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ABS'IRACT 

This is the first attempt to provide a detailed description of the 

different types of devotional literature (excluding all liturgical books, 

biblical translations, doctrinal and polemic works, saintS lives and 

sermons) available in print to English readers in the ye an immediately 

prece~ing England's break with Rome. It shows that there were far more 

Catholic works of devotion, many of them written or printed for the 

first time 1520 - 35, than has previously been recognized. It is 

also clear that this flourishing literature came to a sudden and 

decisive end in 1535, although the tradition lived on unofficially 

to be taken up by the English Recusants. The leading themes of 

this traditional literature are indicated in chapters on treatises 

about confession and prayer, the mass, the life and Passion of Christ, 

on tribulation, death and the Last Things, while more general teaching 

about the Christian life addressed to religiOUS, contemplatives and 

lay people, and the humanist and Protestant contribution to this 

literature is also discussed. The treatises are doctrinally sound and 

on the whole advocate moderation and common-sense; they avoid many 

of the weaknesses of popular non-literary devotion, including the 

Marioleatry and excessive morbidity for which the late middle ages 

are often condemned. Some of the weaknesses of the Catholic tradition 

are suggested by comparison with the more rational and secular attitudes 

of Christian humanist , authors, notably ~asmus, available during the 

1530s. The Protestants, whose treatises become increasingly common, 

despite official censorship, during the decade until they dominate 

its second half, carry the humanist~ reform much further, and break 

with the Catholic Church. Traditional devotional topics and audiences 

are displaced by doctrinal and biblical teaching addressed to lay people. 

The ~ble replaces the Church's authority and there is more emphasis 
I , 

on the spiritual and social dimensions of religion. 
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PREFACE 

The prose literature of the first half of the sixteenth century 

has been unduly neglected by scholars, falling as it does between 

1500, when the Middle English period is usually deemed to have ended, 

and the age of Elizabeth. Little of the material used in this study 

has been edited or reprinted over the last hundred years, and despite 

references to a number of items by bibliographers including H.S.Bennett 

and F.A.Gasquet1 or by historians, such as A.G.Dickens, P.Heath, P.Janelle, 

J.K.McConica and W.A.Pantin,2 there are few critical studies or articles 

on specific works. 3 Because so little work has been done on the literature 

of the period it seemed better to begin with a detailed study of a limited 

period than with a m~re general survey of thirty or fifty years. I 

have chosen to make a detailed study of the decade 1530 - 40, which 

covers some of the most decisive legislation of the Reformation, includ~ng 

the abolition of "the usurped power of the Pope" and the dissolution of 

the monasteries which marks the official end of one tradition of English 

spiri tuali ty • During these ten years the traditional catholic devotional 

literature, including Latin service-books and Horae, continued to be 

~Titten and printed, but the new .. Protestant ~Titings also began to 

circulate more widely, supported towards the end of the decade by 

translations of the Bible, numerous biblical expositions and official 

Printers in English.. In the discussion that follows the word Catholic 

is used to denote the traditional religious views and practices of the 

English Church before the Reformation, and later maintained by the 

English Recus~nts - Roman Catholic would have suggested a degree of 

centralized control which did not really exist until afte~ the Council 

of Trent. Tte words Protestant and Reformed are used interchangeably 



without any attempt to distinguish beu{een the shades of theological 

opinion . among the v~ious English and continental supporters of 

reform. 

Devotion, with which this study is concerned, is difficult to 

define. It can include prayer, meditation, study or religious instruc-

tion. It may denote a particular act of worship, or relate more 

generally to the feelings which accompany or grow from worship, and 

it can be extended to include virtuous resolutions and good deeds.4 

Its setting may vary from church to family home or cloister, from the 

layman's place of work to the recluse's cell. It can be an entirely 

private and solitary undertaking, or it may be guided by a spiritual 

counsellor, or it may be pursued within an intimate group of family, 

friends or fellow religious. Even though it may make use of official 
u •• 

\I 

primersor parts ofLliturgy, observe set hours, or pursue a regular course 

of meditation or bible reading, it is to be distinguished from public 

worship and the official obligations of religion by the element of personal 

choice. Private devotion is not an obligatory part of religion, even 

though it is a necessary condition for growth in the Christian life. It 

eannot be directly controlled by official legislation. Although the 

availability of suitable boolcs and changes in public worship are likely 

to influence it in time, it does not depend ultimately on books, the 

liturgy or the advice of spiritual counsellors. Much of it is made 

up of silent thoughts and prayers, undefined attitudes and habitual 

practices. The full content of private devotion and its more subtle 

changes of emphasis are not recorded, or at least not until the habit 

of- spiritual autobiography developed among the P·uritans. 5 Nevertheless, 

a study of the extant devotional literature from 1530 to 1540 should 



offer some insights into the interests, beliefs and practices which 

helped to inform the ~pirituality of the early sixteenth century. 

In order to distinguish d'evotional writings from other kinds of 

religious literature certain principles of selection have been followed. 

I have based my study on books printed in English between 1530 and 1540, 

irrespective of their original date of composition or where they were 

printed. Certain categories of religious literature are not included in 

my discussion. Som~ such as liturgical works and primers, eA~ositions 

of parts of the Bible, especially the psalms, postils and sermons, and 

saints' lives, represent large, separable, groups of material, which 

d d d · h lr d . d 6 eman ,an 1n some cases .ave a ea y rece1ve, separate treatment. 

Other works have been excluded because it seemed to me that their primary 

interest was controversial, doctrinal, political or social rather than 

devotional. Thus fe,v of the better-kno .... n works of the period, such as 

those by More, Tyndale, Rastell, Starkey or Simon Fish, are discussed in 

the following pages. However, I have not always felt bound to adhere 

rigidly to these principles; on occasion I have made use of material which 

is earlier or later in date as well as some drawn from "excluded" categories, 

and there are a few references to manuscript sources. In my iconographical 

illustrations and architectural examples, I have tried to use only material 

th t b f d · E Id' h . d . d 7 a was to e oun 1n ng an , e1t er as a nat1ve pro uct or 1IDporte • 

The organisation of material has been difficult. While it is 

obviously necessary to break down such a l~'ge mass of material into 

smaller groups for discussion, there is always the danger that these 

arbitrary categories will assume too much importance. I have therefore 

tried to keep such categorization to a minimum and I have chosen to emphasize 



topics and illustrations which are common to different types of 

devotional literature. Also, there are other reasons why these categories 

cannot be too rigidly defined. Not all books fit neatly into one category. 

A sermon originally delivered during a church service or ~o a large public 

audience at St. Paul's cross can become a treatise of private devotion when 

subsequently published. A large number of books were of mixed contents, 

with several treatises of different kinds placed between the covers of one 

volume, or instructional and meditative material may occur in the same 

treatise. I have tried to group works together in such a way as to suggest 

the main devotional interests of the period, the different contexts into 

which they might be introduced and the ways in which various writers handled 

them; such "cross-referencing" inevitably involves repetition: Because 

of the unfamiliarity and inaccessibility of many of the treatises discussed 

I have provided a narrative summary of their contents, and this too involves 

repetition. Yet, in some ways such repetition reflects the character of 

the works discussed, with their broad uniformity of approach tempered by 

the variety of their presentation. 

It is not easy to pursue this kind of study away from the libraries 

of London, Oxford and Cambridge, with their immediate and constant access 

to original sixteenth century material, to the University Microfilm series 

of most STC items and to their wide range of secondary works. Away from 

those centres the area of reference is very much more restricted, and 

unpredictable delays, often lengthy, in obtaining material make it impossible 

to pursue every promising lead. 

I am grateful to the librarians of Corpus Christi" Exeter and Merton 

colleges, Oxford; Pembroke pollege, Cambridge; Blairs College, Aberdeen; 

St. Chad's and Ushaw colleges, Durham/for permission to consult books in 
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their care. The staff of Durham University library and the Bodleian 

have been particularly helpful. Among individuals in Durham who have 

provided useful assistance at various stages are Miss J.Annable, Mr. G. 

Bonner and Mr. N.Palmer; Dr. D.M. Rogers has given much help and encourage­

ment on my visits to Oxford. I should also like to thank the Revd. R.P. 

McDermott who supervised the earlier stages ef my work; Mr. D.E.L.Crane 

who has patiently read and commented on its later stagesjand Mrs J.McGough 

who has done the typing. I am particularly indebted to Dr.A.I.Doyle for 

his help: his wide knowledge of late medieval religious literature is an 

invaluable source of information and a challenge to the "yonge begynner". 

Finally, it is a pleasure to acknowledge a more personal debt of gratitude, 

to my parents for their constant support and encouragement and to my 

husband for his patience, understanding, and helpful advice: those who 

have lived with a thesis will know what he has had to endure. 



INTRODUCTION 

The years 1530 - 40 saw two decisive events of the English Reformation: 

the break with Rome and the abolition of the religious orders. The Sub-

mission of the Clergy 1532, followed by the Restraint of Annates and of 

Appeals1 and, in 1534, the final abolition of flthe usurped power of the Pope fl2 

effected ., the transfer of clerical jurisdiction from Rome to the King. 

Although individual religious houses had been sequestrated and suiressed 

before 1536,3 systematic dissolution of all houses whose annual income was 

less than £2004 did not begin until after the compilation of the Valor 
~s 5 

Ecc1iasticus 1535 - 6. Opposition to the closure of the religiOUS houses 

was one of the grievances of the Northern Rising6 which, according to Dickens, 

"formed the major crisis of the dynasty fl. 7 A number of houses implicated 

in the Rising surrendered 1536 - 7.8 Two years later the Act for the 

Dissolution of the Greater Monasteries was passed and March 1540 saw the 

surrender of the last religious houses in England.9 

The first official pronouncement of the English Church's doctrine was 

contained in the Ten Articles of 1536. 10 By the ambiguity of their wording 

. and their omissions these went some way towards acco~dating the Lollard and 

Lutheran views of some clergy, but their very vagueness made them unsatis­

factory.ll The Bishops' Book of 1537 was a shade more conservative in its 

exposition, but was still capable of being claimed by both parties as "the 

fulfilment of their programme fI. 12 However, the Six Articles13 of 1539 

reverted to an unambiguous statement of traditional Catholic beliefs. The 

minority of higher clergy who favoured reform saw this as a defeat; bishops 

Latimer and Shaxton resigned their sees in protest. Yet it is probably true 

that "this Statute reflected the religion of the vast majority of people in 

this country at the time". 14 Such official legislation on doctrinal matters 

would have had little immediate effect at parish level beyond producing 



perhaps a vague feeling of uncertainty regarding future changes. Doctrinal 

matters had previously been debated exclusively in Latin and knowledge of the 

Church's teachings among parishioners was, for the most "part, very rudimentary 

and not the ~;ubject of popular discussion. 

Some of the items in the Royal Injunctions, drawn up by Cromwcll and 

issued in 1536 and 1538,15 had a more immediate impact on the general public. 

Veneration of images and pilgrimages were both criticized. The public 

exposure of popular objects of pilgrimage such as the Boxley Rood, the holy 

blood of Hailes and the Welsh image parvell Gadarn was the practical imple~en-

t " f h ... 16 ta ~on 0 sue crltlclsm. Such examples encouraged individuals to take 

the law into their own hands, but the destructive zeal of somel7 was proba"bly 

balanced by those who lamented the damage done to the traditional fabric and 

decoration of their churches.18 Dislike of images and pilgrimages together 

with criticism of the traditional doctrine of the mass, attacks on the 

prerogatives of the clerical hierarchy and demands for the Scriptures in 

English, were of course characteristic of Lollard views.19 Although by 

the early sixteenth century the movement was scattered and mainly confined 

t t d d I b " . d bl h h" 20 " 0 ra esmen an a ourers, lt contlnue to trou e t e aut orltles. 

Actual contact between Lollards and early Protestants, whose background tended 

" . 21 to be more academlc, was probably not so important as the broad sindlarity 

of their views on ceremonies, superstitions and the Eucharist, their tendency 

towards anti~clerica1ism and their desire for a biblical religion. 22 In 

several "instances I~llard w~rks anticipated the arguments of the Reformers and 

a few were printed during the 1530's. It has been argued23 that Lollard 

books and teaching helped to give the Refor'Jlationc;tu"se the authority of 

historical support and a disctinctively English ancestry; almost certailuy 

"there would have been support for practical measures of reform in areas of 

previous Lollard activity. 



One of the most significant items of the 1538 injunctions concerned 

the provision of the Bible in English: 

You shall provide ••• one book of the whole Bible 
of the largest volume, in English, and the same set 
up in some convenient place within the said church •••• 
where as your parishioners may most commodiously 
resort to the same and read it •••• 24 

Since Arundel's legislation of 1407, possession of the English Bible, 

except in special cases, had been regarded as virtual proof of Lollard 

3 

hi 25 sympat es. The publication of Tyndale's translation of the New Testament 

in 1526 was followed by several others between 1535 and the appearance of the 

alicially sanctioned Great Bible of 1539.26 Although 1543 saw some limit-

ati'on of public access to the Scriptures, the English Bible could not be 

banished by legislation and it exerted an increasingly powerful influence on 

1 ·· l' 27 re 1910US 1terature. The establis~t of the English Bible was in a 

28 large measure due to the efforts of Thomas Cromwell. An apparent supporter 

of moderate reform,29 he was responsible for much official legislation on 

religious matters, and he seems to have encouraged a number of authors whose 

. t' h' hi 1" 30 wr1 1llgs were sympat et1c to s po 1C1es. But Cromwell was not alone in 

realizing the importance of the press and in attempting to use it to influence 

public opinion and further policies. 

The 1530s were the first time the English press was widely used by 

opposing sides to disseminate their own propeganda in the vernacular and to 

refute the views of their opponents. But even in non-controversial literature 

there are signs of an increased awareness of the advantages of the printed text : 

as well at its dangers. Richard Whitford notes the most obvious advantage 

of printed over hand-written books, when he says that ''wrytunge vnto me is 

very tedyuouse,,31 and rather than ''wryte it agayne &: agayne" he decided to 

have A dayly exercyse and experyence o~ dethe printed. Printed books not 

\ 
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only produced a multiplicity of copies,32 but they were much easier to 

read. On another occasion a new edition is justified by telling the 

reader: "you haue them here in a more perfecte lettre than you had before. 

And also more truely prynted • . For ••• the tother letter was moche vicyous 

and faulty". 33 Faults in the text could be the result of a "copie some\ihat 

cornbrouse, What for the enterlining and yll writing,,34 but generally the 

standard of English pres5-\iork, . esp~cially ~hen compared with Parisian or 

Venetian work, was not high. 35 However, with the exception of The Pype or 

Tonne of the lyfe of perfection, all Whitford's works were small, easily 

"portable" and frequently ;~~-lar format so that they might be bound together~6 
Like other printed books they were also comparatively cheap and so available 

to more people. 37 

In an age when copyright laws were unknown, and particularly in a 

period of controversy such as the 1530s, the problems of piracy were very 

real. Works circulated in manuscript and inaccurate copies could easily 

be produced by hasty copying or by deliberate design. Thus the translator of 

the Meditacyons of saynt Bernarde explains how: 

hastely after the translacyon herof: before it was duely 
correcte & ordred: it was by deuoute persones transumpte . 
& copied I wote not how ofte/ayenst my wyll: Therfore haue 
I now •••• for to auoyde & eschewe the jeopardy & hurte yt 
maye come by that yt was not duely corrected:put it more\l 
dylygently corrected & ordred to the In prynte.: in lettynge 
& distruccyon of all other copied after ye forsayd ,~corrected 
translacyon. And I counsell & exhorte all yt haue those same/ 
to leue them as doubtfull & jeopardous. 38. 

Thus print could help to establish a correct copy. George Joye's translation 

of Osiander's The coniectures of the ende of the worlde refers to the control 

of various manuscript copies which the author recalled, corrected, and then 

had printed. 39 But although print offered some protection against unauthor-

. ized interpolation and alteration of the text, it could not entirely check such 

ac.ti vi ties. lo.'hitford, for instance, fOlmd one of his own works omitted 



r 
from a volume and a "heretycall wE1,ke" bound in its place and passed off 

He warns his audience "rede not those bokes that go forth 

without named auctours. For (doubtles) many of them that seme very deuout 

and good werkes ben full of heresyes".40 Nicholas Wyse also draws his 

readers' attention to the potential ~ers of anonymous works, which are 

often regarded with suspicion and attributed to the wrong authors. 41 The 

proportion of authors who did put their name to their works perhaps rose a 

little during the 1530~ and 1540s, while polemic pieces occasionally appeared 

under pseudonyms, but during the 1530s probably about half the devotional 

works were still published anonymously.42 

During the decade both Church and Crown sought to exercise some form 

of control over the press in England and over the importation of English 

books printed abroad. Hirsch suggests that as early as the 1520s authority 

over post-publication censorship was vested in town mayors43 and that by 

1529 nearly all legislation concerning the control of the ~ress was issued 

by or for the Crown. 44 One of the earliest lists of heretical books, 

possession of which would bring a person under suspicion of heresy, was 

issued in 1527 and included Tyndale's New Testament and his Obedience of a 

Christian Man and Parable of the Wicked Mammon as well as Simon Fish's 

Supplicacyon of the Beggers. 45 The following year Sir Thomas More was 

licensed to read the heretical books that were circulating in England in order 

to refute their errors. 46 A much longer list of proscribed books was issued 

in 1530.47 In addition to Tyndale the names of the continental reformers 

Luther, Oecolampedius, Zwingli; Melanchthon and Francis Lambert figured 

prominently as well as English authors like Fish and William Roy. It was 

made an offence to print, publish, buy, sell, handle, translate or edit any 

of the books named, unless licensed to do so by the bishop. That same year 



a list of errors and heresies contained in Tyndale's Obedience and Wicked 

Mammon and in other English books including the Primer48 was published by 

Archbishop Warham and Cuthbert Tunstal. 49 It seems to have been on the 

King's initiative that the prelates were called together to discuss these 

books. Certainly the next list of heretical books was published by the 

King's authority.50 As well as the spiritual dangers of heresy, the civil 

repercussions of sedition and the threat to England's peace are mentioned, 

and mayors, bailiffs and constables are to join the clergy in enforcing the 

King's will. But the Crown was as incapable as the Church of exercising any 

efficient control over the ever increasing number of books printed in England 

and abroad. 51 The circulation of proscribed books was probably somewhat 

restricted but they remained available to those who had suitable contacts 

and who were prepared to take the risk of being found in possession of them. 

English printers of the 1530s do not, on the whole, seem to have 

restricted their religious publications to one particular shade of religious 

opinion. Thomas Godfray, for instance, printed the Imitatio Christi, St. 

Bernard's Golden Epistle and extracts from St. Bridget's Revelations, all 

highly traditional works; Erasmus' Epystell ••• concernyng the forbedynge of 

eatynge of flesshe; the collection of biblical extracts called The fountayne 
~ 

or well of lyfe and Tyndale's Pathway into ~ipture which are both reformed 

works. Robert Redman, whose main business seems to have been prtinting 

law books, also ranged from the traditional devotional works of Simon, Anker 

of London Wall, the Carthusian author of The Pomander of Prayer, works by 

Whitford and John Fewterer of Syon Abbey, to works by Erasmus,52 an old 

Lollard book The lanterne of Ivght53 and reformed works such as Prayers of 

the Byble54 and The summe of the holy scripture. 55 However, a few printers 

seem to have shown a preference for particular types of devotional literature. 



Thus Thomas Berthelet, royal printer from 1530 to 154~ seems . during 

the 1530s 56 to have concentrated particularly on humanist authors including 

Erasmus, Elyot, Lupset and Vives, whose work was congenial to the type of 

reform being encouraged by the government. 57 Wynkyn de Worde, whose 

activities span the period 1493 - 1535, and whose output of devotional 

books 1530 -34 was substantial, shows an exclusive preference for traditional 

works. 58 A number of these, such as Hilton's Scala perfectionis, the Speculum 

Vitae Christi attributed to St. Bonaventura, Mirk's Festial, The abbaye of the 

holy Ghost and The.xii.profytes of tribulacyon, circulated widely in manuscript 

during the fifteenth century and all were printed by de Worde before 1500. 

They were re-printed by de Worde, often for the last time (before the 19~h 

century), during the 1530s. Indeed, few of the devotional works - or for that 

matter the school books by Whittinton and Stanbridge - printed by him reappeare4 
\ 

let alone sus tained any popularity after 1534: Erasmus' De Ci viIi ta te Morum 

Puerilium and his Enchiridion59 are the only obvious exceptions. Do De Worde' s 

publications then distort the balance between traditional and reformed devotion 

during the 1530s, by giving undue weight to the former? I think not. De 

Worde was an experienced business man, and it is unlikely that he would have 

printed so many of the books he obviously preferred,60 if he could not have 

sold them. Several of them went through a number of editions between 1500 

and the 1530s,which argues a fairly steady market. 61 Robert Copland, who 

was closely associated with De Worde,62 also produced exclusively traditional 

devotional works under his ~ imprint. 63 De Worde's publications seem to 

high-light a general change which occured about the middle of the decade, 

with more traditional works tending to be produced in greater quantities 

before about 1535 and reformed literature becoming more frequent in the 

last few years of the decade. The increa.sing popularity of biblical- . 

reformed devotion also helps to justify the movement towards political 

conservatism in the last few years of the decade which Lacey Baldwin Smith 



sees as the government's reaction to the probable consequences of its 

encouragement of religious reformation. 63A• 

On an individual level too, the distinction between the traditional 

Catholic and the person who supported the reformed position was not at all 

cle~cut, except in the more extreme cases. There was a considerable area 
~e 

of overlap, for example, between Reformers . andtCatholics who accepted the 

need for reform within the Church, notably Christian humanists such as 

John Colet, Erasmus and Richard Whitford, monk of Syon, who advocated the 

need "to gyue studie and diligence ••• rather to refourme and amende" what was 

amiss than to indulge in the destructive and blasphemous polemic of the 

Reformers?4 It is worth remembering that the Reformers of the 1530s and for 

some years after had all grown to maturity in the traditional Catholic faith,65 

and the extent to which men were prepared to adapt their traditional beliefs 

to acco~date changing political or personal circumstances varied considerably. 

