ways well calculated to bring out its meaning
for simple readers or listeners and using the illustrations to drive home the text.
The same resourcefulness is shown in the handling of the other religious items in
the book. There are a good many vigorous woodcuts — a man in a storm-tossed
boat illustrates an extended reflection on the mutability of life, Death with his
dart accompanies a stirring poem on judgement and the need to repent. The text
is equally resourceful, for the treatment of the Commandments is varied by the
inclusion of “The X commaundementes of the deuyll”:

Be dronkyn upon thy holy daye
And cause other to synne and thou may.

Thv fader nor thv mader lake thon love nor drede.
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And helpe them never thou they have nede.
Hate thy neyghboure and hure hym by enuy
Murder and shede mannys blode hardely.”>

Throughout the book short sections of basic religious instruction are inserted on
such matters as the best way to help souls in Purgatory, the nature of contrition,
the love of God, and the dignity of the human soul. All this is set in the context
of elaborate and finely illustrated astrological and calendrical material of the sort
found in almanacs. The whole book reads as if it was compiled to cater for the
tastes, but also to improve the theology, of Robert Reynes of Acle.

Pynson, in commissioning his new translation, clearly saw himself as
contributing to the basic task of catechesis. The book, he claimed, was “very
profytable bothe for clerkes and laye people to cause them to have greate
understondyng and in espessyal in that we be bounde to lerne and knowe on
peyne of averlastinge deth”. It was not enough to know the Paternoster, as
everyone did. We must also know the laws of God and of the Church, and the
remedies against the deadly sins. There were many men and women, Pynson
thought, who “thynkes them selfe wyse and knowes and lernes many thyngis but
that that they be bounde to lerne ... as perfectly as there pater noster”. The book
was therefore, in his view, principally a contribution to teaching people the
Commandments. Complaints about the ignorance of the people were of course a
commonplace of all catechetical literature, as was Pynson's contrast between the
worldly wisdom of men and women and their religious ignorance. The Ordynary
had made much the same point when it insisted that “Many faders and moders be
moche desyrous to nourysshe / to clothe/ and to make purchases / and to gader
goodes for the bodyes of theyr children. But ryght fewe there be the whiche
thynke on the soule in techyng them and makynge them to kepe the doctryne and
the lyffe of holy crystyente.”Zé There is no need to doubt Pynson's sincerity in
declaring his desire to rectify the situation; few Tudor tradesmen saw any
conflict between serving God and making money.

The Kalender of Shepherdes is of particular importance because it establishes
the assimilation into popular culture, by commercial publishers for a mass
audience, of the official educational programme of the Church. It was once again
a commercial speculation, emphatically a lay book. The success of that
assimilation is of course a moot point: many clergy would have been disturbed
by the placing of theology cheek by jowl with popular astrology and
prognostication. Yet the Kalender certainly found a readership which would



have considered unpalatable many more sober didactic treatises, for it was a
commonplace of the time, despite the efforts of the clergy and the torrents of
paper discharged from the presses, that the people were often resistant to
catechesis. In 1510 Wynkyn de Worde published an amusing pamphlet in lively
doggerel, illustrating this truism, “a lytell geste how the plowman lerned his
pater noster”.

The poem derives in fact from a story used by St Bernardino to illustrate the
duty of a parish priest to teach his people, and appears to have been translated
from a French version into English, an interesting reflection of the openness of
English religious culture in the late Middle Ages to a common European set of
concerns and resources. But the whole pace of St Bernardino's story has been
tightened up and the humour adapted to English conditions.ZZ It tells of a
wealthy plowman, his house and barn stocked with the abundance his farming
skills have brought him, who comes in Lent to his curate to be confessed. The
curate begins to test his religious knowledge, first asking him to recite his belief:

The plowman sayd unto the preste
Syr I beleue in Jhesu Cry