The personal history of numerous Tudor prelates from the reign of Henry VIII 

until the accession of Elizabeth I, with their unpredictable changes of 
n 

opinion and their rec~tations, who were nevertheless prepared on other 

occasions to suffer deprivation, imprisonment and even death for their 

beliefs, warns against making any rigid distinction between conservatives and 

reformers. 66 Those who did not hold public positions doubtless found it 

easier to alter their views and, if they saw reason to do so, change sides. 67 

A number, like some of the participants in the Pilgrimage of Grace, may 

have thrown in their lot with one side rather than another for reasons 

which had little to do with religion.68 There is a similar ambiguity 

about a number of devotional works printed during the 1530s which lack the 

distinguishing features of traditional catholicism, such as devotion to the 

sacrament of the altar, affective descriptions of Christ crucified or the 



treatment of catechetical material according to the familiar sevenfold 

lists of sins, virtues and so on, but which show no ,signs of the polemic 

outbursts and hostile criticism of traditional customs which disfigure 

so many of the more outspoken reformed writers • There were many shades . 
and degrees of reformed opinion and in the England of the 1530s there was 

no unified party of reformers, nor any coherent and systematic set of 

doctrines. treatises such as Frith's Preparation to the Crosse, and 

to Deathe and A goodly treatise of faith, hop~ and charite are salutary 

reminders of the existence of a moderate Protestantism, which is all too 

often obscured by the controversial writings of better ' known reformers such 

as Tyndale and Latimer. In the field of devotion the distinction between 

traditional catholic literature and the intense biblicism and new doctrines 

of the reformers is less clearly drawn than in the controversial writings 

of the two sides, or even than in public life. 
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"De Vi ta Christiana". 

(Treatises for religious; on the_contemplative life; " 
on confession and prayer; for lay people; by classical 
and humanist authors; Protestant treatises). 

Devotional literature, which included lives of Christ and of 

the saints, sets of meditations and prayers, was a comparatively 

small section of what might broadly be called religious literature. 

Liturgical books, polemical pieces and works of general instruction, 

edification and exhortat~on accounted for a much larger proportion 

of the religious press than the strict~y devotional. 1 Private 

prayer and meditation was only one part of the Christian life: 

another part involved the more active duties of church-going , alms-

giving and good works. The Christian also needed instruction in the 

beliefs and practices of his faith, and the teachiz.1g he received 

would help to shape the pattern of his life and to determine the 

form and content of his private devotions. Many of the instructional 

treatises were of a composite character and their contents sometimes 

included actual prayers or meditations, or else provided material 

which could be used as the basis for meditation. Instruction was 

rarely divorced entirely from some devotional application. On 

occasion it seems as though compilers, translators and publishers 

tried to cram as much as P9ssible, in both quantity and variety, 

2 between the covers of one volume , and books of mixed contents seem 

to have been very popular. 3 For those who were literate such volumes 

offered teaching wider in scope, more varied and lasting then the 
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verbal instruction to be derived from sermons or the conscientious 

priest in confession,pr from the very elementary instruction supplied 

by ... church decorations - murals, st~ned glass and carvings -

and in some places from performances of morality, creed and paternoster 

plays4. Books of general instruction and spiritual guidance are 

important, not only for what they have to say about prayer, beliefs, 

sins and virtues, but also for the attitudes they reveal towards 

various aspects of the Christian life. They help to illuminate 

the wider spiritual background against whi~h particular devotions 

developed. 

The type of instruction given and its extent was governed by 

the training and intellectual capacity of the teacher and his 

audience. Those who gave instruction on religious matters from 

the pulpit and in confession were either in holy orders or professe~ 

religious, and the majority of catholic treatises printed during the 

1530s whose authors are known seem to have been religious5• Although 

it is much less obvious because of the greater .rangeof their teaching 

and their interest in academic matters, it is wQ,rth noting that most 

of the humanist authors were ordained or had taken religious vows6 

and most of the earlier Protestant authors too seem to have been 

ordained. 7 Thus, for those who taught and wrote about specifically 

religious topics, Christianity was likely to have been their 

principal means of suppo~t and full-time occupation. Their 

profess~on set them apart from the life of lay-people. The authors 

of devout treatises were separated from the occupations and worries 

of d~ly life by the walls of their cloister"and the Catholic parish 

" 



priest was also distinguished from his parishioners by his 

celibacy and by the possessi~n of a special mysteriou.s power, 

8 seen especially in relation to the sacraments. Until the 

1530s most works of spiritual guidance were intended for religious 

readers - a particular nun9 or conventiO or more generally for 

11 those who lived under VOWS ,--although many seem to have circulated 

1 1 d 'h 1" h 12 among ay-peop e connecte W1t re 1910US ouses. Even where 

a work was addressed to an audience outside the cloister, such as 

The abbaye of the holy Ghost, the superiority of the religious life 

was generally assumed and the religious virtues extolled. But the 

events of the Reformation altered this religious dominance. The 

last religious houses were dissolved in 1540 and two years earlier 

the. public had officially been given access to the Scriptures in 

12 

th '1 d f hi h h Loll d h d 1 . , - 13 e1r own anguage - an en or w c tear s a ongcampa~gned. 

This availability of the Bible opened to all much of the secret 

knowledge hitherto held by the clergy and the power and privilege 
\ 

of the priest was further weakened by Protestant "memorialist" 

doc~rines of the Eucharist. 14 The literature of general religious 

instruction av~lable in ,print during the 1530s was largely traditional 

in outlook but a substantial number of works were printed which gave 

clear warning of the changes to come. 

A detailed exposition of the dignity and office of the priest, 

as well as a consideration of some clerical vice~was included in 

The Orcherd of §yon V:~ but the fullest treatment of the, priest's 
Is 

duties and failings _ gi ven i~ The lyfe of prestes attributed to 

Dionysius Carthusiensis and printed during the 1530s by Robert Redman. 



Most of the book is devoted to a minute analysis of the behaviour, 

dress, duties and other occupations of priests but a few chapters 

consider the origin and institution of the priesthood and matters 

concerning the possession and use of property and the dangers of 

pluralism. Like Whitford, the author is critical of contemporary 

church life, especially the break-down of effective discipline: 

howe gre~tly ought we to bewayle the abhominac.ion 
of the worlde that nowise Howe much is this 
miserable & deformyd estate of the church to 
be lamentyd: in whome other no ponyshement at 
all: or els the ponyshement of the purse is 
extendyd vpon wanton preste~lerkes and regulars: 
whyche day]le are permytted to walowell in theyr 
myscheuous1iuynge to the vicious occasion and 
euy 11 example of the lay people. The regular 
visitacion of clerkes is to none effecte/for many 
of them do so reioyce that they be so exemptyd/ 
that they may not . be corre.ctyd nother of the 
deane/nor yet of the byshoppe. 15 

He warns against having confidence in unreasonable dispensations 

and forbids exemptions and liberties based on accustomed usage~6 
cl 

He is critical of the way in which men "runne hellonge in to holy 

orders without any reuerence er consideratyon". Men are made priests 

in whom avarice, ambition, desire for an easy life and especially 

lechery are the dominant motives17 • The author accordingly devotes 

considerable attention to the vi~tue of chastity18 and to the 

regulation of contact and €onduct between clerks or regulars and 

women. 19 He has also much to say about the evils of priestly 

avarice20 and the need to live within the allotted stipendJreminding 

his readers that "the ecclesyastical gc:oges be the patrymonye and 

heri tage of the poore people": i 



That thou witholdyst/is the fode & bred of them 
that be lnmgry. Thyne apparayle that thou · 
putyst vp is the clothyng of them that be nakid. 
Thy mon~ w~ch thou hydest in the erthe/and 
dyst enc~9se in thy cofer is the veray redemption 
of men beynge in calamyte mysery & capt~e. 21 

The Protestant reformers were not alone in their criticism of clergy 

and regulars. AgainJthe reformer~ criticisms ~bout the church 

service are echoed in this author's condemnation of vain, warbling 

22 descants and he comments on the rash, careless singing of their 

services by many religious who would show even a worldly king or 

prelate far more reverence than they offer to God. 

It is matters of behaviour and dres~however, which the author 

considers in most detail and the criticisms suggest that the clergy 

all too often followed the morality, amusements and fashions of 

the world rather than setting an example of virtue. There are 

numerous warnings against keeping any women, the only exception 

reluctantly admitted being an elderly kinswoman. Among the pas -

times forbidden are the entertainment of minstrelsl jesters and 

"dissards". lh~ "may vse no playes toyes/not gamynges in the 
go to 

churche", nor ~ plays, and visits to the tavern and games of dice 

are strongly discouraged. More generally clerks are warned against 

all manner of superfluity, of food, of .drink and of dress: "The more 

'J 
vertuous yt the m~tres of the church are bound to be in respecte 

of ye lay people/ the more symple meke & ful of good example they 

ought to be in theyr apparayle". The love of worldly fashions was 

not a vice confined to religious sisters,but clerks were to see that 

their heads were suitably shaven and not set or trimmed. Their 



outer garments were to be neither too close fitting, too long 

not' too short: "They ought also in no wyse to were any rede clothe/ 

or grene weltyd sleuys/or shewys/brydles/or sadels gylt no laces/ 

nor lachettes garnyshed with syluer or golde/nor yet any rynges/ 

except it be such as be allowed by digni te of theyr offyce.,,23 The 

picture presented in The lyfe of prestes is of a worldly clergy 

and a slack Church, priests who inclined towards the ambitions and 

interests of those around them and who were fitted by neither 

inclination nor training to set an example of virtuous and godly 

living,nor to feed the flock committed to their charge. 

In view of the inadequacy of the majority of the parochial 

clergy's learning. on the eve of the reformation24 it is not 

surprising to find that a number of handbooks were printed d?r~ the 

early sixteenth-century offering them instruction on their duties and 

assistance with their teaching: 

How thow schalte thy paresche preche. 
And what pe nedeth hem to teche, 
And whyche pou moste ~self be. 25 

Mirk intended that his Instructions for Parish Priests should be 

shown to those desirous for instruction fI Pat haue no bokes of here 
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owne". and it may have been used by devout lay-people as well as priests. 

The Instructions, after an introductory section dealing with the priest's 

behaviour and dress, is concerned to give brief explanations of the 
how 

sacraments and the nature of vows, the duties of tithes,andLto recite 

the Pater, Ave and Creed together with the Ten Commandments in a form 

suitable for reading to a congregation. The latter part of the book 

is more concerned to instruct the priest about the performance of 



his duties, what to do if various difficulties arise during the 

celebration of mass,and how to conduct a confession and impose 

penance. T.e:,Cura Clericalis, printed twice during the 1530s26 , 

was a brief Latin work providing very rudimentary instruction on 

the four duties of a priest, about the seven sacraments and four 

ways of making satisfaction. Like Mirk's Instructions it devotes 

a comparatively large space to distinguishing various types of 

sin and it then goes on to list the cardinal and theological virtues, 

the seven spiritual and bodily works of mercy, the eight beatitudes 

and the seven spiritual gift~ before giving the three creeds: the 

Apostles~ the Nicene and the Athanasian. As if to emphasize the 

practical nature of the book it concludes with instructions on how 

to calculate the cycles of the days and the moon. The Exornatorium 

Curatorum, of which there were three editions in 1530 and 1532;7 was 

intended to enable the parish priest to fulfil the duties laid on 

him by Archbishop Peckham J s Constitutions of 1281: 28 to "declare 

vnto his parysshens. Four tymes in ye yere/the .xii:ii.Artycles of the 

fay the. The .x.commaundmentes of our lorde god.The .vii.werkes ef 

mercy.The.vii.deedly synnes with braunches therof.The.vii.pryncypall 

vertues.And the.vii.sacramentes of holy chyrche/with other thynges 

necessary". 29 Again the analysis of the seven deadly sins takes up 

considerable space and the work concludes with a brief ars moriendi. 

The basic contents of these handbooks would seem to be fairly 

standard, although they varied considerably in length 'according to . 
the amount of extra detail or exposition included. For the most 



part they do little more than detail the factual content of the 

faith and set out other useful knowledge such as the lists of seven-

sacraments~ sins,works of mercy bodily and ghostly, virtues and gifts 

of the Spriri t. Some give the priest, a brief instruction on how 

to perform his duties; ~4WI the celebratio~ of mass, hearing con-

fessio~, imposing penance and granting absolution. The apparent 

emphasis given to the seven deadly sins is because they seem to 

have provided a touchstone against which man " s behaviour could be 

measured and his Christian merits assessed. They were a particularly 

useful tool to layman and priest in confession, the sacrament which 

offered the priest the greatest opportunity for personal instruction 

of his parishioners. The trouble with the information purveyed by 

this kind of handbook was that it was impersonal, exclusively ,factual 

and tended to remain external, unrelated to a man's feelings or the 

conduct of his daily life. The innumerable lists of facts - mostly 

grouped .in sevens - together with the Pater, Ave and Creed which, 

were intended to be learned by heart ~d to constitute the basic 

deposi't-" of faith,required some interpretation and personal application 

if they were to become meaningful to the individual Christian. To 
-' 

the uneducated layman most of these facts must have seemed remote 

from his own experience, and unrelated to the image of the suffer~~ 

Christ he saw on the Rood in his parish church or to the mass he 

assisted at there Sunday by Sunday. 

On the whole religious seem to have been better served, although 

the picture, is distorted by the prominence of Syon Abbey, whose stand­

ards of spirituality and learning were much above , the average 30 • 



Bonde, Fewterer and Whitford for instance were all at some time 

fellows of Pembroke or Queens' Colleges, Cambridge31 • In addition 

Richard Whi tford was chaplain to William Blount, Lord Mount joy and 

accompanied him to Paris, and was later a chaplain to Richard Foxe, 

bishop . of Winchester; two posts which brought him into contact with 

the greatest scholars of the day, including Erasmus and Sir Thomas 

More.32~ It is appropriate that the three most learned and sub-

stantial devotional books to be printed during the, 1530s should 

have been written by brethtren of Syon: Bonde's Pilgrymage of 

Perfeccyon, Fewterer's ,Myrrour or Glasse of Christes Passion,and 

Whitford's PIpe or Tonne of the lyfe of perfection. Whitford's 

work was addr~ssed particularly to a nun of Syon and her religious 

sister~ and it suggests that in Syon at least there were women of 

sufficient .intellectual capacity to persevere with a work as lengthy 

and demanding as this. 33 Syon i~ known to have possessed a library 

for the sisters and to have laid unusual stress on the importance 

of devotional readi~34 but individual nuns of other conven~seem 

not infrequently to have possessed books35• However, by the early 

sixteenth century, few if any religious sisters or anchorites, and 

possibly only a minority of literate lay people, were able to read 

Lat~n with any degree of fluency:36 the great need was for translations 

and original works in the vernacular. 

Many of the devout tr,eatises are .e.xpressly addressed to "symple 

soulles" and to the "mlerned". ~~se terms imply a lack of formal 

I~ 

education" not a lack of general intelligence, and they mean particularly 



those "that vnderstande no latyn" and,according to the author 

of the Pomander of prayer, "persones as lacke lernyng and knowlege 

of holy scripture". It is to instruct the "vnlerned" "in the odre 

of prayer" that this Carthusian chose to write not 

in latine style/for than it myght haue bene 
vnderstande of many persones: as well of alyens 
as of this lande/but in englysshe/ the whiche 
but fewe/that is to say onely englysshe men/or 
suche as haue Qen conuersaunt in englande do 
vnderstande. 37 

Those a~thors, especially those who were themselves fluent in 

Latin,~ose to write in English) faced the problem of translation, 

and especially the lack of suitable theological terminology in the 

vernacular; "pese teerrnes han oper sentence in latyn panne I can 

shewe in ynglisshe'~. 38 Bonde declares that "The mater is spirytuall/ 

& requyreth moche d~claracion:. in ~ng+yssh~;9while the author of The 

Myrroure of Oure Lady points out the difficulty of translation from 

Latin into English and the lack of cognate terminology.49 Most 

translators chose to translate according to the sense of the original, 

not verbatirn. 41 Whitford illustrates ~he practical difficulty of 

translation by translating one sentence twenty way~and states that in 

the interest of clarity and ready comprehension "I haue chosen here a 

playne style/\iithout ynkehorne terrnes".42 IUt clearly the demand for 

translations was such ~hat a great many people - religious like 

Whitford and Paynell,43 courtiers like Sir Thomas Elyot44 and 

Sir Thomas More, and printers like Caxton45 and Robert Copland46 -

turned their hand to it,and a large proportion of the devotional 

works discussed in the course of this thesis are translations from 
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Latin, or sometimes French. 47 

Treatises for religious 

During the early sixteenth century considerable effort was made 

to provide religious with the sort of literature that would assist 

them in their profession and deepen their spiritual life. At 

t"'~4.~ 
least ~ rules were printed in English, probably about. 1510: the 

Franciscan Rule of the lyuynge of the bretherne and systers of the 

order of penytentes48 and the Rule of our holy fader.s.Austen49 : the 

1.0 

rule of St. Benedict had been included in Caxton's Boke ofdfuerse maters. 
SQ,()"a 

The ~~ may have been the translation described by Whitford as 

"olde/scabrouse/rough/& not of the englysshe comynly vsed in these 

partyes".50 The Franciscan rule is prefaced by an official proclam-

ation of Pope Nicholas V dated 1449 (the second year of his reign), and 

after the official conclusion it is noted: "This bull and Rule ' is 

vnder lede in the grayfreers in London besyde Newgate". The twenty-

four chapters of the rule are brief orders detailing the duties and conduct 

required of the breth:ren and sisters. . '-' 
Beyondthe gener.~ obligation 

to h~ld "the ryght & true fayth" maintained by the Church of Rome 

there is no reference to belief; the rule is concerned with matters 

such as the clothing, abstinence and fasting required, the obligation 

to "say euery daye there seruyce" or some acceptable substitute, and 

to give ~s,and the need to avoid swearing and debate and to keep 



th,e peace. 

The Augustinian rule is less peremF:ory in tone and shows 

more interest in the breth.ren's inward disposition. It begins 

with the reasons for entering religion and warns the poor against 

entering religion "to haue ease & lyuynge" which they could not 

have found in the world. Equally the rich are not to be high 

minded, to despise the poor, nor proud "yt the place fareth better 

for them", but all things are to be held in common. During divine 

service they are to "se yt it be in your herte yt you vttre wt your 
is 

mouthe" - the conduct of services ... considered in more detail in 

The Myrroure of Oure Lady. Rul~s governing food, abstinence, 

clothing and care of the sick warn particularly against envy of those 

who, becasue of ill-health or a delicate upbringing, receive extra 

provisions. Reversing the values of the W9rld . -"Let eUl!(ry) man 

thynke hym moost happy yt is moost stringe & able to suffre payne 

& pouerte". The breth.ren are warned against wantonness and 

concupiscence,and told how a wrongdoer is to be admonished with 

tact, firmness and love. Over the question of clothing the 

breth.ren are not to complain if they receive a worse habit ~han 

their previous one: "let hym not thynke skorne tho he be not se wele 

cladde as another .•• but rather proue what you lacke in the inwarde 

habyte of your soule,,51 All manifestations of anger are to be 

checked,and advice is given on how to make amends, especially how 

a superior may do so without losing his a~thority. The final topic, 
I 

"t.\ 

obedience, is made more meaningful by showing something of the Idifficulty 



and responsibility faced by superiors: "And therfore of pyte 

by ye more obedyent vnto hym/for the more rule & superyoryte 

yt he hath ouer you ye more peryll he is in".52 Thi s rule, unlike 

the Franciscan one, attempts to explain the various precepts in 

such a way as to make them meDtningful and provide practical guidance 

for the individual religious. It is not content simply to detail 
I 

the rules, but it seeks to enco~rage a right attitude of mind towards 

the various obligations,and it is particularly careful to explain the 

reason for apparent injustices and inequalities in the treatment of 

some brethtren so as to prevent envy, covetousness and discontent, 

vices which could so easily poison the life of the convent. 

Yet despite the existence of these translations Whitford in his 

introduction to the English version of Saynt Augustyn~ Rule~~ .says 

he has "herde of som parsones yt haue ben yeres professed/& neuer 

knewe theyr rule/neuer sawe or herde/o~y rule redde/but onely dyd 

folowe ye custome of ye place,~54 and in the course of his expositions 

on the Latin-English version of the Rule he blames the Superiors for 

neglect of the rule. 55 The earliest works of Whitford to appear 

in print were all ~ranslations .designed to remedy the ignorance of 

religious, particularly the nuns of Syon. 56 On the title page of 

the Latin-English Rule he indulges in a characteristic piece of 

advertisingf7 recommending "all ye disciples of this rule to bere alway one 

of these bokes vpon the~syth they ben so portatyue/& may be had for se 

small a pryce": the rule is to be referred to constantly. By means of 

the exposition of Hugh of St. Victor and his own ,comments on the Rule 

Whitford is able to draw out the implications of the Rule still further) 



so that the individual_!llay the better understand it and govern 

not only his behaviour but his whole attitude of mind accordingly. 

He frequently . dwells upon the meaning of some imp~rtant word in 

the Latin of .the rule and attempts to explain the significance 

to the r:.eader58. Or he may use some homely, physical example 

like the man who for fear of "futtynge" kept secret a sore in his 

body; his friend should show this, just as he should show any known 

spiritual ~ffences, and Whitford emphasizes that correction or 

punishment of an offence is an act of mercy not of malice. Again 

small details of the rule, like the washing of clothes and bathing, 

are related to the principal rules, in this case obedience, and 

finally, like Sir Thomas More, Whitford makes use of sayings with 

a proverbial ring to them in order to emphasize or sum up a point. 59 

Among the other topi~dealt with by the Rule was the problem of 

h . . d' h h 60 t estraYlng IDln ln c urc . Since much of the day was occupied 

by the choir offices the behaviour and devotion of the nuns in 

church61 was a matter of considerable importanc~and the nuns of 

Syon were provided with a substantial guide to the conduct and 

content of their services in The Myrroure of Oure Lady printed by 

by Richard Fawkes in 1530.
62 The bulk of the book, nearly all part 

11 and part Ill, is concerned to give a rationale of the services 

for each day of the week and the masses. But it is far more than 

a guide to the content of the services, what the priest does and 

what all the hymns, anthems, lessons ', prayers, offices .. and sequences 

mean. In addition to translating them the author interprets and 



comments. For instance, on the Magnificat he gives four reasons 

why it is said, daily at evensong, and he places it in its biblical 

context. He then takes it sentence by sentence, following the 

translation with det~led explanatory comment,as when he concludes 

his remarks on "Esurientes implevit bonis: et divites dimisit inanes" 

with the promise that those who are "wylfully poure from worldely 

~elthes _ and comfortes.and honger and desyre goddes grace.and heuenly 

comfortes" will be satisfied, whereas those who at present enjoy 

riches and worldly prosperity "shall be lefte voyde,,6 3 - an obvious 

example of the characteristic religious bias found in so many devout 

treatises. In his interpretation of Psalm XCII the author provides 

a fairly detailed summary of con~emporary cosmography,64 while he 

again reflects contemporary traditions in his explication of the Friday 

service as he describes the sorrows of the Bleesed Virgin65 and Christ's 

sufferings during the Passion. Although there is much legendary 

material and the author shows a fondness for allegorical interpretation, 

he does attempt an explanation of a number of theological concepts, 

f · . hi .. f h d66 W' hI' or 1nstance 1n s expos1t10n 0 t e cree . 1t out ever OSlng 

sig~t of his primary task, to explain the services, the author 

provides a variety of information and instruction which must have 

made the services more comprehensible and more interesting to any 

nun who followed the service with The ,Myrroure. 

The first part of The Myrroure and the opening of part 11 

contain . gerieral teaching about the services, their origin and 

composition; five reasons are given why the services are to be said 

in church~7 and seven advantages of sung rather than said services 



1 · d 68 are lste. The problems of distractions and hindrances in 

service-time are dealt with much more fully than in the Rule, and 

particular_attention is given to the way in which the services are 

to be said. 69 The importance of clear and correct saying and 

singing of the services was stressed by other ~Titers too. 70 

Although private prayers and devotions are not to be substituted 

for or mingle. with divine service;1 the author is emphatic about 

the importance of "inwarde gostly study" and sets a high value on -

71A "Deuoute redyng of holy Bokes". Books must always be selected 
or 

for edification, not for idle pleasure, for private interestlin order 

c. 
to seem wise, and they are to be read re~eptively and attentively. 

Particular attention ~ust be given to understanding what is read, 

and if necessary a passage should be read over several times. Those 

who read aloud to the convent should go through the piece beforehand to 

see they understand it. Those who read on their o~~ must avoid reading 

too much a,t once and over.skipping passages. This author encourages the 

nuns to ask advice if they do not understand anything. . William Bonde72 

allows advice to be sought in matters of understanding "of them onely 

whome ye suppose to be perfyte & goost;ty", but he forbids any idle 

or curious speculation or any such questioning, "specyally of seculars,,?3 

The author of The Myrroure goes on to analyse the difference between two 

main ~ypes of devotional literature, its purpose and the way .each 

should be approached. The distinction i~ between works of instruction 

and spiritual counsel,and works of affective piety. Under the first 

he classes books which "enforme the vnderstondynge. & tel how spiritual 



persones oughte to be gouerned in all theyr lyuynge that they may 
""", .. t 

knowelthey shall leue.& what they shall do.how they shulde laboure 

in clensyng of theyr conscyence.& in gettyng of vertewes how they 

shulde withstonde temptacyons & suffer trybulacyons.& how they 

shall pray.& occupy them in gostly exercyse".74 In studying these 

the reader is to measure her life against the standards set by the 

book, to give thanks if she feels she conforms to them,and to sorrow 
t1o\aW\ 

for any shortcomings and endeavour to amen~. The other class of 

books are those which "ar made to quyken.& to sturre vp the affeccyons 

of the soule". Under this heading are included those "rhat tel of the 

sorowes & dredes of deth.& of dome. & of paynes", and "of the foulnes 

& wretchednesse of syn", as well as those which tell of the benefits 

wrought by Christ and of the joys of heave~which stimulate emotions 

of love, hope and joy. Descrip,tions of the life and Passion of Christ 

and of the joys of heaven seek to arouse in the reader feelings of 

love, compassion and hope, and similarly'. descriptions of the agonies 

of death, the fearful Judgement and the pains of hell frequently seem 

to arouse feelings of fear and dread, but books about death usually have 

a very large practical and instructional content as well. The majority 

of books in this second class are in fact of mixed conten~ "that treate 

bothe of maters to enforme the vnderstondyng.and also of matters to 

sturre vp the affeccions.,,75 The nuns of Syon had their o~n library 

and were able to select wor~appropriate to their mood, but many other 

religious and lay people did not have so much choice, hence the 

populari ty of miscellaneous compilations which allowed the reader some 

variety of choice. 



Richard Whitford's Pype/or Tonne/of the lyfe of perfection, 76 

addressed to a "Good devout religious daughter" and i:he other 

sisters, presumably of Syon, falls into the first class of 

devotional literature distinguished by the author of The Myrroure. 

It requires understanding and considerable application, and it is 

both a defence and a detailed exposition of the religious life. 

The reason for the work was the attack of "these ne~'e fangle persones", 

heretics who advocated the view of Luther; they denounced the 

religious life and even challenged "the newe testament of Christe". 

Criticism of monastic life, not unkno~n before lS30,?7 certainly 

gathered momentum during that decade. 78 The foundacyon and the 

summe of the holy scripture79 contains considerable criticism of 
i t-s 

contemporary monasticism, especially when ... present state is 

measured against the past. The author shows that "the lyfe of monkes 

as it is nowe vsed in the ""orlde is none other thing but a secte", 

and that the householder may live as godly a life as the monk. 80 

Men enter religion for the wrong reasons, to have an easy life where 

all their wants are supplied81 and to be reputed holy. Parents too : 

are guilty of making" their children enter religion in order to remove 

the charge of their upkeep or to have the honour of a priest or prelate for 

82 ". 83 a son. In the past there had been none holier than monks, but 

their holiness, virtues and good works attracted noble patronage,and their 

possessions and wealth increased: "then their good discipline and lyf 

is by lytel and littel brought to nought & corrupted by rychesse n •
84 

Monasticism has been corrupted by riches and by involvement in the 

world. 8S The rule is kept outwardly, not in spirit, and holiness 



is thought to consist of wearing a habit, kneeling, becking, 

singing, reading, fa,sting, and saying mass: "For what is nowe 

the lyfe of religyous but a supersticious subiection vnto certayn 

ceremonyes,,86. About half a century earlier Scfmarola too had 

condemned ceremonies and outward worship.87 In theory the author 

of The foundacyon and the summe of ,the holy scripture sees no 

objection to some form of monastici~8 but he has nothing good to . 

say of its contemporary exponents. 

Whitford himself was not blind to the decay of contemporary 

monastic~sm,89 but rather than banishing it as worthless he , sought 

to revive and purify it. The first part of The Pype or Tonne of the 

lyfe of perfection, which is concerned to refute Lutheran criticisms 

of the practice and theory of the religious life, admits that all is 

not well, but Whitford refuses to condemn all because some go astray90 

or to relinquish his belief in the superiority of the religi~us life. 91 

Like the author of The foundacyon and the summe of the holy scripture 

Whitford is aware of the corruption of riches, particularly the 

opportuni ty given to individual,s to receive or earn :IIloney ":hich 

contradicts their vow of poverty: 

Fewe monasteries shall ye fynde .... in Englande: 
yt ben clene voyde/& done precisely lyue \d thout 
propriete. For other the professed persones 
bretherne or systers/haue ..• st~pende celary 
or wages .•• delyuered vnto theyr owne handes .•. 
therwt to prouide for themselfe aray & to bye 
al necessaries/& vse al at theyr owne wyl/& 
pleasure/sel agayne or chaunge ye thynges boght 
after theyr mynde/& do therwt what they wyl/as 
lende & borowe/play for money at al maner of 
games/decyng/cardyng bouling.& c. & somtyme at 
worse or moreU_ inconuenient thyng. And in some 
monasteries the bretherne done wryt/lumyne/paynt/make 



clauicordes/ and suche other laboures/and take 
all the gaynes vnto them selfe. And the systers 
in other places done sowe/ brawdre/weue/and make 
sylkewerkes/teache chyldren/take sogiournauntes 
to borde as ale wyues done in the contre/and done 
inioy the gaynes therof/and vse the money as they 
wyll. 92 

In many places the infirmary is given over to the reception of guests, 

their dining and entertainment, in which the religious take part "and 

be as mery as lay people". Many excuse themselves by saying that 

their superior has given them licence to receive and use money for 

their own ends,93 but Whitford explains that no superior, not even 

the Pope, can dispense a religious from his solemn vow of poverty. 

Another target of Whitford's criticism is the diversity of fashions 

and colours in the religious habit. The convent should be dressed in 

a uniform manner, in a dark colour "that can not be to sad" - black 

is recommended. All forms of personal adornment are to be eschewed 

"as in rynges/brouches/gyrdels/bedes/knyues/purses/pyncases/gloues/ 

wi th ali suche other". 94 The desire to assert individuality, whether 

in dress and personal adornment or in ... following particular customs, 

was a manifestation of that singularity, condemned by many religious 

writers, which was a denial of the obedience, meekness and total 

renunciation of personal will which should mark the religious 

profession. It is clear that in some convents the world had invaded 

the cloisters in the following of fashion. " I haue sene some religious 

women were rolies/and pastes/as worldly people/some other frounted/or 

flyrted vp so hyghe yt theyr heere maye be sene". 9 5 Other s wear their 

"brest clothes so lawe/and the wymples so narowe" that they expose 

their skin in a manner unbecoming to a religious, or in Whitford's 



" " Chr" " 96 Op11l10n to any 1st1an. He warns his readers against "all 

superflui te in araye" and against envy of what others may have. 97 

In dress, as in many other aspects of life, from diet to devotional 

and ascetical practices, the author maintains "A meane is euer beste 

accordyng vnto good honeste and profytte,,?8 

One of the principal reasons for the decay in religion is that 

people enter for the wrong reasons/as the author of The foundacyon 

and the summe of the holy scripture had noted. Whitford says99 that 

people enter without having felt any calling to the life ' and without 

examining their reasqns for entering. Some are provoked by the Devil 

to become religious out of pride, believing that their life will be 

so holy that their monastery will be . reformed, but the failure of 

their enterprise makes them discontented and Unstable. Others are 

ambitious to enjoy riches .~ plenty and to hold important offices,or 

simply to escape the hardships of the world and to be assured of 

"theyr bodely lyuynge", aadthese people will infect the monastery 

either by ill-rule, by discontent or because they are remiss and dull 

in their duties •. . . Whitford ctlso discusses the case of child oblates." 

for which he finds biblical preced~nt,and since "the best bryngynge 

vp is in the monasteries amonge religious persones it semeth vnto me 

ha h Idr "1 be d . 1· . ,,100 H nl t t c y en may comuente y receyue 1nt6·. re 1910n • e 0 y 

insists that no child be bound to make his profession before reaching 

the required age. He lists num&;rs of other wrong or unspiri tual 

reasons why children are put to religion101 or why adults enter:
02 

and endeaTVours to show how once bound as religious e~en these 

unhappy souls may profit from their bondage ~ 
. ' 

They should apply 

their reasonable soul to be sorry for their sin,and to labour and 



fight for victory over their carnal will. Even those who are 

bound to religion against their will can sometimes be converted to 

the religious life simply by being obliged to follow its rule: 

For the custome and vse dothe alter and chaunge 
nature/and dothe make in a persone ••• a newe ••• nature/ 
and so that thinge that was vnto theyr disposicion 
greuouse/and paynfull shall (by vse) be vnto them 
cOmforte/pleasure/and ioy in conscience for it shal 
ministre vnto the soule: vertue/and good maners. 103 

Part I of The Pype or Tonne is concerned to answer the criticism 

of Lutheran heretics against the religious life. Whitford frequently 

chooses to answer specific questions about the customs of this life 

by posing another question about the purpose of parallel ceremonies 

observed in secular society.l04 He refutes the heretics' claim 
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"that religious persones done put theyr confidence and truste all in 

ceremonies/as thoughe by kepynge of them onely: they shulde be saued,~05 

declaring that by reverent observance of customs Go'd is honoured and 

the religious obtains more grace, enabling him to keep his Rule and 

consequently the law of the Gospel. Ceremonies honour God, express 

inward devotion, are a. necessary duty of religiOUS., and may edify by 

106 their example, but above all they are founded upon the authority 

of Christ's actions recorded in the New Testament. 107 
Tb 1t,Q." . e tl.on 

of ceremonies raised the fundamental problem of the source of 

authority, and according to the heretics religious have "forsaken 

the gospell of god" and "haue bounde themselfe and that by solempne vowel 

h I d I f " 108 vnto t e ru es an awes 0 •••• men • The heretics will only 

acknowledge the authority of Scripture,and by declaring that the laws of 

men are contrary to the law of God they destroy the laws of the Church 

and ~f all temporal princes. 109 



TIle third and main part of The P,ype or Tonne is devoted 

to an exposition of the three essential vows of religion--obedience, 

poverty and chastity-with a translation of lDe precepto et dispensatione 

attributed to St.Bernard110 following the section on obedience. 

According to Whitford's definition obedience "is an applicacion/or 

graunt of herte/minde/and wyll/vnto the due and the lawfull preceptes/ 

or commaundementes of the ryght and ordinarie superiours/accordynge vnto 

the ordinaunce of god andl of his churche catholike/after the rules 

f h 1 . 11111 o 0 y scr1pture. For the religious the definition is more 

demanding,and involves 11 a wylful and vtter abnegacion and forsakyng 

of proper wyll" and total obedience to their religious superior and 

their Rule. Whitford then outlines four motives which may govern 

obedience: self pleasure or profit, necessity, fear,and finally love 

and good will. He goes on to place the virtue of obedience immedia~ 

below the three theological virtues of faith, hope and charity, esteem-

ing it "of more perfection than is her mother mekenes". It is 

the perfection and proof of humility and meekness. William Bonde 

also sets a high value on i:t: IIobedyence pleaseth gOd' more than ony 
, 112 

other thynge'~ but he places it after meekness, which he sees as the 

foundation of all perfection. 1tS The author of The Orcherd of $yon 

celebrates the virtue of obedience at some length114 and seems to set 

it above meeknes~who nurses and nourishes it, but it is perhaps less 

a question of priorities than of mutual dependence: "For a man is so 

myche obedient as he is meke, & so myche he is meke as he is obedient ll •
115 

Having ,defined and placed the ~rtue of obedience Whitford goes 

on to consider the obedience due from a religious to his Superior and 

other officers,and problems which may arise when the superior's commands 

run counter to the Rule or Scripture. He goes into some detail on 



the behaviour which will follow from willing obedience and the 

qualities of love, strength, cheerfulness, speed, reverence and per-

severence which should accompany it. The latter part of the f1fyrste 

membre" is concerned with the profits and benefits of obedience and 

the dangers and incommodities of disobedience, and it concludes with 

a long chapter116 oj scriptural examples 0' the miserable fate of the 

disobedd.ent. The first profit of obedience is in worldly goods, and 

Whitford accepts the Deuteronomic connection between obedience to the 

will of God and material rewards: 117 "For as the monasteries: 

\where ale obedience is kepte: done prospere with pleintie in all maner of 

commodities that done apperteyne vnto theyr worldly goodes & substance: .,. 
so in lyke maner vnto the contrarie parte/where is inobedience or 

disobe~ence: the monasteries done dekay/fall vnto ruine & pouerty/as 

dyd ye chyldren of iael for theyr disobedience fl •
118 The second 

profit is long life, a promise supported by various Old Testament 

~otations.119 The third profit is that obedience deserves honour, fame 

and re spec t, and finally it profits the soul by delivering it from 

damnation and keeping it in a state of grace. It helps to repel 

temptations, and brings tranquility of mind and offers the hope of 

eternal glory. 'ikUlftllfllJ He has clearly tried to stress the spiritual 
... t-

aspect of these rewards,Lworldly goods, a long and well-provided life and 

a good name were difficult not to interpret as material benefits. As 

in the case of the rewards promised for devout attendance at mass or 

d·· hP' 120 h t b . li . me 1tat1on on t e ass1on, t ese seem 0 e encourag1ng re g10US 

to pursue the virtue of obedience for material as much as for spiritual 

ends. 



In the course of this section Whitford, still mindful of the 

heretical opinions he sought to overthrow in the first part of his 

work, takes issue with the heretics, particularly Tyndale, who 

argue that "all maner of persones as well spiri tu all as temporall 

shulde be obedient vnto the prophane and seculer princes/and yt 

none obedience is due vnto any persones of the spiritualte or 

I .,' 121 c ergle • He goes on to refute Tyndale' s claim "in his Englysshe 

boke of obedience:that there is no spirituall parte in Christes 

122 churche". Whitford's defence against the evidence of the heretics 

that St. Paul and Jesus Himself were s~bject to the secular nilers is 

based on the distinction between heathen and Christian powers. He 

argues that where rulers became Christian they resigned their powers 

to the clergy and became subject to them: "that euermore the spirituall 

parte of the people of god: had the gouernaunce and rule of the 

temporall parte/and the temporall parte in all thynges obedient vnto 

the spiri tu all ". 123 The more discerning reader may well have found 

Whitford's conclusions more convincing than his arguments. 

A work which may ~tedate Tyndale's Obedience of a Christian Man, 

but which allows the princes rule of both Church and State, is Paul 

0.. h' Ext· . f' 124 DUs s rlpaClon 0 19norancy. The author excuses his bald 

verse: 

And though I lacke dropes/of y~ycour laureate 
Which sprangof Cha~cer/ye fountayne of oratours, 125 

although he begins his study ~of the fear of God and the honour due to 

the king in a manner which seems to echo numerous earlier poets: 

In an orcharde as I walked/desolate of company 
In a pathe/from tre tQ tre/as my vsage was 
Yhbrede with bowes pendaunt/in order plesauntly ••• 
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The two principiI. parts of his poem, separated by a brief section 

on the love of God, use as a refrain the respective parts of a verse 

from I Peter 11, "Deum timete et regem honorificare". He begins the section 
~th .. lW.!I 

on the honour duel by tracing the growth of kingship from the rule of 

patri~hs, prophets and judges. He particularly praises the rule of 

peace and equity imposed by the king,and mentions that simony is 

checked by his rule. He goes on to cite biblical authority126 for 

the obligation to obey princes, even if they are unworthy. There 

are 

••• some rigorous & vicyoas/enuolued in err our 
Yet natwithstandyng/your purpose & chefe entencion 
Must be to obey/for your dewe correction 
SUch vnworthy rulers/sent for your myslyueng, 127 

and he seems to suggest that the Prince's rule is not confined to 

the secular realm: 

•••• thynke that it is nat/the regall power onely 
Whiche princes haue in gouernage/to speke in substance 
That t9 suche obedience/byndeth the tlrus straitly 
&It it is certayne/as se thou maist playne 
The state legall/of the churches first ordring. 128 

&It this issue is not dwelt upon. The au1;hor' s main concern is his 

fear of the destruction wrought by rebellion and 'lwylfull conspiracy". 

Rebellion has not only destroyed ''monasteries rightworthy'~ but 

subverted whole towns, slain governors, deflowered wives and daughters. 

129 He concludes with a plea for England to learn from such examples, 

to remain true to her king as she has, according to the Chronicles, 

in the past, and to treasure peace at its true value. 

Tyndale is, of course, even more emphatic about the Christian 

duty of obedience. Not only is the individual Christian bound to 

obey the prince, even if he is wicked, a Turk or a tyrant,130but the 



the principle of obedience upholds the whole structure of society. 

Thus children are bound to obey their elders, wives their husbands, 

d t th ' t 11 b' t th' rulers. 131 an servan s elr mas ers, as we ~s su Jec s elr 

Those who hold office~must rule firmly but justl~ as Fathers over 

their families, husbands over their · wives, masters over servants, 

landlords over tenants,and Kings, judges and officers over t~eir 

132 people; and it is the ·duty 9f the prince and his officers to see 

that the Church and clergy do not claim any special exemptions from 

this general obligation of obedience to the secular powers.133 

Tyndale objects strongly to the Church's involvement in secular 

government and the way in ,,'hich the Pope has usurped the power 

of an emperor134 and bishops and cardinals have become servants 

of the state. 135 Of obedience within the church, the exclusive 

concern of Whitford,136 Tyndale .has nothing , to say. His concern 

is to apply the biblical ~epts of obedience to the secular world 

and to English Society. The contemporary .popularity of authors 

like Tyndale and Thomas Becon undoubtedly owed something to~heir 
J: 

determination to expound the Christian faith and to makelrelevant 

to ordinary people in their particular occupations and stations in 

life. They ignored the ideal and other-worldly life of the cloiste~ 

"'hi ch hitherto had dominated religious thought, and applied Christianity 

to the world in \,rhich most Christians found themselves living, working 

and raising their families. 

The second of the religious vows discussed by Whitford in The 

Pype or Tonne of the lyfe of perfection is wilful poverty. Not the 

,,'retched poverty of common beggar s, nor the scarci ty "'hich encourage s 

wholesome labour, but poverty and forsaking of~the world which is 



undertaken voluntarily to the service of God and which is pursued 

not in solitude or mendicancy but within the cloist.er. The words 

and life of Christ, the life of the Apostles and the traditions 

of the , early church137 are adduced in support of the vow"but apart 

~rom the basic premise that poverty frees the soul from worl~ly 

cares and affections - a point which, rather surprisingly, he does 

not particularly emphasize - he makes no attempt to list the merits 

and rewards enjoyed by those who fulfil the vow. He is more 

concerned to warn sovereigns against weakness, ambition or partiali~ 

which encourage subjects to keep private property, and to criticize 

not only the general contemporary laxness with regard to property138 

but also the abuse of the stipend system. 139 .The only personal 
'U.OO<! 

possessions he will allow are those necessary for health,~which 

encour~ge education)and ~Itokens/ymages/paynted papers~40 of private 
re> 

devotion-provided they do not encourage affec[ions of vanity. The 

easy, "all-found" life of contemporary monasticism and the great 

wealth of many foundations devalued the primitive concept of poverty 

and not unnaturally attracted the criticisms of reformers. 141 

In his treatment of the third essential vow, chastity, Whitford 

again adopts a practical approach, showing the reade~in ~ome detail 

how to avoid and conquer temptations to the contrary vice, and 

~ncouraging ihSn to pursue and cherish the virtue. As in previous 

sections the example of Christ's life and those of the Apostles142 

are cited as authority for the vow. Most of the section is con-

cerned to show how chastity, which he understands princ~pally as 

bodily cleanness or purity, is to be preserved,and the fourteen main 



headings are conveniently summarized at the end. 143 One of the 

more obvious threats to chastity comes through the five wits, for the 

five senses are easily r~u5ed and stimulate lustful thoughts and 

feelings. The five wits were widely recognized as vulnerable to 

deadly sin,144 and Whi tford was by no means the only authorl4~ho 

warned that sight, touch, hearing, speaking .and even the sense of 

smell must be warily defended against worldly and fleshly sins and 

. 146 temptatlons. Among other physical defences of chastity147 were 

so~ dress148 ; refraining from pampering the body;149 seemly out-

ward l?ehaviour and avoidance of any familiar talk, behaviour, corres-

d . h h f 150 d' . b pon ence Wlt or t e company 0 men; an prlvate meetlngs etween 

individuals of opposite sexes were entirely forbidden. 1S1 Apart 

from these physical precautions there were more general defences 

against se~ality, such as prayer, the avoidance of idleness by 

mental and physical labour, temperance and abstinence; all of them 

were familiar topics in works addressed to religious and anchorites. 

'38 

".peori.sjl1i,. But in addition to these rather negative defences - which 

are reinforce~n the concluding chapters152 by contrasting the clean 

life and heavenly rewards of the chaste with the fleeting reward and 

subsequent physical decay153 anq loss of goods, crowned by eter~al 

death, which face the lecherous154 - Whitford also stresses the 

importance of a good will and positive desire to conquer sin and 

pursue chastity, whose virtues he had praised at the beginning 6f 

the section. 155 

Many of the topics discussed by Whitford in The Pype or Tonne 

are, not surprisingly, to be found in the works of other authors, 

particularly those who wrote for religious or for those who wished 



to emulate the religious way of life. The pyetary of Ghostly 

Helthe,156 dating from the previous decade, and A deuoute treatyse 

157 ca. ... c. 
called the tree &.xii.frutes of the holy goost a.d two shorter, 

more general treatises written for religious sisters. Compared to 

the restricted subject matter, the detailed and rather technical 

nature of the discussion and the overt didactic intention of Whitford's 

work,these two books of spiritual counsel cover a much wider range of 

topics, but they go into little detail and do not demand the intellectual 

application or perseverance of The Pype or Tonne. They are also 

marked by a far more personal approach. 

The prologue of The pyetary reveals that it is offered by the 

h h " " f 158" h h h"" 11 aut or to t e s1sters as a new year g1 t, 1n t e opes t at 1t W1 

encourage them to pursue virtue more eagerly.~59 There is no apparent 

organization of topics within the twenty-four chapter~which are said 

to offer considerations appropriate to each hour of the day. The 

topics covered seem to range in a random way from elementary practical 

adyice about table manners or how to say the service, to more general 

topics such as the need for moderation or restraint in eating, speech 

and dress. The sisters are encouraged to "vse deuoute medytacyon of 

chrystes passyon in your masse herynge",160 which should be daily"and 

they are also provided with a brief examination of Gonscience, not 

unlike those of the Dyurnall or Werke ~or housholders, to be said 

161 daily at the day's end. Traditional themes such as the dangers 
, -

I h " f lif "I " b " fl "~162 of the wor d and t e V1ew 0 e as a p1 gr1mage are r1e y summar1ze~ 

and a number of chapters offer brief discussions or commendations of 

various virtues such as patience, meekness, obedience and chastity. 



The chapter on patience is really a statement of the profit of 

tribulation,and meekness is described simply as the foundation 

of all virtues. Obedience is extolled as ·yt vertue yt graffeth 

all other vertues in ye soule";63 but the author's greatest praise 

is reserved for the virtue of chastity, which virtue ''made ye kynge 

of all kynges to haue suche a celestyall concupyscence & loue vnto 

ye moost meke vyrgyne mary yt he descended from heuen ,to erthe for 

to be maryed vnto our nature". 164 - However, like the author of 

The tre &.xii.frutes, he emphasizes that the virtue is not crowned 

'1" d 165 d ha " 'h k' ' h unt1 1t 1S prove, an t t 1t 1S ne1t er won nor ept ~t out 

grete laboure and payne". It would be wrong to look for originality 

or subJt~ in this kind of brief and ,elementary work of instruction; and 

the author rarely attempts to make, more than one main point about the 

topic under discussion in each chapter. 

There is a rudimentary in:!~truction on 'IHowe to ouercome temptacyon", 

which again reminds the reader of the "ghostly consolacyon" which will 

follow great tribulation,and the author goes on to advocate "Howe study 

or medytacyon ia holy wrytynge profyteth moche agaynst temptacyon" -

166 the same point is made by Whi tford in The Pype or Tonne. In an 

allegorical figure of some beauty167 the author recommends the study 

of Scripture, or "holy redynge" of a more. general na~e) as a way to 

calm lust, to put away evcil thoughts and to prevent a troubled night's 

. rest. , Whitford recommends ffi'st the contemplation of God and also 

the life, passion and death of Jesus} and then the study of holy 

Scriptur,e, for "such pe~ons as ben entred in gramer,", that is, who can 

168 read Latin. He goes on to recommend · that those under about forty-

four or forty-six years of age, men and women)provided they can spare t~e 



time, should learn Latin. He thinks it will take them two or 

three years and that "verely they can nat spende ye tyme better/ 

specially vnto that ende and purpose/ ••• to exclude vayne thoughtes 

and to put the lyfe of our lorde in theyr rowmes fl •
169 For those 

unable to learn Latin Whitford suggests books and prayers in English 

rather than Latin. He concludes: 

Some occupacion of mynde must they nedely haue 
of custome: that shal exclude vayne and vnclene 
thoughtes: For ydlenes and welfare: done ingendre 
and brede yuel cogitacions:as caren in eyre/doth 
brede wormes. 170 

Time in which to do penance for sins committed and in which to 

labour for salvation171 was short and precious. "There is none so greate 

a losse, as is the losse of tyme. Another thynge yf it be loste, may 

/bu 172 be founden agayne t tyme whan it is lost, may neuer be founde agayne". 
,..... 

Awareness of the tranvence and mutability of all earthly things, the 

retrospective regret expressed in the ubi sunt and quid profuit themes, 

and the harder lesson of the inevitability of death!73 were all comments 

on man t s awareness of the passing of time. Time was to be used 

profitably, and idleness was to be avoided: 174 

For ydlenesse is the moder of all euyll/stepdame 
of vertue/forger of vnclennesse/the waye to 
vnstablenesse/nouryssher of vyces/increacer of 
slouthfulnesse/kyn6eler of malyce & enuye. It 
soweth euyll thoughtes. It gendreth euyll 
desyres/and bryngeth forth many euyll workes. 
It maketh vs wery of ghoostly lyuynge. It ~*I" 
putteth vs in fere of ghoostly batayle/and dryueth 
vs frome the way of penaunce . 175. 

It is indeed a branch of the deadly sin of sloth or acedia. 176 The 

author of the pyetary recommends as antidotes to idleness bodily labour, 

prayer, study and reading,and1for those who are able, contemplation. 177 

'T'he author of The tre &.xiLfrutes ,who describes idleness as "the moost 



hyndrynge that thou mayst haue to thy soule", suggests that when 

the soul becomes wearied by one occupation it may be refreshed by 

. h 178 turn1ng to anot er. Idleness was particularly liable' to affect 

religious, whose physical needs were provided for, and whos'e ch,?ir 

offices and other duties still left them with considerable spare 

time during the day. Most convents probably had a number of nuns 

who were unable to read, and far more who found study and meditation 

difficult and tedious. The t~mptation to pass the time more easily 

in gossip and other congenial but more worldly occupations nmst have 

been great. 179 It was not, of course, a vice liable to afflict those 

who had to work to earn a living,among whom sloth was more likely to 

take other forms. 180 

The tre li.xiLfrutes is a rather more detailed work concerning 

the growth and nourishment of the life of perfection within the cloister. 

Again, as in The PIpe or Tonne and The pyetaryJthe author concentrates 

upon the virtues to be sought in that life and makes no reference to 

matters of faith: 

as for pe articles of pi beleue I wille not in 
Pis tretice write noping to pe.for I w»ote wel 
pOll belevist wel I now. but of pe worlds of bileve 
pat is.of trew living it is my purpose for to 
declare :pa t pi living mow a cor de to pi f eyth. 181 

The treatise is in two parts. The first concentrates upon the tree, 

the fundamental growth in religion, which is rooted in meekness, watered 

by compunction and spreads forth in charity. The second part is 

connected with an exposition of the twelve fruits of the Holy Ghost,182 

the fruits of "goostly lyuyng". The tree that is to flourish "in the 

gardYD4 of holy relygyon,,183 nmst be rooted in meekness,184 the 

contrary of pride, which grows from self knowledge185 and contempt of 



self, and which is nourished by the many examples of meekness shown 

by Christ. 186 A little later, in discussing the vow of poverty, 

the author again refers to the example of Christ, "pe porecrybbe 

and few clothes" at His nativitY, and His nakedness and thirst upon 

187 188 the cross. Obedience is related to the virtue of meekness. 

~e second quality of the tree is compunction,which may be stimulated 

by the familiar three-fold recollection of man's estate189 and thoughts 

of death and judgement. Tears 190 are the sign of contrition, and they 

may also be the proof of inward devotion to Christ. 191 The virtue 

of holy tears was, of course, highly regarded in late medieval devotion, 

and the gift of tears is often mentioned,192 sometimes in considerable 

detail. 193 Charity is the third quality needed to enable the tree 

to grow, but discussion "of this virtue. is postponed until the second 

part, where it stands as the first fruit of the Holy Ghost. The 

remainder of the first part is mainly concerned with matters of 

religious conduct and devotion. In addition to the vows of obedience 

and poverty(chastity is discussed at the end of Part 11), silence is 

commended. The nun must learn to despise the world, to avoid frivolity 

and "alle dishonest playes",and to eschew the often-mentioned monastic 

vices of slander and .singu!arity. To prevent her attention wandering 

during services the sister is to contemplate Christ crucified, to see 

His wounds and the instruments of th~ Passion,and if possible to enter 

His heart by the wounds of His side.194 Special devotion to the 

Blessed Virgin is also encouraged. Finally, the author devotes 

considerable space to defining the charact~r " and purpose of various 

kinds of vocal and mental prayer and meditation. He gives no actual 

examples, but on occasion he does suggest various topics. 195 



The second part of the treatise, although concerned exclusively 

with the life of the religious siste~ is more theoretical than 

practical. Each of the twelve chapters seems intended to provide 

various definitions of the virtue,. some examples of its exercise or 

application,and to conclude with four virtues of the fruit for the 

religious. Numbered lists of virtues, or the lengthier twenty causes 

196 of joy, or nine re~sons why God may not hear our prayers, give a 

greater illusion of clarity and precision than the chapters possess. 

Unlike The gathered counsailes of saincte Isidorie the twelve fruits 

are not designed as a handy directory or summary of virtues. Each 

chapter is rather a meditation about a virtue, with various aspects 

of the topic being considered in loosely related groups. There are 

two main problem~which are accentuated by the lack of reasoned structure. 

The first is the way in which all the virtue5 are interrelated and 

dependent upon one another, which inevitably means considerable repetition 

and variation. 197 The second is that the number of definitions given 

for a virtue, charity for example,198 or its application or virtues, 

even when presented as a numbered list,makes no attempt to emphasize 

priorities and subordinate less important definitions or qualities. 

These defects are not so serious if the book is intended purely as 

material for meditation;-there is plenty of food for reflection;-but 

they do seem to limit its practical value as a book of instruction 

about the virtues to be cultivated by "gostly liveris". 

The first chapter on charity) for instance,gives the reader a 

number of definitions of the virtue. It couples the soul to God, it 

bends the will to serve God, it is love~and it encourages the soul to 

turn from earthly things. 1hus it inspired the numerous martyrs who 



longed for death,but equally it encourages man to endure the exile 

of this life. Various signs of charity are ~ggested: meekness, 

patient suffering, obedience, willing poverty, chastity (the three 

45 

vows again), and joyful prayer. A little later, having warned the reader 

that no-one can tell certainly whether he is in charity or not, seven 

indications of the virtue. are g~ven.199 An allegorical exposition 

of four degrees of charity precedes the four virtues of charity for 

the religious with which the chapt~r concludes.2oo The emphasis .. 

here, and in subsequent chapters, is primarily upon the value of the 

virtue to the religious sister, and the way in which it will help 

in her religious life. What matters, as the chapters on faith and good ' 

living make clear, is that the life of perfection be fulfilled in the 

religious life: 

o now is pis frute of good trew feythful liuing. ~w\~O...u\lI~f.u..t. 
a fayre frute.good sister ete specialy of pis frut~. 
is per no frute sauoury. It is so sauourly a frute. 
pat it . smellith and sauourith in to pe blisse of 
heuen.where al trew faythful soules porow etyng 
of pat frute whiles pe] liued in pis lif:ben now 
her bored. 201 

The themes which recur most frequently are characteristic of the 

religious interpretation of the life of perfection: the need to 

despise the world, sobriety, abstinence and chastity(which is praised . 

in the last chapte~, meeknes,s, patience and obedience. 

The implication .of the author of The tre &.xii.frutes is that 
I 

the virtues he discusses, although some like charity .. "longeth to all folke", 

are essentially the fruits of the religious life. Most of the virtues 

could be pursued by lay people, but they are only seen in their fulness 

among "relygious which shold be more parfyte than the comyn people 11. 

Wbitford .too. declares that lIye religion of Christe ••• is better & more·, 



perfectly & precisely kepte in religion monastical: than 

in any of the other states".202 One of the finest celebrations of 

the religious life .is to be found in John Alcock's sermon, ~ 

f . . 203 per ectloIllS. Taking as his text "In monte salvum te fac,~204 

Alcock shows how the man entering religion enjoys the three gifts 

Adam enjoyed in Paradise before the Fall: grace; immortality from 

the tree of life, which for the religious is the Scripture;and 

lordship of all earthly things, which for the religious means to 

despise the world. !Ut whereas Adam fell from grace) the religious, 

if he shas humility, can overcome all temptations. A substantial 

part of the sermon is devoted to the exposition of the three vows. 205 

206 Obedience, the first daughter of humility or meekness) is shown to be 

h b . 207 t e est ~rtue: 

Obedyence kepeth vs in our Iourneys/it 
puchaceth to vs grace/it peasith all ye worlde/ 
it openeth heuen/& bryngeth man therto/& offreth 
theym to the dyuyne mageste. And also setteth hym 
among angels there to be perrycypall of the et~rnall 
beautyl\ tude. 208 

Poverty is described as the spouse of Christ) who was born, lived and 

died in pover~ and the unpleasant fate of monks who kept property 

is held up as a warning. Again, Christ is the perfect example of 

chasti~ and the monk who by grace keeps' his chastity is "in this 

checkroll with angels'~ and he can enjoy "a peculyer rewarde & be 

and rest with Cryste Ihesu" an~ look forward to being a witness 

"of the maryage of the spouse of heuen" and to being crowned with 

the angels, saints and martyrs. To ~ up, Alcock described a 

monastery tms: 

a place of religyon may be wel callid 
(mons pinguis) for in it regneth al 



perfeccyon yt sholde fede mannes soule •••• 
And also Relygyon is a place yt my frendes 
& oostes shall fyght in & haue the vyctory of 
myn aduersary & theyrs the deuyll. There ben 
fayre & delycate roses of charyte/the bewteuous 
lelyes of chastyte in body & soule/ye odoryferous 
& swete vyoletti of all obedyence & hum .. ylyte ••• 209 

The religious life was seen as the life of perfection. The convent 

210 was a piece of heaven on earth, where all were dedicated to God's 

Service and obedient to His will, and where the Devil, the world and the 

flesh had no place. The religious who dies in perfect obedience 

f hi 11 · . h h 211 ha· alr d . h passes rom s ce stralg t to eaven, V1ng ea y 1n t e 

course of his religioul'! life endured purgatory and purged his sin 

"in the fornays of temptacyon". 

The religioul'! life was generally acknowledged even by those 

outside the convent walls as the best exprel'!sion of the Christian life. 

The values of the monal'!tic ideal coloured much late medieval devotional 

literature,and many people sought to emulate the religious way of life 

and to cultivate itl'! virtues: 

Many men there be yt wolde ,be in relygyon/but they 
may not for dyuerse causes. Therfore they yt may not 
be in bodyly relygyon/they may be in I ghostly relygyon 
yf they woll/yt is founded in a place yt is called 
conscyeuce. 212 

213 The abbaye of the holy Ghost is an example of the way in which the 

religious life dominated a work which was express1y intended for those 

who were not religious. It begins with the foundation charter and 

establishment of an abbey,which is peopled by such familiar monastic 

virtues as meeknesl'!, patience, temperance, sobriety, poverty and chastit~ 

and even a form of obedience. The abbey is attacked by the Devil and 

his four daughtex;s, Pride, Envy, False Judgement and lllst, and the 

temptation and fall of Adam and Eve, to whom the abbey. was, originally 



granted, is recounted. The abbey is drus lost to man until, 

after the supplications of numerous patriarchs and prophets, God 

calls . a council of heaven and1following the aebate b~tween His 

four daughte~ Justice, Truth, Peace and Mercy, the son of God is 

sent to earth to become man and to gather together the scattered 

members of the convent and re-establish it. Thus under the figures 

of the charter and the abbey the story of man's redemption is re-

counted and applied to the life and conscience of the individual. 

The charter, based on the standard legal fonns and tenninology214, 

grants to Adam and Eve "a lytel precyous place that is called conscyenee'~ 

which is "clenly dyght without ony wemme. In the whiche ~od made a 

noble. house of religyon yt is called the abbaye of ye holy ghost". 

Again}as in Alcock's Mons perfectionis,the perfection of paradise 

is taken up in~to the monastic ideal, and the figure of the abbey 
'-' 

is used to describe the spiritual history of mankind. Like the 

young religious of The tre &.xii.frutes, the abbey is founded on 

meeknes~ to which is added poverty, not the absolute poverty of the 

monastic vow but the relative poverty of not setting the heart upon 

worldly goods. As the young religious must be watered by compunction, 

so is the abbey "set vpon a ryuer ••• of teeres", the sign of sorrow for 

sin, but tears of devout joy as well as of sorrow are mentioned a number 

of times. 215 At the door stands the porter, dread, to close the gates 

of the cloister, the five wits, against evil. Several of the ladies 

of the convent have their counterpart in the xii.frutes of the holy 

goost; temperance and sobriety are related to continence, bounty and 

largesse to benignity, and joy is common to both. Over all is set the 

abbess, charity, to whom all owe obedience,and she has wisdom as her 



prioress. IIOryson", who is chanter; and her fellow,"Iublyacyon"; the 

cellarer, Devotion; and Meditation, the "Garnetour" .. 21,i all important 

elements of private devotion-are among the virtues given a more 

detailed treatment than most. Devotion is primarily seen as 

thankful remembrance of God's goodness, especially in the death and 

Passion of Christ} and in the promise of God's angel to comfort the 

dying soul against the temptations ,of Satan at his death. Meditation 

again emphasizes inward remembrance of the cross and of Christ who 

died thereSon, but it also includes "the welle of teeres of bytternes" 

followed by tears of sweetness . (lIfor to wepe well is good devocyonn)) 

and the comfort and mercy of the light of God's love, "his heuenly 

preuytees'~ which are hidden from those whose wisdom and wealth is of this 

world. Finally, the joy which accompanies love, almsgiving and prayer 

suggests a mystical fervour: 

where soo they ben theyr hertes synge mornynge 
songes of loue/whan they longe inwardly with armes 
of loue to clyppe wt ghostly mouth to kysse/they 
loue somtyme se hertly yt .they lacke wordes .s~, theyr . 
loue rauyssheth theyr hertes yt they wote not somtyme 
what they doc .. ..... 217 

The story of the Fall is a fairly detailed paraphrase of the 

biblical account, except for the added details of Adam's and Eve's 

fruitless search for the abbey. The search was continued by 

. ....... -

patriarchs and prophets,and effective use is made of Old Testament 

quotations. The parliament of heaven,218 where the four daughters219 I 

of God discuss whether man should be redeemed, was widely known, not 

only fDom devotional works su~h as The abbaye or Speculum Vitae Christi
220 

or Piers Plowman (Passus I B. 18), but in drama such as the morality 

Castle of Per§everance or the mystery play Ludus Coventriae; it appeared 
. 2211l','d 222 . 

also 1n verse , . L1n sermons
l 

and was illustrated in a variety of 



223 art forms. Here; as in the .Speculum,the parliament's decision 

that the Son of God should save man is the prologue to a recital of 

the life of Christ. The ' details of Christ's life as told in The 

abbaye are, as we shall see in Part II, characteristic of the late 

medieval lives. However, since in terms of the allegory . the purpose 

of the Incarnation is to find the scattered virtues of the convent, 

each detail of the life is related to a virtue, so that Christ's life 

is, as so often, seen as the examplar of all virtues. Thus: ' 

he was borne of his moder in an olde broken 
house at Bethlelem townes ende/& layed on an 
asses mangeer on a lytel heye. And there he 
founde an other lady of ye abbaye & yt was 
Pouerte For his blessid moder had none other 
shetes for to wynde hym in/but toke a keuerchyf 
of her heed/&kytte an old kertyl & made of it 
cloutes/& wounde our blessyd lord therin for 
colde. And layed hym on a wyspe of heye before 
an oxe & an asse, ' 224 

Wisdom and righteousness are found" by the twelve-year old Jesus in 

the Temple at Jerusalem. Temperance, sobriety, penance and strength 

he found in His temptations and fasting, and others during the course 

of His preaching and healing ministry. The greatest space is, as 

usual,devoted to the Passion. Dread, Orison, Contemplation and 

even Jubilation He finds in the garden o~ Gethsemane. Patience 

is found at His arrest; simpleness at His trial;and meekness as He is 

scourged, .crowned with thorns, mocked,then stripped of the silken coat, 

which Ifdrewe awaye therwith moche of the skynne and flesshe also". 

The description of His crucifixion contains practically every detail 

of the physical torments described ~n late medieval tradition as being 
''', a-II .... ~ '-~ Ko. f-U ~ ""-,)"'~Go\,"'ofW 

inflicted on Jesus. 22SL His death descends to hell in His 'godhead, 

so 

taking with Him the abbess and sisters of the convent. Thus the abbey 

is re-established, with the addition of Mercy, Truth, Righteousness and 

. . 
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Peace. The work ends with an exhortation to the reader to ~eep 

the abbey well in his conscience, to keep Charity in his heart and 

good virtues in thought, word and deed) and to always be ready ;:to 

defend it against bodily or spiritual enemies. 

The story of salvation is relevant to all Christians. The 

bulk of The Abbaye recounts the loss of paradise and the deliber-

ations which eventually lead to the redemption of mankind by the 

Son of God. Th ' b ' 1" b IQ., , hi 11' ere lS no 0 V10US re 1910US ~ 10 t S te lng 

of salvation history, but the choice of a convent as the dominant figure 

of the whole work seems to imply more than just a convenient figure. 

The life of ,the world and its particular difficulties and temptations 

does not impinge, ~ut equally there is no reference to the minutiae 

9f religious life,which are often found in works written for religious 

sisters. The virtues which people the convent are not exclusively 

religious; many of them would apply to lay-people as well. But 

taken together poverty, chastity, cleaness, temperance, sobriety, 
a. 

~atience and meekness might suggestLreligious background, and a number 

of the virtues are discussed in The tre &.xii.frutes,which was written 

for a religious sister. In its a~ statement of salvation history 

The abbaye of the holy Ghost is neutral, addressing itself neither to 

an obviously religious nor to an exclusively lay audience. The choice 

of the convent, however, as the chief allegorical figure, the kind of 

virtue adv0cated,and the implied reflection of the conditions of the 

earthly paradise in the abbey's foundation, all suggest the dominance of 

the religiOUS ideal of perfection, even in a work written for those 

outside the cloister. 

By far the most substantial and comprehensive work on the religious 



life is William Bonde's Pilgrymage of perfeccyon. 226 Although 

the title declares it to be "very profytable for all chrysten people", 

the book, conceived originally for his own profit, is intended 

primarily for "all maner of religyous persones", and especially for 

prelates and sovereigns,who have the direction of "yonge pilgrymes" 

in the "iourney of perfeccyon". In common with other works discussed 

227 in this section) such as The Pype or Tonne, The Tre &.xii.frutes and 

even The Dyetary)the structure, especially of the third book, has an 

allegorical framework,228 but the whole book is dominated by the theme 

of the pilgrimage. 229 In its subject matter it ranges far more widely 

than The PIpe or Tonne or elementary books such as The tree &.xii.frutes 

or The Dyetary. It covers the whole of the Christian life from its 

first st~ges to the advanced spirituality of the contemplative life. 

According to the author,those who study The Pilgrymage will be better 

able to understand "all moral matter" and "all goostly bokes of 

perfeccion/yt they shall rede in englysshe'j and "they shall knowe 

not onely the lyfe of holy religyonYwhat it is10r what it ought to 

be/but also they shall haue plenty of all maner of goostly matter/ 

concernynge the perfeccyon of graces and vertues to commune or gyie 

230 exhortacyon to other in perfeccyon and goostlynes". The Pilgrymage 

of perfeccyon derives its material from a long tradition of theological 

~;31 catechencal and instructional manuals, and· the works of the 

English mystics. 232 It stands as the last substantial exposition of 

the Christian life to be written in the English medieval tradition. 

The first of the three books is a general introduction: its 

first five chapters outline the reasons for and conditions of the 

journe~ and the remaining seven chapters trace the start of the journey 



from baptism to the parting of the ways at the age of discretion. 

Those who choose to stay in the world travel by a dangerous way, 

and like the children of Israel are likely to rebel against God and 

deny Him: 

I wryte not this for the discomforte of the . 
worldly people/for I doute not but that many 
of them lyue ryght well and vertuously/and 
shall come ryght well to theyr iourneyes ende 
and be saued:but yet/not so well ne so surely/ 
as they that lyueth the holy lyfe of religyon .•• 
and I doute not/but many mo in religyon attayneth 
to theyr iourneys ende/in more holynesse1surety/and 
perfeccyon/than they do or may do that lyueth in 
the worlde. Yet/we all religyous & other be pilgrymes/ 
and go all one pilgrymage". 233 

The reason for the journey is found in man's desire to escape from 

the cage of this world and to seek eternal life and happiness. The 

~stian can make use of the insights of pagan philosophers and Jews 

in his quest, but in baptism God gives him all the virtues and grace 

he will need to pursue his journey and bring it. to completion. The 

seven ages of man are each associated with a gift of the spirit,and 

Christ, who has travelled the way before us, does not leave man 

comfortless. In the sacrament of the altar} for instance, there is 

comfort and encouragement and a remedy for problems like spiritual 

dryness. The goal the pilgrim strives for is not worldly riches, 

honour, knowledge or pleasure - these indeed must be left behind 

with all worldly sins - but'" a cro~~ of glory and the blessed 

company of heaven. 234 The conditions for those who would undertake 

the pilgrimage are that man should not be obstinate and trust in the 

law and ceremonies like the Jews;nor in the power of ·his own knowledge 

like the philosophers. Those who are obstinate and will not :be taught, ' 

the singular and the curious;35 are to be forbidden from studying the 



treatise. The pilgrim must subdue reason to faith and trust only 

in the grace and mercy of God. 

The second book considers the life of religion in more detail, 

and the opening chapters present various similitudes,including a star 

and a tree, before focu~ing on the figure of the religious life as a 

following or a journey. Three types of pilgrim to Jerusalem are 

introduced - the contemporary pilgrim traveller, the Jews who 

journeyed from Egyp\and the three Wise Men - whUhshow how the 

religious pilgrim should prepare himself, how he should exercise 

himself on the journe~ and how he should follow the star of grace. 

The earthly pilgrim's preparation~36 for instance . the negotiations 

with his banker to arrange for a supply of local currency in each 

country, the provision of the pilgrim's habit with the sign of the 

crossJand the preparation of a will and suitable provision for his 

wife and family before he leaves on his journeY,stand in the religious 

life for the abandonment of all earthly wealth in exchange for . trust 

in the blood of Christ, for the donning of the religious habit and for 

the removal of all carnal affection for kindred and friends. In this 

chapter237 the author allows himself an uncharacteristic digression in 

praise of the Bridgettine order, founded "now in the last ende of the 

worlde,,238 in honour of the Blessed Virgin,and according to Bonde "No 

religyon is founded hytherto/yt so nere representeth ye primityue Chirche 

of (furyst". 239 

In the course of this book reference is made to a number of 

problems. , .One which he raises here and in book 111240 is that of 
cJi~I" " i "" i $"' i "~ 
~ good spirits and relevations from the illusions and ~sions 

of the Devil - a problem which had previously engaged the attention of 
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fourteenth-century English mystical writers. 241 Among the problems 

which seem to have been endemic among m~mbers of a closed religious 

community are slander or back-biting and singularity, a temptation 

which also assailed the solitary contemplative. According to Bonde242 

no individual may defend himself against any kind of slander, and the 

author of The tre &.xii.frutes repeatedly warns his readers against 

back-bi ting243 and against slander, by which he seems to mean harming 

the convent's good name. 244 The question of singularity is more 

serious, for it betokens a presumptuous self will and the vain desire 

to be noticed. "Eschewe singulerte in alle pin outeward obseruaunces" 

warns the author of The -tre &.xii.frutes;45 and more particularly 

Hilton and the author of Speculum Vitae Christi246 warn their readers 

against abandoning set prayers such as the Pater and the canonical hours 

in fay-our of "synguler deuocioun" and private meditation before they 

are sufficiently advanced in the spiritual life. Such presumpt~on 

leads to a kind of hypocrisy, of which the Speculum is highly critical. 247 

Bonde too notes that "many wyll kepe the outwarde cerimonyes of religyon 

precysely and to the vttermost/but the inwarde exercyse of vertue/as 

mekenes/obedyence/and charite/with suche other/they care not how lytell 

they fulf:YII,~248 but he warns against presuming to judge a man's inward 

state by his outWard behaviour, for that is to usurp the power of God. 

Inserted into the book is Bonde's translation of Bonaventura's 

Memorials, twenty-five points which are to be observed by the religious 

in search of perfection. They provide a convenient summary of the 

exercises which should occupy his life. The first ten pOints249 

maintain the need for the religious to separate himself entirely from 

all worldly interests and ties, to despise the world and to repute 



himself vile. He is to suffer tribulation gladly and not to grudge 

at anything. God is to be feared. It is a hard, uncompromising 

path he must ,tread. The second part of the group of nine points 

concerns the service of God and the way in which spiri tual vices are 

to be uprooted and the heart occupied by spiritual exercises: !articular 

devotion to the Blessed Virgin is recommended. The next two memorials 

require that all men are to be loved and reverenced because they too 

are made in God I S image, and the religious is warned to keep his spiritual 

life and progress private; he is not to vaunt his virtues. The twenty-

third memorial provides a form of meditation to be used before a crucifix 

or image of pity. As might be expected it concentrates on the life 
) 

and Passion of Jesus . and His goodness towards men. ,The following 

chapter warns against the temptations of the enemy and the dangers of 

complacency, and a form of self-examination and confession to be used 

daily is provided. 2S1 Lastly, the religious is reminded that when 

he has done all, he is still a ,sinful wretch. The piece concludes 

with a description of the sumptuous temple of the soul,252 garnished 

wi th all virtue s, in which the lord will dwell during man I s exile here 

in earth until he is translated"with great ioye and glory to the heuenly 

countre and cite of the hye Ierusalem" - the perfect monk passes, as 

Alcock said, from his cell straight to heaven. In ,the midst of a 

widely scattered and largely theoretical treatment of various aspects 

of the religious life this practical, summary review of the whole 

monastic life seems briefly to draw everything together, and to remind 

the reader of the exercises he should be using and the qualities he 

ought to cultivate in his own pilgrimage of perfection. 

The main concern of Book 11, however, is a detailed exposition of 



l ' ' 1 

the life and gifts of grace. The introductory declaration is based 

on the star of grace figure;253 the seven gifts of the Holy Ghost !!. 
1 · d254 d h . f". 255 are 1ste, an t e n1ne ~rogat1ve graces given i~more 

detailj but the most important, the one essential to the pilgrimage, 

is the grace of life. While the ~rogative graces are given freely, 

usually unsough~ to the bad as well as the good, the grace of life is 

granted only to the good who keep God's commandments. Among the signs 

of God ' ". th I t f Id " Bo d . . d I 256 S ,grace, now 1n e as ag;e 0 ye wor e, n e ment10ns 1n u gences 

dra~ on the accumulated merits of the Church; but he makes it clear 

that a good life aided by the sacraments is able to wipe ~way sins 

completelY,whereas those who rely on pardons must bear the full pain of 
~ nowc.vc."'1 

purga tory. The dominant figure of this bookLis not the star . but the \U 

tree of grace. 257 A substantial proportion of chapters 13 - 16 is 

devoted to the listing, classification and definition of the tree. 

Rooted in grace, the three theological virtues are respectively. the 

trunk, bark and sap, while the four cardinal virtues are branches, and 

their leaves, subsidPary moral virtues. The flowers are the seven 

gifts of the Holy Ghost-to which are linked the Beatitudes;S8 and 

the petitions of the Pater, ~d finally the twelve fruits, met already 

iq ,The tre &.xiLfrutes, are the reward "of labour and exercyse in 

goostlynes. " The declaration of the opposing tree of vice is given ty 

in the firs.,t day's journey of Book Ill. Its root is pride and its 

seven principal branches the seven deadly sins;5~ while its other 

branches and leaves are subsidPary sins and vices. 

The tree image,w~ch was of course used in various contexts in 

260 
both the Old and New Testaments, was used as early as the fifth 

century in connection with the cardinal sins;261 but the pseudo-Hugonian 

De fructtbus carnis et spiritus
262 

seems ~o have been one of the 



earliest to portray developed trees of vices and virtues. The 

iconographic development of the tree of Jesse263 - and perhaps 

the idea of the living cross264 - may well have contributed to the 

elaboration of the tree image. The Isaianic prophecy concerning 

Jesse was also the authority for the identification of the seven 

gifts of the Spirit,and they were portrayed in connection with the 

tree of Jesse from an early date. 265 The tree of Jesse was itself 

used as an instructional figure for novices in the Speculum Virginum 

and the Hortus Deliciarum;66 where selections from the Beat~tudes, 

the Pater and Psalm XXVIII are included with the seven gifts of the 

Spirit. The tree image could of course be adapted to a variety of 

uses,to show the seven fruits of the tree of penance or the seven 

branches of contemplation;67 for example; or a number of symbolic 

trees might be gathered together in "gastely foreste groves" as in 

Th D f R 1·· 268 e esert 0 e 1910n. 

One of the most elaborate treatments of the trees of vices and 

virtues, which must have been qui t-e widely known in England for over 

a century before Bonde's Pilgrymage,was that in Somme ' le Roi, The 

root and branch motifils used, together with the seven heads of the 

269 Beast of the Apocalypse} to support a very detailed exposition of 

the seven sins and their branche~but the tree image is principally 

structural, hen. and in the tree of, virtue. The latter is introduced 

by an allegory of a garden, with God as the gardener and the virtues 

270 of the Holy Ghost as the grafts. In the midst grows the tree of 

life, as ~ t did in the earthly Paradise; the root is God's charttY,271 

and the parts of the tree are interpreted as the body, words and 

thoughts of the Son of God. In one interpretation the seven branches 



-:>, 

are the Beatitudes) in whose words "is enclosed al highenesse and al 

perfeccion of grace, of vertue, and of verreye blessednesse". There 

f 11 . . 272 f h P :I. h . k o ows an expos1t1on 0 t e aternvster, "T ose seven pet1tions as 

God for the seven gifts of ~he Spirit, deliver man from the seven 

deadly sins and sow in their place the seven virtue~and lead man 

to fulfil the seven beatitudes. The tree of virtue is explained in 

terms of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, which allow the growth 

of the seven virtues and their branches. Bonde was probably familiar 
ro 

with another work, The Orcherd of Syon, which, in addition ... the orchard 

figure, made use of the image of rotten trees, rooted in pride, nourished 

by sensual self-love, subsisting on impatience, shaped by indiscretion 

and gnawed by the worm of conscience. 273 One other presentation of the 

tree of vices and the tree of virtues was that in The Kalendar of 

She0pherds,printed both before and after The Pilgrymage. 274 'Ihese 

are no more than a list of the seven deadly sins and the seven virtue~ 

subdivided into large numbers of subsiduary branches and small sprays.275 

In the consistency of their declaration and the complexity of their 

associations276 Bonders treatment of the two trees is similar to that 

in Somme le Roi,but since his main interest is the religious pilgrimage 

not morality, his exposition of the vices and virtues is much briefer. 

The two trees are convenient pictorial summaries, which can be related 

generally to the scheme of salvation or more particularly to the 

religious life,and from which he can select various topics for more 

d '1 d . . 277 eta1 e eXam1nat10n. 

The tree of virtues i~ likened by Bonde to a vine;78 which must 

be pruned and cultivated by the careful gardener, for if it is neglected 

the grapes will be sour. 279 Carnal people neglect to exercise them-

.j 



selves in the freely given grace of God,and He will not compel them} 

for "he hath lefte mannes wyll in his owne liberte/to do what he 

pleaseth/eyther by grace to meryte his saluacyon/or els by his 

280 neglygence & foly to deserue & procure his own dampnacyon~ Even 

the secular or worldly person who does not neglect tb cultivate his 

spiritual vineyard will produce no more than light wines; only holy 

religious people" bryngeth forth the myghty swete "'Ylles of contemplacyon/ 

whiche ~oth so inebriate & replenysshe the soule/that it is rauysshed 

wi th ioye vnspekably". 281 The religious must not only labour to 

uproot all vic~s,but .he must not allow his virtues to become weakened 

by excess282 and he must defend his vine against: 

the wylde & rauenous beestes:8 that is to saye/the lyon 
of pryde/the bere of glotony1the dogge & wolfe of Ire & 
enuy/the sowe of slouth/& the horse of lechery. 283 

Most of these themes are elaborated in Book III,and Book 11 concludes 

with chapters on the seven beatitudes: considered as degrees by which 

men ascend to heaven;also as qualities required of an earthly prince, 

and much more of the inheritors of heaven; and with the comparison of the 

seven gifts of the Holy Ghost to various things, including the seven 

days of creation, which are used as the basis for Book Ill's structure. 

The first five days of Book III are concerned with the labours, 

gifts and fruits of the active life,284 with the fifth day285 acting 

as a summary of the four preceding day~and offering a foretaste of days 

six and seven on the contemplative life) which occupy half the total 

length of The Pilgrymage. The first day deals with the gift of 

ghostly fear and the virtues of temperance. Adam fell from· grace 

through pride)which led in turn to disobedience, gluttony, lechery 

and excuses by ' which he attempted to evade .responsibility for his sins. 



Apart from warning the religious against the dangers of singularity, 

curio si ty, vain speech and evil company" and encouraging him to renounce 

the world - a recurrent exercise of these five days - Bonde concentrates 

on the exposition of those virtues which will counter the sins of Adam: 

meekness, obedience, abstinence, chastity and simplicity - a familiar 

286 set of monastic virtues. Meekness, for instance, is described as 

the foundation of the spiritual temple on a number of occasionsjand 
, 

the picture of the meek soul as one who is never grieved , never show ... 

any trace of pride, who accounts himself and the world as vile and 

nothing worth,all for the love of Jesus,is supplemented by illustrations 

from Vitae Patrum. Among many others who exhort their readers to live 

meekly287 Hilton, in his explanation of the pilgrimage to Jerusalem,288 

sees meekness and love as the two essential companions for the journey. 

Meekness is derived not only from the soul's awareness of his own 

frailties and wretchedness, but also the "lIII8ekness that the soul feeleth 

through grace, in sight and beholding of the endless being and the 

. 289 
wonderful goodness of Jhesu." 

The doctrynall of mekenesse,printed by Robert Copland in 1529, 

offers the reader a multiple definition and commendation of the virtue. 

Those who hope to attain perfect ghostly meekness must first possess 

tp:- bodily meekness. Much of the brief treatise is devoted to listing 

behaviou~ and attitudes ~aracteristic of meekness. "We haue mekenesse 

yf .• '.' "we put others above self, reverence our elders, allow others 

to say what they like of us, willingly forgive those who wrong us and 

accuse ourselves rather than others, ,~~ so thus doth doth more good 

than they fasted breed & water everi day in a yere". The failure 

of religious to keep their vow ~f poverty is noted: 'mani religious 

lacke this mekenesse for they loue no pouerte in them selfe .•. they 



forget theyr othe/& that god sayth a pore man is heuen/they will 

say if I aske mercy I shall haue it & so all shal be well", but 

they forget the fate of Juda~who could not ask for merc~ and the 

burden of a guilty conscience burdened by possessions. Prelates 

and sovereigns are advised to exercise themselves in meekness by 

periodic public confession of their failures and sins to their charges. 

But meekness is more than patience and poverty. It is acknowledg~ 

ment of oneself as the worst of all sinners. This contrition, 

weeping over o~s sins, confession, penance, and devout exercis~like 

fasting, prayer, going on pilgrimage and alms deed~are all signs of 

meekness. The highest forms of bodily meekness include forsaking 

all love of self and of the world, having compassion for Christ, and being 

stirred by the thought of heavenly joys and by the beauty of the angels. 
ioft 

But perfect{ of ghostly meekness lies in "parfite loue to god his selfe". 

It is won _by grace, by trust and by long labour and especially by 

holy desire: 

Seke it in the.v.woundes of Ihesu cryst yf thou be 
in ony parte of this blyssed passyon thou arte in the 
hole passyon entre the wounde in the glorious hert 
of Iesu cryst & behold mf thou may finde thy soule 
restei therin frome all sterin~e of synne by holy 
desyre wt teeres of thyn eyen/thy~ soule so by in that 
holy desyre to the bitter paynes in his herte and passyon 
that thou forgetest the state in yt tyme bothe of synne 
and vertue oneli behold ynge Ihesu to do it as in thy 
pore soule by hys grace robd grete mercy/this holde I 
parfite mekenes for in that tyme it feleth nothinge 
but the swete w~kynge 0 Ihesu in the myghtes of the 
soule/thys is mekenesse in a holly desyre parfyte. 289A. 

There is more t~an a hint of contemplative · teaching here. The emphasis 

on the wounds of Christ is reminiscent of the Stimulus Amoris, while the 
c 

holy desire for Jesus,which eventually tran~ends all stirrings of sin, 

e~hoes Hilton, who also insists on the importance of meekness and love. 



Donde does not neglect the dangers of the journey caused 

by man's three principal enemies, the wOl;'ld, the flesh and the 

devil: "And that'they may the sooner brynge about theyr purpose/they 

ley engyns/trappes & snares in our waye/to let vs in our iourney/& 

fyghteth myghtely against vs".290 Under these three captains fight 

the seven deadly sins and their smbsidiary vices. On two occasions 

Bonde looks back to the battles of the children of Israel after they 

passed over Jordan, "whiche fygureth and signifyeth to vs the spirituall 

batayles of vertues/that we shall haue after our entrynge to religyon! 

longe tyme or we can come to the entent of our iourney/whiche is 

291 holynesse and perfeccyon of lyuynge". But as Joshua and the 

children of Israel overcame Jericho, Ai and Gibeon;92 so are the 

three cities held by the ~eadly sins293 in the soul of man overcome in 

the battle of patience by grace and the appropriate virtues, and three 

ne\>' cities established. 294 In the course of the first day, however, 

he presents_a.full scale "batayle of vyce and vertue/pytched in the 
us 

feelde of the cognitacyon or mynde of man or \,'oman". The general 

image of the Christian warfare was widely used in the New Testament 

296 and among the Fathers, but the confrontation of the vices and the 

virtues is generally traced back to the late fourth century and the 

Psychomachia of Prudentius. 297 In Bonde it is less a battle than a 

debate, where each sin states its views and ambitions and is answered 

by its opposing virtue) ~ho frequently cites the words of Jes~s. 

There is no trace of dramatic action nor even of martial imagery 

apart from the word battle, nor could it be described as a dialogue. 

It offers a formal summary of the main sins and the opposing activ~ 

virtues298 dealt with in the first few days, ... adapted from 
} 

the traditional lists to follow Bonde's own teaching. In addition 



to the open pat tIe between vices and virtues,Bonde recognizes that 

the enemy will often attack the more advanced soul by more subtle 

means,299 trying to subvert his will and draw his diligent exercise 

into the snares of hypocrisy, vain glory or malicious zeal "vnder 

a cloke of good entent & vertue". The soul is encouraged to labour 

the harder to overcome these temptations by the promise of increased 

grace .. *J:iab,,:ul'" "to the meryte of ye hye crowne of glory". 

While the first two days of Book III are mainly concerned with 

the exposition of virtues and the vices they oppose, the third day -

the gift of ghostly knowledge and the virtue of prudence - devotes 

a substantial number of chapters . (3 - 9) to the discerning of 

spirits and means of testing whether revelations are true or are 

merely an illusion of the Devil. The fourth day - ghostly strength 

and fortitude - is largely occupied by the value of adversity ~ the 

doctrine of tribulation300~ and by the virtue of patience. The 

fifth day, unlike ,those which pr~ it, has no particular labour. 

Its gift of ghostly counsel, which is of particular value to prelates, 

rulers and teachers, directs the other virtues, illuminates the soul) 

and tunes the spiritual ear to hear the counsels of Jesus. 301 A 

b f · d' 11 f . . 302 b 'ldi 303 d num er 0 lIDages are use ,espeCla y 0 cltles, Ul ngs an 

the mason,304 who as his skill and knowledge increases does less 

physical work in the same way that labour ceases at the fifth day, 

the completion of the active life. The soul, its labour and battles 

over, becomes like a bird, free to fly to the mount of contemplation. 

Days six and seven then concern themselves with the exercises, 

contents .and fruits of the contemplative life. Bonde devotes the 

first half-dozen chapters of the sixth day to an investigation of 



the qualities and differences between the active and the contemplative 
b....b 

life. He does not recognize the mixed life .... divides all Christians 

in~o two categories: those who follow the active life and are concerned 

wi th the works of mercy, alms deeds and running a household, and those 

who take religious vows and live a solitary or cloistered life; in 

other words, the active life is usually that of secular persons, the 

contemplative life characteristic of religious. 305 Although one is 

concerned to do good and to serve men in the world,exercise in the 

active, moral virtues of this life is a necessary preparation for the 

i.I:' 
pursuit of the other contemplative life,where the soul cuts "-self off 

from all worldly concerns and concentrates exclusively on God. Both 

Bonde and the author of the Speculum Vitae Christi make. use of the 

biblical figure of the two wives of Jacob as symbols of the two lives. 306 

The Speculum's interpretation, much abridged from his original, is 

based on the well-known contrast between the lives of Martha and Mary.3O, 

He divides the active life into two parts, the amendment of self in 

uprooting vices and cultivating virtues,and secondly the governance 

of others:the two being separated by withdrawal from the world, thinking 

only of God and resting in contemplation. He particularly emphasizes 

that a person can only progress to the contemplative life through the 

active life) and he warns against attempting to live a contemplative 

life without sufficient preparation. 3G8 He recommends to those who 

would know more the treatise of Walter Hilton. 309 The opening chapters 

of the Scala Perfectionis define the active life as pertaining to those 

who have property to administer or rule over men, and it i~ mainly the 

life of secular men. 310 The contemplative life Hilton divides into 

three part s. The first is knowledge of ghostly things, gained by 

study and tlrus available to good and bad people, without charity and 
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unaccompanied by any ghostly sweetness. The second degree, most 

common among simple, unlettered men, consists entirely of feeling, 

delight, ghostly sweetness, fervent love, from \\Thich springs sweet 

. tears, burning desires and still mourning &-Which purge the heart of 

sin "and maketh it melt into wonderful sweetness of Jhesu Christ". 

Those in active life can know this feeling occasionally and briefly, 

but only contemplatives well exercised in the spiritual life can 

retain it. The third degree of contemplation combines spiritual 

knowledge and feeling;although it begins in this life the full 

frui tion of this union between God and the soul can only be known 

in heaven. Although the distinction between the active and the 
werfl 

contemplative life and the superiority of the latter w.e generally 

accepted, the author's particular interests, his own temperament and 

the audience he was writing for seem to have governed his application 

of the two lives to particular classes or types of people. The 

Speculum seems to place prelates and rulers on the highest level, 

thus emphasizing the spiritual authority of the Church's rulers) 

while Hilton is concerned with spiritual state~not with position 

nor explicitly with the religious life. Bonde's division simply 

maintains the distinction observed throughout The Pilgrymage between 

the secular and the religious life, the latter always being regarded 

as superior. 

The topics dealt with in the seventy chapters of the sixth day 

are nominally divided according to three parts of contemplation: 

d · d di . 311 th . hi h th prayer, rea 1ng an me tat1on, e exerC1ses w c occupy e 

soul who has p~rfected the exercises of the active life. In fact, 

there is little about reading, apart from the extended simile of 



the bee312 which gathers pollen from every flower; so the religious 

person should seek out books of perfection and feed on them. The 

author of Oure Ladyes Myroure, Whitford and others had more to say 

about the selection and reading of devout books. 313 A large 

proportion of this day is devoted to detailed expositions of "ye 

prayer of all prayer~ye holy Pater nosterfl,314 the Ave Maria,315 

Creed316 and Ten Commandments. 317 Versions of some or all of these 

especially the Pater noster318 and Creed which were considered as 

the basic knowledge required of all Christians - were to be found, 

with or without accompanying exposition~in a large number of hand­

books for clergy319 and in devotional treatises for religious or lay 

people. 320 The statement and exposition of these works was continued 

on into the 1530s and beyond in primers,321 sermons322 and treatises. 323 

In a number of cases the Pater noster324 or Decalogue 325 provides the 

structural basiS .for an entire work. Although there were precedents 

for including lists and expositions of articles of belief and prayers 

in devotional treatises, in The myrroure of the chyrche for example, 

Bonde IS expositions are far longer and more detailed than usual. A 

vast amount of religious teaching,and even criticism of Wycliffe and 

Lutheran heresies,326 is included in the course of the fifteen chapters 

devoted to the creed~27 and the twelve articles allow various general 
) 

topics to be loosely grouped together. The first article, for 

'instance, considers the propriety of worshipping images and grapples 

wi th the problem of representing the mystery of the Trini ty,328 while y. 
the fourth (Passus sub Poncio Pilato/crucifixus/mortuus et sepultus) 

for once attempts to explain the significance of Christ's death rather 

than dwelling upon descriptive detail. 329 Yet despite the amount of 



detail the explanations remain simple enough to be followed by 

those wi thout theological training and by beginners in religion. 

~lerever possible Bonde seeks to relate and apply his exposition 

to the experience and life of his audience. 330 

Prayer. and meditation, about which Bonde has quite a lot 

to say, were common enough topic~ of discussion in Catholic devotional 

treatises,but it was unusual to find much about faith beyond the 

necess'ty of hav;ng ;t. 331 Th ~ t' 'obI' t' t b li d 4 ~ ~ e _~s ~an s ~ga ~on 0 e eve an 

not to question the teachings of the Church was frequently stressed: 332 

"Wherefore let vs neuer dispute or reason the mysteryes of our fayth: 

but let it be sufficyent to vs/yt it is ye werke & worde of god".333 

Following Hebrews XI and Aquinas, Bonde defines faith as the beginning, 

the door or foundation of eternal life. It enables the Christian to 

accept what is above reason and not apparent to the senses,and to 

believe the articles of his faith. As material must be dry before 

the fire will catch, or as the painter prepares the bare board with 

"grosse colours" before painting on his fine colours, so the soul 

cannot receive the light of grace until disposed thereto by faith. 334 

In his Holy I nstrucyons ~ritford too. had said that the only sure 

knowledge available to man in this life was by faith alone as interpreted 

by Holy Church. 335 Bonde declares "ye soule cannot be iustifyed 

before god wtout fayth", but against the llltheran heretics he argues 

that faith alone is not sufficient to salvation: 

euery man sholde knowe that we haue no out"'ard 
knowlege ne surety of fayth or scripture/but 
onely of god & his holy chirche. She is our 
mother that brought vs forth in to the lyfe of 
grace. And of her autorite we knowe what 
scriptures we sholde re~e & byleue/& whiche we 
shold rJpse. Wherfore/they be not to be herde/ 
that precheth other"yse than ye catholicall or 
ge.nerall fayth of ye chirche techeth. 336 



The controversy between reformers such as Luther, Tyndale, Bucer 

and others
1

and those who supported the traditional Catholic 

orthodoxy,came }Jack again and again to the question of the authority 

. and doctrine of the Church. Bonde, like other traditional thinkers) 

sees the Church as the essential interpreter of faith and Scripture, 

and dispenser of the sacraments: 337tt extra ecclesia non salus est". 

As far as meditation is concerned, Bonde seems more w~lling 

to provide his readers with meditations than to define what it is and 

describe how to do it. There is a lengthy meditation. on the passionf38 

divided, as was frequently done,339 according to the canonical hours; 

a meditation in time of mass, which was copied separately in at least 

two manuscripts,340 provided another account of the Passion narrative) 

and contemplation of the pains of Jesus provided remedies against 

loss of devotion. 341 The Passion meditations are supplemented by 

thanksgiving and a meditation on the Four Last Things.342 Meditation 

is divided into two kinds, that of the thought, reason and understanding, 

and the other of the will, love and affection. Two causes should 

move man to meditation, recognition of the instability and frailty 

of his life, which runs inevitably to death,and awareness of the wound 

of original sin. The me~~tion should be applied as a physician 

administers his medicines, so that when the conscience is afraid the 

meditation should move the soul to hope in God and the proud heart 

should be moved to meekness by it. Finally the author warns that 

the contemplative state cannot be attained by man's own imagination 

but only by due preparation and through the light of God's grace, 

and he describes the dangers of excessive elevation of spirit and 

ecstasy. The brevity of Bonde's treatment is probably a result of 



his attempt to reserve treatment of the .higher state of mediatation343 

until the final day. 

He has more to say on the subject of prayer, although he 

deals exclusively with public prayer, the services every religious 

was bound to say in church. Having distinguished between public 

and private, vocal and mental praye~he devotes considerable attention 

to the problem of various kinds of d&8traction and how the religious 

may best apply himself ~ the service. He should concentrate on the 

letter, pronouncing and singing each word correctly and distinctly,344 

consider the meaning of the word~and remember the object of each 

prayer: God and the hope of eternal life. Meditations which stimulate 

devotion and praise of God may be allowed during the service. 345 

The unlearned, who of course cannot understand the Latin service or 

derive any spiritual food from its repetition, are recommended 

to think of the articles of Christ's Passion, and although they 

do not understand the words they are to be reverenced as holy. It 

was for just this kind of religious that Oure Ladyes myroure was 

prepared for the nuns of Syon. Before reverting to a brief discussion 
b~ 

of the four conditions which enable prayer tOLmade with a clean heart -

meekness of heart; simplicity,or the coupling of heart and outward ' 

behaviour, which is the opposit~ of hypocrisy; purity,particularly 

freedom from carnal or worldly affections; and formali~ which is 

rooted in faith, hope and charity - and then,beginning his exposition 

of the Pater, Bonde details under the figure of Mary Magdalene his 

ideal picture of the religious at prayer. Like her: 



they render theyr duty to our lorde/wt theyr 
hertes hoolly fixed in his loue/&theyr myndes hooly 
occupyed in .gyuyng thankes & praysynges to god for 
his benefytes & all his mercyes and goodnes. And 
theyr eyes so shut & closed/that not onely they 
wyll not admyt ony occasyon/what thyng so euer be 
done by~yde them/but also they wyll not se ony thynge 
wylfully or gladly/but theyr boke and other dutyes 
perteynynge to theyr charge. Theyr eares also ••• wyll 
hearenothynge/l but the verse of them with whome 
they saye or synge. The fanta~y/the imaginacyon/& 
the other inwarde senses/hath lykewyse in maner 
promysed obedyence to the wyll ••• they wyll not let 
theyr myndes from contemplacyon/nor wauer or wander 
abrode/ne yet prouoke the mynde to any distraccyon ••• 
The mouth also/wt the tonge & the lyppes applyeth 
themselfe to saye or synge theyr duty distinctly & 
deuoutly. The handes closed & lyfted~ to heuen/ 
not onely redy to turne theyr boke/whan necessite 
requyreth/ ••• but also/after theyr maner they shewe 
them selfe penitent ••• And not onely these membres 
but 'also all the bOdy/countenaunce/gesture/ 
conuersacyon/& behauour/be or.dred moost holyly & 

demurelyfmorelyke an heuenly 'creature/than a 
mortall man or woman. 346 

It is an excellent summary of what Bonde has to say about the public 

prayer of the religious, and it is interesting to note that the 

medieval tende~cy to emphasize the importance of correct external 

behaviour is to be detected in the description. 

With the seventft ~ay the pilgrim reaches the fulfilment of 

that perfection for which he has been labouring. The means by 

which the soul ascends from sin to grace and the ascending degrees 

of love and of mortification within the state of grace are briefly 

reviewed and traced. The bitter tears of battle then give place to 
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sweet tears "and ledyn pe daunce of loue".347 For the gift of sapience 

or heavenly wisdom which accompanies this day is love and the :taste of 

love,enabling the pilgrim to hear the voice of God, to see His spiritual 

presence in ~s own soul and to taste of His sweetness. It is both 

spiritual illumination or understanding, and feeling. The joy and 

sweetness of this gift can be felt)b~t they cannot be described in 



words~47A and the author declares his own unworthiness to "touche 

the mouqt of contemplacyon" . 348 Yet he gives an adequate description, 

re,lying particularly on Bonaventurta, Bernard, Aquinas and Henry of 

of Herp " of the way in which souls can attain to the highest degree 

of mortification, the complete abnegation of self , until not only 

are they \\Tilling to suffer or die for Christ, but their whole heart 

is so fixed in God that they will nothing but his will; thus "loue 

knytteth the louynge soule to god/whome it moost loueth/and maketh 

it one with hym". From children they become spouses of God, and 

they receive the spiritual kissing of the Son of God in varying 

degrees, with the Blessed Virgin as the supreme example . If they 

die the inexpressible joy of this union will be retained by them . 

and they will be received into heaven, to see the clear vision of 

the Holy Trinity add to be fed with the fruits of glory. Although 

Bonde would not claim any mystical insights of his own, his exposition 

of the various degrees of perfection within the contemplative life 

is based on ~~ authority, and in his use of traditional mystical 

terminology - the sWeetness of the gifts of this day, the wine of 

love and the spiritual ctrunkenness349 it produces,and the final 

expectation of the heavenly marriage with Christ - he captures 

something ol the contemplative's vision and cro\\ns a lengthy 

pilgrimage with a foretaste of heaven. 



Treatises concerning the contemplative life 

A great deal has been written about mysticism in genera1150 

and more particularly the English mystics of the fourteenth century 

3 -0A have been the subject of a number of studies.) But although 

Rolle,351 Hilton,352 the author of The Cloude of Unknowing and 

Margery Kempe flourished in the fourteenth century,their ~orks 

continued to be copied during the following centuries353 and in 

some cases to be printed. 354 Hiltonfs wori was recommended by Love 

in the Speculum Vitae Christi355 and by Sir Thomas More,who thought 

it better for: 

the people vnlearned to occupye themself 
beside their other busines in praier good 
meditacion, and reading of suche englisshe 
bookes as moste may noryshe and encreace 
deuocion. Of v-hich .!d.nd is Bonauenture 
of the lyfe of Christe, Gerson of the 
folowing of Christ & the deuoute contemplactive 
booke of Scala perfectionis wyth suche other 
lyke... 356 

rather than they should spend their time reading polemic and controversial 

tracts. The author of Oure Ladyes myroure 357 and Bonde both refer to 
35C 

Richard Rolle while the Stimulus Arnoris was recommended by the author 

of The tre & .xii. frutes359 to his readersJand Margery Kempe had it 

read to her and quoted from it. 360 But the interest was not merely 

retrospective. Bonde devoted over half the total length of The 

Pilgrymage of perfeccyon to a study of the contemplative life, using 

both well known authorities like St. Bernard, Bonaventura and Aquinas 

and the fifteenth century Dutch writer Henry of Herp. Later, in 

the middle of the century, .the Yorkshire priest Robert Parkyn not 

only copied works by Richard Rolie, but like Bonde he wrote a number 

of brief instructions about the contemplative life. 361 The English 



mystical tradition, with its combination of elements from the 

religious - handbook tradition362 and teaching about the contemplative 

life~ was at least as much instructional as autobiographical. Rolle and 

Dame Julian of Norwich communicat~ something of their own mystical 

experience to the readeIj but Hilton and the author of The Cloud ; 

make no direct reference to their own experience. Their concern is to 

instruct the reader in various aspects of the contemplative life, and 

Bonde and Parkyn follow in their footsteps. 

Hilton's Scala perfectionis or The ladder of perfeccyon,363 

addressed not to a "ghostly sister" within the convent communi ty , 

but to an enclosed ancress,364 sets out like Bonde's Pilgrymage365 

to lead the reader by gradual degrees 366 to the life of perfection 

or the contemplative life. The pursuit of the solitary life, like 

entry into religiClgl, "and the stricter that the religion is, the 

more excellent is the deed in the doom of Ho:ly Kirk", was widely 

accepted as being the most meritorious ~ of life. 367 But as 

well as providing the best setting for the pursuit of perfection and 

the contemplative life, the solitary life of the ancress, recluse or 

hermit was fra~ght with dangers. 368 But before discussing Hilton's 

treat~se it will be useful to look briefly at some other works written 

for recluses. 

Just as the regular religious was bound by vows and the rule 

of his orde~ so the solitary hermit or enclosed ancress usually 

took vows. 399 Some undertook to follow a particular rule370, while 

others received more informal, personal instruction about their manner 

of life. One such instruction was the Carthusian Richard de Methley's 



Pystyl of Solitary Life. 371 Its twelve chapters, all except 

the first repeating the thematic refrain "Eripe me de inimicis meis, 

domine: ad re confugi :doce me facere voluntatem tuam quia deus meus 

e~tu", briefly outline the three basic temptations of the world, the 

flesh and the Enemy. The first temptation is overcome by the flight 

from the world to the wilderness of the enclosed life172 and the vows 

of poverty, chastity and obedience help the recluse to conquer the 

three enemies. In addition the eyes must be kept from vanities and 

focused on God; he must keep to his cell except for hearing mass,and 

aschew speech. The epistle ·concludes with a few notes on the hermit's 

daily occupation, which is summarized thus: I1good prayer, Dedi tation, 

that is called holy thinking; reading of holy English books; contem-

plation, that thou mayst come to by grace and great devotion, that 

is for to say, to forget all manner of things but God and for great 

love of Jlim be rapt into contemplation; and good deeds with thy hand". 

Contemplation is only one of the occupations listed, and if it follows 

after prayer; meditation and holy reading, ther~ is no suggestion 

that it should supersede them nor indeed that it is a state to be 

preferred before the others. 

The Ancrene Riwle is probably the best known . and most ~~dely 

quoted work of instruction on the enclosed life. 373 It is, of 

course, much lengthier and more detailed than Richard de Methley's 

Pystyl,but it too deals with the prayers, devotions and daily 

. f th 374 occupat1ons 0 e ancresses. It gives more detailed consideration, 

however, to the pursuit of virtue and the avoidance and conquest of 

sin and temptations to sin. Much of the material from these sections, 



11 - IV, is recapitulated in the two following parts ~on Confession 

and penance - suffering and mortification rather than the sacrament. 

From the suffering the author turns to consider love, especially 

the redemptive and sacrificial love of Christ which seeks a responsive 

love in the loved one,. Although the work nowehere explicitly 

mentions contemplation, and seems neither to describe nor to advocate 

it, I think that Dom Gerard Sitwell's argument,375 that "the author 

did expect the sisters to achieve what is evidently contemplation", 

is convincing. Since they were clearly beginners in this life it 

is entirely appropriate that author should dwell on the ascetic 

virtues of the active life and the battle against sin rather .than on 

meditation or contemplation which require greater spiritual experience, 

but that does not mean that all expectation of the contemplative life 

was precluded. 

Another influential work376 was ,Aelred of Rievaulx' De Institutione 

Inclusarum. Although it was addressed to his sister allowance is made 

for readers who may be less experienced in the enclosed life. Here 

again over half of the work is devoted to the life of the recluse and 

to the discussion of various virtues. Following a comparison between 

the ideal of the enclosed life and the shortcomings of contemporary 

recluses the author goes on to outline suitable occupations1which include 

prayer, reading and work, and to provide regulations for the keeping 

of silence~ for the provision and quantities of food and dri~ ~d 

for suitable apparel. Among the virtues he discusses .are_chastity; 

humility the foundation of all virtues; and charity) which unites all , 
the other virtues. He also devotes considerable attention to the 

need for discretion or moderation. The second half of the work is 



given over tm spiritual exercises, a systematic three-fold 

me~tion377 on the past benefits of Christ, revealed in the 

story of His life and Passion; experience of His present grace, 

told in an autobiographical account of Aelred's earlier life and 

how, like St. Augustine, he was converted from his rebellious course; 

and consideration of the future Judgement, the fate of the damned and the 

bliss of heaven which awaits the blessed. Yet again there is no obvious 

reference to the contemplative state. Even the chapter378 which 

contrasts the life of Martha and that of Mary is more concerned to 

discuss the expression of charity appropriate to two states of life, 

the active religious, clerk or prelate, who retains some contact with 

the world, and the enclosed solitary. The conditions to be observed by 

the enclosed imply the separation from worldly affairs and the 

concentration on spiritual things characteristic of the contemplative: 

"Itaque totum mundum uno dilectionis sinu complectere, ibi simul 

omnes qui boni sunt considera et congratulare, ibi malos intuere et 

luge ..• Qnnibus pectus tuae deilectioni's aperias, his tuas impende 

lacrymas, pro his tuas preces effundas. Haec eleemosyna Deo gratior, 

Christa acceptior, tuae professioni aptior, his quibus impenditur 

fructuosior" .•• but no more is said about the content of that vocation, 

As in the Ancrene Riwle, however, a few statements in the course of 

meditation on the Passion seem to suggest a more intimate, mystical 

association with Christ than is usually derived from the practice of 

h d . I t 379 t e evot1ona presen. That part of devotion distinguished by 

the fourteenth century authors as contemplation . seems in these 

earlier works to be assumed to be an integral part of the solitary's 

life,even though it is not singled out for special discussion. 380 



With Rolle's Form of Living,381 written for a recluse, probably 

M Ki k b 382 t h b "" f h I " 1 argaret r e y) ate eglnn1ng 0 er so ltary ife, we move 

closer in time to Hilton. The dangers against which he warns his 

reader. were widely recognized and discussed. There is the 

hypocritical holiness which Nicholas Love also condemns;383 the 

problem of various delusions, visions and dreams which may be 

prompted by the Devil~84 and the more subtle dangers of "pat thyng 

pat pai wend war for pam, es lettyng till pam", when what seems 

1"8 

good turns out to be harmful to the soulJand virtues become .vices by 

excess. 385 .Fasting and ~emperate habits were widely praised virtues, 

.but not fasting so seven as to debilitate the body "pat we may nouther 

wyrk ne pray als we suld do;'nor penance so excessive as to hinder the 

loue of Jesus. Like Aehed before him and Hilton and others after him, 

Rolle recommends the need for discretion. In common with mOst other 

works for religious and recluses, the reader is told to forsake and despise 

the world,and in the beginning of her solitary life she should reflect 

on the shortness of life, the uncertainty of the time or manner in 

which death will come, the horror of the Judgement, the bliss of heaven 

and the pain of hell. The work concludes with a conventional listing 

of the qualities of the a~tive and the contemplative lives. 

The teaching of the treatise begins with a fairly basic listing 

of what defiles a manJgrouped under the headings, sins of heart, mouth 

and deed, with a note on sins of omiasion. These sins are matched 

by sorrow of the heart, shrift of mouth, and satisfaction,which cleanse 

man's soul, a state which he can retain by good intention, protection 

of the five wits, by speaking little and by honest proiitable occupation. 



From thi~ very basic ISUrvey of the vices and virtues - which 

does not however include any detailed reference to external matters 

such as the daily occupations, forms of prayer or dress of the ancress -

Rolle moves on to give "some special poynt of pe luf oj, Ihesu Criste, 

& of contemplatyf lyfe". Since the especial grace of this life is 

to love Christ, he proceeds to detail three degrees of love: from a 

strong and constant love, through inseparable dwelling on Christ, to 

an indescribable, burning, joyful rapture. This is gathered up into 

a short lyric of love~longing and followed by a celebration of t he 
'-"\./ 

virtues of meditation on the Holy Name of Jesus - a devotion Khich 

"'as also dear to Hilton. He continues his exposition of love 'ti;'a 

lengthy list of qualities and attributes which show what love is. 

He goes on to explain that love is in the heart and will of ma~and 

to describe the virtues, such as meekn~ss love of poverty, sorro"" fo'r 

sins and devotion, ,,;hich encourage true love. Although no-one can 

know surely whether he is in charity Rolle lists seven ~igns which 

offer some indication~86 and he concludes by noting that the conditions 

of the contemplative life, "rest in body & saule", enable men best 

to love God. The solitary life lies maste abyll of all othyr til 

reuelacion of pe holy gaste~ and the recluse can experience great joy 
38~ 

and comfort, sweetness and love in her solitude. I Although Rolle is 

clearly drawing on his own experience, especially in his exposition of 

the three degrees of love, he includes no autobiographical references 

to his experience like those found in the Melum contemplativorum or 

the Incendium Amoris, What~ver the status of his own mystical 

, 388 hi- 't' f th . d f th tIt' exper1ence, ~ expos1 10n 0 e var10US , egrees 0 e con emp a 1ve 

life is sound, and although the contemplative life undoubtedly dominates 



the work, he does not forget the more basic stages of the journey. 

He warns that "Na man till swylk reuelacion & grace on pe fist day may 

kom:b?t thurgh lang travell & bysines to loue Ihesu Criste~389 only 

fools attempt to begin at the highest degree. 390 The wise will move 

from stage to stage, gradual~y ~quiring the seven gifts of the Holy 

Ghost;9 1 and the work concludes with a description of the gradual 

growth of the contemplative life: 

A man or woman pat es ordayned til contemplatife 
lyfe, first god enspires pam to forsake pis worlde .... 
Sythen he ledes pam by par ane, & spekes til yar hert .•. 
and pan he settes pam in will to gyf pam haly to 
prayers & meditacions & teres. Sithen, when pai 
haue sufferd many temptacions, & (pe] foule moyes 
of thoghtes pat er ydel, & of vanitees pe whilk 
wil comber pam pat can noght destroy pam, er passand 
a-way: he gars pam geder til pam ~air hert & fest 
anely in hym: and opens til pe egh of Jair sawls pe 
gates of heuen: swa pat pe ilk egh lokes in til heuen; 
and pan pe fire of lufe verrali ligges in )ai~ hert, & 
byrnes parin, & makes (it] clene of al erthly filth: & 
sithen fonoard pai er contemplatife men, & rauyst in 
lufe. 392 

The later Contemplacyons of the drede and loue of god,393 wrongly 

attributed to Rolle by de Worde,repeats a number of his warnings -
.... d 

the danger of illusions and dreams,Lof excesses making virtues vices, 

• the need for discretion and to "begynne at the lo"oest degree yf 

they wyll come to an hyghe parfeccyon,,394 - and seems to echo his 

charact~ristic concentration on love. The bulk of the treatise is 

contained under four main headings: ordinate love,which advocates 

moderation in food and drink and neighbourly love; clean lov~which 

insists on the need to recognize and remove all sins however trivial 

they seem; steadfast love) "'hich encourages cons~ancy and the need 

for godly fearj95 and finally perfect love, which can be gained by 



perfect living although charity may not be fulfilled in this 

world. The author then goes on to discuss virtues which help 

towards perfect love, including patience, perseverance, a good 

will, the ability to conquer temptation and prayer, es~ecially 

when accompanied by compunctien and tears. The treatise is 

concerned~then, not with contemplation, but with the virtues 

of a good life. Only the chapters describing the Gegree of 

love (B) and the qualities of the love of God396 echo anything 

of Rolle's understanding of the contemplative's experience of 

burning love and passionate desire for Jesus. Love in this 

later work is considered as a virtue to be attained through a 

good life. Significantly the reader here is not r~q~ired to 

forsake and despise the ,,·orld, the need for solitude and the rest 

of body and soul necessary to the pursuit of contemplation are 

not mentioned, and although it expresses the conventional view that 

the religious way - it does not mention the solitary recluse - is 

the safest, the author recognizes that "all may not be men or 

"'omen of relygyon": 
no~ , 

I saye i. tha t yu shalt flee boddy from ye l,or Id 
or fro [thy] worldely goodes for they be pryncypall 
occasyons/but I counseyll the in herte and in \\~ll 
that thou flee all suche v~ytees. 397 

The book is recommended as "full spedefull to kno\\'e" for all manner 

of men and "'omen "whether they be relygyous or seculer". Apart 

from the use of some mystical terminology and a brief reference to the 

degrees of contemplation, the work takes its place among the fairly 

elementary books of moral instruction intended for a general audience. 

'8\ 



Hilton's Scala Perfectionis has been the subject of a number 

398 3~' 400 of articles and brief chapters and of one full length study. 

Milosh's study raises two ~estions: one concerns only mystical 

writings, the other applies more generally to most late medieval 

English devotional treatises. The first is the tendency to vie\-' 

the works of the fourteenth century English mystics in the light 

of the vast amount that has been written about the theory of 

mysticism,and to apply concepts like the three ways - purgative, 

illuminative and unitive - to earlier \,orks which rareJ-y define 

states and words rigidly or systematically. The second,more 

genera~problem concerns structure,and the tendency of modern 

critics to look for logical connections between topics and a 

d t tu t .. th whole "'ork. 40 1 reasone s ruc re su s al.Illng e " However, the 

"structure" of these late medieval devotional works is much more 

likely to depend on an allegorical framework (the tun of .Whitford's 

Pype or Tonne, or the complex allegorical interpretation of the 

In 
children born to Lia and Ra.chel, the two wives of Jacob, fill Benjamin 

Minor) or on simple num~rical division (Fyue notable chaptyres;402 

The seuen pOyntes of trewe wisdom or The.xii.profytes of tribulacyon -

sometimes the numbers may suggest a symbolic meaning) than on logical 

argument • The author will move on from one topic to the next 

. when he has exhausted the subject or when some phrase suggests the 

subject of the next one, and topics are frequently repeated \\'i th 

variations. 

In his final chapter Milosh403 suggests that there is an 

overall unity in" The Scale , derived from its unity of teaching, tone 

and struc ture . As far as unity of teaching is concerned the extent 



to which a:ttention is focused "on contemplation pr9per and 

especially the mystical experience" seems to me to be exaggerated 

by Milosh. There are large areas, particularly in book I, where 

contemplation is no more obviously present than in Ancrene Riwle. 
"'r!l ... ... • "'~ .(:0,. c 

Again,his ... ep~ft~~ the ~ecticism of Hilton's teaching and 

the subordination of disparate elements to the over-riding purpose 

does not seem to be sufficiently proven - especially if one does 

not grant . such a dominant role to contemplation. The idea of 

tone seems too vague to be very useful, and the majority of the 

devotional works discussed possess ' this unity of approach, for 

instance Bonde's Pilgrymage adopts, like Hilton, an "intellectual" 

tone. I . 
The work certalnly has a structure and in general terms 

it can be described as that of the progress of the soul) ... there 

is certainly "flowing and overlapping" between the parts. The 

fact that Milosh is able to justify the position of individual 

chapters-- I. 61 - 2 -- by recourse to the useful principle of 

1 . 404 a ternatlon . suggests that his constant progess is fairly 

acco~dating, and perhaps not 50 constant as he maintains. 

As a teacher Hilton is concerned to inst~t his reader 

about the contemplative life. He does not make any reference 

to his own experience, as Rolle did not in his Form of Living, 

nor does he write in the style of affective first person devotion 

adopted If in A talking of the love of God or in parts of Stimulus 

Amoris. His restrained, third person address - the "intellectual 

tone" and "tendency to rationalize" noted by Mik>sh - are appropriate 

to and characteristic of works of instruction from the Ancrene Riwle 



to Richard Whitford. Although Hilton's primary concern is 

to explain various as~ects of the contemplative life - only 

towards the end of book 11 does he attempt to deal with 

contemplation itself and to describe the opening of the ghostly 

eyes - much of what he had to say was appreciated by a far 

"'ider range of readers than solitary contemplatives. 405 Indeed, 

one of the reasons for The Scale's widespread popularity was 

probably Hilton's comparative lack of insistence on the physical 

conditions of solitude and seclusion, compared to Rolle,for example, 

who glorifies the solitary life, and also his refusal to denigrate 

the active life. AlthQugh solitude and quiet were necessary to 

cmltivate the higher degrees of contemplation, Hilton saw that the 

inward spirit was more important than the outward estate: 

FQX h.e ,:that most loueth God ia charity here in 
this life, what degree he be in, be he lewd or 
learned, sec~ or religious, he shall haue 
most meed in the bliss of heauen, for he shall 
most loue God and know Him, and that is the 
sovereign meed. And as for this meed, it shall 
fall that some worldly man or woman, as a lord 
or a lady, knight or squire, merchant or plo,,~an, 
or what degree he be in, man or woman, shall haue .'. 
more need than some priest, or friar, monk 'or canon 
or anker enclosed. 406 

He also denounces the hypocritical dissociation of outward life from 

the inward spiritual state. 407 

Given the general progress from the preparations for and conditions 

of the contemplative life to a consideration of the cont~nt of the 

act of contemplation itself, the first part of the work seems to be 

more general, more physical and active; the second part, added 

so~ime later, is more inward, more intellectual,and it leads the 

soul much further in the "'ay of perfection. It seems to me that 



in common with the ARrene Riwle, or Rolle's Form of perfect living, 

Hilton disposes his material into subject groups, which are often 

announced in advance. Topics are somtimes interrupted, other 

contrasting ones may be introduced, and nearly every important 
nQ.Q.d 

theme, from the Ha~at~sr to obey Holy Church to the limitations 

of physical feelings of devotion, from the need for love and 

meekness to desire for Jesus, is introduced a number of times, 

perhaps with variations. Also, where a book was read a little 

at a time, repetition of topics and some consistency of vocabulary 

would help to preserve continuity. 

Part I begins with a description of the active and contemplative 

lives and the three degrees of contemplation. The subject thus 

introduced, the soul is set to ~uire the necessary "fullhead of 

virtues" and in time to delight in them. The basas of future 

progress are the familiar virtues of meekness, the first and last 

of all virtues;408 faith,or belief in the articles of faith,and 

submission to Holy Churchjand a constant intention, or will and 

desire to plea:se only God, which is charity ''without which all 

were nought that thou dost". Every thought, activity and desire, 

be it good or bad,must be brought "within the trowth and the rules 

of ~oly Kirk and cast all in the mortar of meeknes~. and .br~ak i t 

small with the pestle of dread of God, and throw the powder of all 

this in the fire of desire, and offer it so to God". Prayer help s 

the soul to obtain cleanness of heart, to destroy sin and receive 

virtues. Hilton recommends vocal prayer and devout recitation of 

set prayers and hymns - the hours to which this recluse seems to be 



bouncLl;O! la .. JosoCltll and the Pater noster. These prayers 

"ordained of God and of Holy Kirk"are like a staff for the 

beginner to lean on, and the author warns against leaving them 

too soon to pursue his own meditation and risk falling into 

fantasies and errors. Subsequently the reader may move on to 

brief ejac~latory prayers arising from his own feeJ-ingso Such 

affective prayer produces the inebriation often described by 

mystics: "by great violence and mastery (it) breaketh 40~~ all 

lusts and likings of any earthly thing, and it woundeth the soul 

with the blissful sword of love". But, just as Hilton places 

physical feelings of devotion well below the level of true contemp­

lation, so the highest degree of prayer is silent and characterized 

"by great rest and quietness". To the description of these different 

types of prayer Hilton adds practical advice on the common problem of 

distractions 0 The usu~l remedies offered to religious advocate 

concentration on the saying of the service, perhaps its meaning too, 

and sometimes silent meditation on Christ's Passion. Hilton's 

advice is both more general and psychologically more e.ff.ective. 

Provided the intention is good the reader is not to be too impatient 

against God nor too angry with himself if he fails to find the expected 

savour of devotion. His failure should encourage meekness and trust 

in God. However, he is not to dwell upon his failure, nor to strive 

too long for mastery over !ris thoughts,but "Leave off and go to 

some other good deed, bodily or ghostly; and think for to do better 

another time". In his analysis of such common problems and the 

remedies he suggests, Hilton's advice remains general; he provides 

the reader with principles to apply to particular personal cases 



and he concentrates far more on motives and inward causes ~ i 

than the more limited, ext~rnal remedies usually given. Rather 

than providing a specific, often rather superficial or mechanical, 

remedy, Hilton seeks to help the reader understand the problem: 

In addition to prayer, meditation,by showing the reader his 
co ... I:~""pIAtlol') 

sins and the virtues he needs,(i:1S) .helps him towards .. a~~~ •• R. 

Again,Hilton, unlike many spiritual guides, refuses to provide a 

set rule. At the outset SO,rrow for sins "with great compunction 

and sorrow of heart, great weepings and many tears of the eye" are 

as appropriate to the solitary as to the new religious of The tre 

&.xiLfrutes. This sorrow and biting of conscience, which helps to 

scour 'and cleanse the soul of sin,may be lightened by God-given 

meditation on the manhood of Christ, His Birth, His Passion or the 

compassion of the Blessed Virgin. There is no detailed or emotive 

narration of the events of the Passion, such as in A Talkyng of the 

Love of God or the opening chapters of Stimulus Amoris,but the 

characteristic practice of the devotional present,410 found in 

most devotional Passion narratives, including the Speculum Vitae 

Christi, is clearly assumed in Hilton's summary, which refers to 
, 

the more . emotive moments of the narrative: 

.•• thinketh as thou saw in thy soul thy Lord Jhesu 
in a bodily likeness, as He was in earth, and how He 
was taken of the Jews and bound as a thief, bea ten and 
despised, scourged and deemed to death, how lowly He 
bare the cross upon His .back, and how cruelly He "'as 
nailed thereupon; also of the crO'\ll of thorns upon 
His head, and of the sharp spear that stang Him to 
the heart, and thou in this ghostly sight feelest 
thine heart stirred to so great compassion and pity 
of thy Lord Jhesu that thou mournest, and "veepest, 
and cryest with all the might of thy body and of thy 
soul, wondering the goodness and love, the patience 



and the m'eelmess of thy lord Jhesu, that He 
would for , so sinful a caitiff as thou art suffer 
so mickle pain. And nevertheless thou feelest 
so mickle goodness and mercy in our Lord that thine 
heart riseth up into a love and a gladness of Him 
with many sweet tears, having a great trust of 
forgiveness of thy sins, and of salvation of thy 
soul by the virtue of this precious passion. 411 

Not only is the reader to have compassion on Christ's sufferings, but 

he is to see Him as the exemplar of the primary virtues of charity, 

meelmess and patience. By comparison with Christ's goodness his 

sinfulness appears the more g~us, and yet paradoxically His 

death is the ground for hope of forgiveness and salvation and a 

cause for thanksgiving. The meditation on the Passion provided at 

the end of the Contemplacyons of the drede and loue of god applies 

the devotion roused by the sight of Christ's sufferings to a personal 

confession of sins and dedication t~ Christ, but suggests little 
, , \ 

reason for joy or thankfulness on the part of the sinner. Many 

Passion narratives received no application, and wp~n they did the 

expression of sorrow and joy, compassion and thankfulne~s was 

rarely well balanced. For most later authors--Love's Speculum 

Vitae Christi, Fewterer's Myrroure or Glasse of Christes Passion -

meditation on the Passion was be~t of all meditations~12 but for 

Hilton such fleshly love of God should ideally progress to ghostly 

delight in the contemplation of Christ's Godhead. 

This surVey of the basic virtues required,and means - prayer 

and meditation - to be used in the soul's progress towards contem-

plation, concludes with a consideration of w~y the Lord sometimes 

withdraws His gift of meditation on the Passion and all other 

devotion. With its comfort withdrawn the soul 'is left naked and 
\ 
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open to the attack of the Devil's temptations. The experience 

of being abandoned by God and the consequent desolation 4as 

+tim 41S 
always been familiar to those who seek to follow iBi. Job 

and the PSalmist414 had felt ,themselves forsaken of God; the 

Protestant Timothy comforts the dying Lazarus with the reminder 

that Christ too was tempted and felt Himself abandoned by God on 

415 the cros,s. The dying soul laments that he is "so barayne 50 

drye frome all deuocyon" that he is ready for the fire, and he pleads 

"cutte me not do"ne by deth to suche tyme that my tree maye haue 

416 moysture thrugh thy grace"; and over three and a half centuries 

later Hopkins echoes the appeal 'Mine, 0 thou lord of life, send 

my roots rain".417 One of the fullest descriptions of this state 

of spiritual abandonment is found in the Orologium~18 ,",'here the 

soul becomes "seke & vnlistye; & penne folowep werynes of pe bodye 

& hardnesse of herte, &. sorowe of pe spiryte ...• and panne mislykene 

all pinges"; the call becomes hateful, the breth~en are desBised ......, 

and the soul begins to slumber for heaviness"so pat sumtyme for pe 

pusiltanimite and' febe:}.nesse of spiryte he wote neyper whepene hit 

comep or w heder hi t gop". It is not surprising that in such a 

state the soul is prone to vices, weak to withstand tempt~tionJand 

reluctant to undertake spiritual ~xercises. 

According to Hilton,(I:36) the gift of devotion may be withdrawn 

to prevent a man growing proud of the gift, because of some sin 

which hinders the grace or in order to \,ean the soul from dependence 

on fleshly~ love to more spiritual perception. Later419 he adds what 

was probably the most widely stated reason for this sense of abandonment, 

that it is one of the ghostly tribulations by which the rust of sin 



is burnt out of the soul. In other words, it is a form of 

temptation by which God proves His children;420 but the author 

of The Ladder of Paradise comforts his reader "feare not 0 spouse, 

despair not, neither thinke thyself to be contemned, though for a 

while ye bridegrome hide his face from thee, all these things 

woork togi iher for thy profit". 421 The remedy suggested by 

Hilton and the author of The Book of Privy Counselling' is to wait 

and suffer patiently and to trust God, who/although He may withdraw 

His presence, does not move away nor withdraw His grace. The 

problem of aridity and desolation is dealt with very briefly in 

these contemplative works but it is the subject of more lengthy 

treatment in two works written for religious sisters, The Chastising 

of God's Children and Bonde's Deuoute Epystle. 422 Like Hilton 

(1:37), Bonde lists some of the guises in which the Devil may afflict 

the conscience or imagination uf man. The purpose of such temptation 

is to stre~then faith, and to encourage hope in God's mercy. Bonde's 

main purpose is to comfort the troubled, and especially the fearful 

and scrupulous soul, and to this end he declares that whoever cleaves 

to God and calls for mercy will not be overcome;423 no matter what 

his thoughts, reason or actions may do, the person who resists motions 

to sin in the depth of his heart will be safe. He sums up the idea 

of God's continuing and sustaining care in the image 05. a mother's care 

as she teaches her child to walk unaided. 424 The author of ~ 

Ch .. 425 l' t' f' t bl h God . thdr Hi ast1s1ng 1S s SlX pro 1 a e reasons w y may W1 aw s 

presence, including the danger of pride..,. and some self-caused reasons, 

such as negligence. Like Hilton he sees the gifts of ghostly comfort 

and sw,eet feelings as characteristic of an early stage of spiritual 



development, and \\'arns against over-valuing them and loving the 

gift rather than the giver,426 He likens the withdrawal of 

these gifts to the declining sun of late autumn, and describes the 

heaviness, wretchedness, infirmities and perplexities of the soul's 

winter state, apparently cut off from Christ, the sun. 427 His 

advice on what to do begins, " ~ counceile euery man to Sette, 

it to his owne defaute pat grace is wipdrawe') and concludes with 

an application of that principle in a recommendation of meekness' 

tha t sounds not unlike Hil ton's "I am nought". 428 He says that 

a man thus troubled should "sette himself at nought, and penk in 

his hert pat nought he hap, ne nought he hadde, ne nought he may 

haue, but oonli of god". 429 Also reminiscent of Hilton is the 

~l 

advice to persevere in prayer, but to temper this by other occupations430 

and the sane counsel "in al suche tyme to take bodili sustenaunce, 

and other nedeful reste in resonable maner" , 431 Meekness, patience, 

perseverence and trust are the main remedies advocated by spiritual 

guides to overcome, or at least endure, loss of devotion and the 

apparent absence of God. Not surprisingly this desolation or \d th-

drawal was often seen as a temptation which, if withstood, could 

profit the soul. 

In The Scale the specific problem of desolation acts as a bridge, 

or introduction, to the discussion of temptation and sin which occupies 

the greater part of the first book. The often quoted verses from 

Job V:17 - 18; James I:12 and Hebrews XII: 5 - 11,which were used to 

justify the endurance of tribulation .and temptation and to assure 

the sufferer that his pains were profitable,. seem to be echoed in 

Hilton's assurance that temptation "is no reproving, nor no forsaking, 



but assaying for their betterment; either for cl~ansing of 

their sins before done, or for great increasing of their meed". 

The author of The Chastising thought "goode men and wynunen pat 

trauelen to be parfi te bien more tempted than oper", and the 

large number of fairly general works written about tribulation and 

temptation,432 for both lay and religious readers, suggests that 

the problem was considered an important one. Hilton, however, 

neither takes over nor simply adapts these popular treati,ses. 

He adapts a quite different approach, choosing to ignore the more 

external, physical problems of tribulation and to d\\'ell upon the 

inward spiritual rea30ns for temptation. Although the importance of 
, /;\ 

self-knowledge i~ combat#ng tribulation was acknowledged,433 
\.:/ 

Hil ton wa3 much more demanding: man must enter into himself and 

by inward beholding 3ee the present wretchedness and lost dignity 

of his soul. 434 Such introver3ion is not to be found in more 

ge~eral tribulation treatises, nor do they relate the problems 

of temptation to the effect3 of the Fall as Hilton does in 1:43, 

and he goes on to show how Jesus conquered sin through His redemptive 

Passion and death. By meekness and trust in the virtue of that 

death,and.by submission ,to the sacraments of the Church, he declares 

all Chri3tians, not only recluses, shall be saved from their sin, 

original and actual. In contrast to the popular treatises which 

attempted to jU3tify tribulation by reference to a heavenly reward, 

and to list the profit3 or consolation3 to be derived from patient 

endurance of 3uffering in thi3 life, Hilton explains temptation in 

terms 0,. salvation hi3tory. He does not di3tinguish between different 

types of tribulation and temptation, 3ince all temptation and sin 



draws the soul away from the love of God. n 
The author of the ~rene 

Ri~' le suggested. in:vocation of the name of Jesus and that the ~ress 

should seek the help I)f His Passion and torments and flee to His 

wounds; .... His cross and Passion spould be her main defence. 

According to Hilton the answer lies in love and desire for Jesus, 

who still "sleepeth in thine heart ghostly" although hidden by 

love of sin, worldly lust and vani"ties. He returns, at the end 

of part 1,435 to this desire for Jesus, showing how, by concentrating 

on Christ rather than the sin, He will help to destroy the sin and 

the soul will be shaped again to the image of Jesus. It was 

generally accepted that tribulation and temptation would accompany 

the lay person or religious throughout his life~36 but Hilton implies 

that the love which the contemplative person experiences slays all 

stirrings of sin,437 enables him to find rest and, at least temporarily, 

to transcend temptation. There is no place left for temptation and 

sin when the inner eye of the soul is opened to see Jesus. 

From temptation, Hilton goes on to consider some aspects of sin. 

Although he makes use of features common in the treatment of the 

seven deadly sins - listing subsidPary branches of these sins438 or 

likening them to various animals 439 - he again concentrates not on 
on 

the external manifestations of sins , so much as~their inner ",·orkings. 

In ~act he devotes considerable attention to practical examination by 

which the recluse may discern to ","hat extent she is guilty of the 

principal sins,440 especially with regard to her feelings and inner 

thoughts. For instance, physically the recluse has left the world 

for her enclosed anchorage, but if she finds herself loving any 
o. 

physical p~ession, yearning for something she has ngt got or troubled 



s~dGu not- 0f'&"'~ 5\.\0"" hu .f4"'\I~~ 
because something lent has not been returned, then even if{she 

is guilty of loving worldly goods, and more guilty than a worldly 

man who has not vowed to renounce them. The questions are searching 

and reveal a shrewd knowledge of the workings of the human heart. 

But, as the memorable image of the fouled well441 which corrupts 

the flowers of the soul's garden suggests, Hilton is more concerned 

to expose and destroy the ground of sin. Again, the reader is to 

enter into himself, where he will find "soothly right nought but a 
I 

murk image and a painful of thine (Qgn soul", an image "all belapped 

with black stinking clothes of sin".442 Sin is defined, not in 

terms of a bodily thing, a wrong ac~r word, but as a "lacking of 

love" "a wanting of God,,443 and a love of self.444 Because it , , 
can find no rest or comfort within itself the unreformed soul stays 

outside itself, where it succumbs to w.orldly vanities and temptations. 

Who would find Jesus must be prepared to endure this dark conscience 

and to "swink and sweat" there ~while, to uproot the seven deadly sins, 

especially the spiritual ones,of which pride is considered in most 

detail. The remedy, besides specific remedies for particular sins, 

is to labour to supplant the image of the first Adam by the image of 

Jesus, and to bear down and overcome the "nought" and ''murkness'' of 

sin by fervent desire for Jesus; the importance of meekness and charity 

for this work is stressed repeatedly.445 

The more general works of spiritual direction were mairily concerned 

with the classification of vices and the minute regulation of conduct. 

Hilton, although he did not ignore the distinction between mortal and 

venial sins and A. offered principles for practical guidance,was more 

concerned with the inner aspects of sin. At the opening of the second 



book - who~e teaching concentrates even more on inward and spiritual 

things, tends to be more detailed and theological,and leads the soul 

. far higher up the ladder of cQntemplation - he explain~ how the 

~s 

Imago Dei was destroyed by the Fall and re~tored by the Atonement 

effected through the Incarnation and Death of the Son of God. The 

purpo~e of thi~ .book is to ~how how the ~oul can be reformed to the 

likene~~ of ~d,and it is broadly divided into the preliminary ~tage 

de~cribed as reformation of faith, which is neces~ary to salvation, 

and the higher degrees of reformation of feeling, the ~ubstance of the 

contemplative life,which is concerned with the knowledge, pre~ence 

and love of God. Much of what was said in the first book reappears, 

~ometime~ with variation~ or in a different context, in the second 

book; there is overlap and continuity but no sense of dull repetition. 

The intention ta battle against sin and to leave all worldly 

affections and fleshly loves, even if stirrings of sin still remain, 

is necessary to reformation of faith. Refusal to leave worldly loves, 

inability to acknowledge sin because of pride or refusal to believe 

God, all blind the soul. to spiritual things and make reformation 

impossible. The desire to forsake sin is confirmed and given effect 

by submission to ~oly Church. By the sacrament of baptism the Imago 

~ is restored,and subsequent lapses are covered by the sacrament of 

~enance, but the sacraments do not work automatically against man's 

will, which is free to chool'le g.ood or evil. The person who will not 

forsake his sin, nor receive the sacrament "sooth fastly for love of 

God'~ will not be saved. Hilton was no universalist, and his views are 

a healthy corrective to the later tendency to regar~ the merits of 



Christ's Passion or the virtues of the sacraments as automatically 

available to the faithful. 446 Although sin is forgiven by contrition 

of soul)confession is necessary before the pain is remitted and 

whole satisfaction done. Confession447 is like a charter made 

between the individual and the Church,which stands as proof of 

his forgiveness; it may even encourage full contrition and bring 

the grace of compunction,and it is in any case a regulation of 

Holy Church to be obeyed - an insistence which may reflect contemporary 

Lollard attacks on this sacrament.448 Sacramental confession also 

offered reassurance to fleshly men who, unable to feel their forgiveness, 

find it hard to believe they are forgiven unless they have "some bodily 

token".449 

The problem ~ of bodily feelings and the physical interpretation 

of spiritual things recurs throughout The Scale.450 Although the 

problem was more acute· for mystical writers, the difficulty of how 

to describe and relate the physical representation (iconographical 

or verbal) to its spiritual reality was widely recognized, particularly 

with regard to images.451 In addition to the need to distinguish between 

true and false visions - according to Hilton · they are to be judged 

by the degree to which they further desire for God452 - there was the 

danger of misinterpreting my~tical language, and a tendency to over­

value the physical feelings often associated with mysticism. Rolle's 

autobiographical writings and his emphasis on the more phy~ical aspects 

of contemplation - his~, calor, dulcor - was undoubtedly responsible . 

for a number of misunderstandings which both Hilton and the author 

of The Cloud453 sought to correct. Hilton,for instance, denies that 



the fire of love is to be understood in a physical sense154 nor 

are sounds, tastes, smells, 'sensible heat, nor "anything that may 

be felt by bodily wit~ though it be never so comfortable and liking" 

true contemplation.455 Not only are souls who experience these 

bodily stirrings ncrt reformed in feeling, but it is a sign of their 

spiritual immaturity, their lack of love and the weakness of their 

souls.456 

Hilton, like the author of The Cloud, is more interested in 

the higher stages of the contemplative life than the turbulence and 

exuberant . emotionalism of Margery Kemp or Richard Rolle. In the 

first book he had described the "nought", the ~murkr'tess", the 

darkened conscience in which the soul must labour to reform the image 
who 

of sin. HeLwould be reformed in feeling, which is necessary before 

the contemplative can know the light and love of God, must first 

endure the night. 
S&p ...... bi< 

In this darkness he must labour to PI" F ~ 

himself from fleshly affections and earthly things, but gradually -

for it cannot be achieved roughly by his~ force - the pain lessens 

and the night hides worldly imaginations and becomes more restful. 

In this state he is free to think and pray to Jesus. This experience 

of "murkness,,457 is a feeling of self "and a rising above themselves 

through burning desire to the sight of Jesus ••• this feeling is a 

ghostly sight of Jhesu". 1he dying to the world. which is achieved 

in the ''murkness'' is the gate to contemplation and to reforming of 

feeling. The inner eyes of the soul are gradually opened to know 

God, for the highest part of contemplation consists in cognition 

and affection.4S8 The knowledge is caused by God Himself, or love 



unformed, but it generates formed love, lithe affection of the 

soul, made by the Holy Ghost of the sight and the knowing of 

soothfastness, that is God only, stirred and set in himll.459 

Together with this knowledge and love of Jesus comes perfect 

meekness460 or the total abneg~t~on of self, the gift of ghostly 

prayer~61 than which none is better than the Pater noste~used now 

very differently from the vocal prayer of common men, and ghostly 

understanding of ~ripture.462 Further, the soul. is able to see 

something of the degrees of the Church on earth, to discern the 

fall~n and the blessed angels, to see the manhood of Christ and 

something of His Godhead and the mystery of the Blessed Trinity, 

and .to enjoy IIlovely dalliances of privy speech atwixt Jhesu and 

a soul". The soul which has climbed so high up the ladder of 

perfection can be assured that it will enjoy full sight and 

knowledge of the spouse Jesus in heaven. 

The Scala perfectionis does not offer a rule of life nor 

a set pattern of achievement to be followed in the ascent to 

contemplation. It provides the reader with general principles based 

on an understanding of his own inner state, not with detailed models 

of behaviour.463 Rules of life or wilful customs are useful at the 

start of the spiritual life,but slavish obedience to them must not 

be allowed to hinder development.464 While insisting on obedience to 

the Church,the author encourages a responsible independence in his 

reader to develop at his own pace. But he must not go to extremes 

in his pur sui t of -perfection-IIi t is good to keep discretion, for 

the mean is the best".,nor muet he attempt to coerce God: 



For there are some lovers of God that make 
themselves for to love God as it were by 
their own might; for they strain themselves 
through great violence, and pant so strongly 
that they burst into bodily fervours as they 
would draw down God from heaven to them. 465 

He must wait always upon God. This Cod-ward focus, more obvious 

in the second book than the first, is the direction to which the 

whole work draws. The battle against sin, love of the world and 

self . simply drops away to be lost in the restful "murkness" which 

precedes the opening of the inner eyes of the soul. Similar ly, the 

popularly accepted signs of mysticism ( burning, ravishing of spirit 

or spiritual drunkellness) are left behind as the physical feeling and 

imagination gives way to more ghostly apprehension. Nei ther Hi) ton 

nor the author of The Cloud, with whom he has so much in common, makes 

any attempt to describe the contemplative experience itself, but Hilton 

at least is able to suggest a little of the quality of the experience 

in his "rich nought", with its ghostly rest, inward stillness, burning 

love and shining light.466 The soul weaned from worldly affections 

can concentrate all its love on Christ,and feel "great homeliness 

of the blessed presence of our Lord Jhesu". Although not yet perfected, 

the contemplative soul enjoys an intimate relationship with Je~us,an? 

having achieved reformation of faith and feeling the soul has recovered 

its true nature, the image of Cod. In its humanity, reasonableness, 

moderation and restraint, in its continuity with earlier teaching and 

its concern for orthodoxy, and in the deep faith and strong love for 

Jesus which sustains the whole,the Scala Perfectionis is characteristic 

of the best devotion of the ecclesia anglicana. None of the other 

Catholic treatises printed during the first thirty-five years of the 



sixteenth century manage to retain the balanced wholeness nor 

the freshness of Hilton's vision. 

The Stimulus Amoris, which according to Miss Kirchberger467 

may have been translated by Hilton before the completion of the · 

Scala Perfectionis, remained influential among some religious as 

late as the 1530's168 but there seems to have been no English 

edition printed. It falls into three parts. '!he first nine 

chapters offer devotional meditations on the Passion,and the last 

five chapters are also meditative, with devout eA~ositions of the 

"Pater", "Ave" and "Salve Regina", a complaint of the Flesh to God 

with the Father's answer, and concluding with an evocation of the 

restful place of high Jerusalem and the clear sight of the Blessed 

Trinity. The central section, about half the work's total length, 

IcC · 

is derived from a treatise by James of Milan. 469 It is a miscellaneous 

collection of teaching about various aspects of the spiritual life, 

mainly related to the love of God, and not surprisingly it has many 

points of contact with the Scala Perfectionis470 and more generally 
471 

with other works of spiritual instruction such as the Ancrene Riwle, 

The Clastising "of God's Children472 and Wil1iam Flete's De Remediis 

contra temptaciones.473• 

There are two obvious differences between the Stimulus Amoris 

and the Scala Perfectionis. Firstly the Stimulus is not specifically 

addressed to an enclosed anchorite dedicated to the perfection of the 

contemplative life;and secondly the content is predominantly devotional~ 

and even the instructio·nal part of the work contains numerous meditations 
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and devotional outpourings. In tone it is closer to the affective 

piety of A talking of the love of God, to some of Rollefs writings, 

or to The seuen ,poyntes of trewe wisdom than to the Scala Perfectionis 

or works by the author of The Cloud of Unknowing; and the language, 

wi th its talk of burning love, spiritual inebriation and the heavenly 

marriage,is more obviously mystical than in thoMguides to the higher 

stages of the contemplative life. 

The change of audience has a clear effect on the teaching: the 

introspection required is far less deep and rigorous,and there is 

correspondingly greater emphasis given to the reader's relationship 

with other Christians474 and to the performance ~f the works of mercy.475 

The audience is not clearly defined, but most of the Stimulus seems 

intended "to tell how a man may with active life have contemplation 

of Jesus Christ~476 At some points the writer seems to think 

particularly of a priest:-"We ••• that have power and authority of 

speaking and of preachlng,,47L but the chapter on the importance of 

obedience, "that is the ground of Religion", is clearly addressed to 

a conventual religiOUs178 and at another point he compares the religious 

wi th the recluse!' "if thou be solitary and seest thy brother liue 

. . ,,479. 1n congregat1on ••• Like . Nicholas Love, Richard Whi tford and 

many other religious authors, the writer laments the present state 

of religion, particularly the want of obedience: 

Ah who shall giue to mine head water of weepings 
and to mine eyes a stream of tears, that I may 
sorrow anq weep, how that state of Religion is 
near hand brought to nought ••• 480 

and he seems to have a low opinion of many contemplatives who repeatedly 

return to their sins and vanities instead of maintaining a steady 



progress up the hill of contemplation; "And that is the cause of why 

so f~w that are in the ~tate of contemplation come, these days, < to 

481 perfection ) tI. Again like Love and Williarn Bonde , he denounces 

spiritual hypcrisy in words which echo Christ's:482'~e are like to 
wit\. 

~raves painted withoutLcolours of hypocrisy, and within are full of 

rotten bones, seeming outward as dead to the world and inward we are 

blown with boils of pride < and of covetousness> tI. 

Th.e fact of sickness, 'both physical and spiritual, and the need 

for healing)runs throughout the work. The man with a sore eye 

, 0'2. 

cannot bear the brig~tness of the :sun of righteousness) and he who 

knows his heart to be sick will be well advised to ns.eek a leech, that 

is Jesus Christ and say tirus to him: 'Lord thou art my light and my 

hele, I pray thee heal me' tI. 48 3 This is very similar to the inter-

polated section on the Holy Name in The Scale, I: 44, where the name 

Jesus means healer or health, and 'where the problem of man's ghostly 

sickness is discussed in some detail.484 As worldliness and sin 

"cast out of thee medicine of Chr.ist's blood tl, so is tribulation 

and disease bodily or ghostly valuable because it "dri veth thee 

inward for to seek help and comfort at God only".485 The purgation 

ff d b . d f' b I" 1 nU} • . 486 e ecte y patlent en urance 0 trl u at10n lS not mere y .. atlve, 

but it encourages the soul to seek refuge in God and enables it to 

feel compassion for the sufferings of cthers,487 for Christ in His 

Passion and for his fellow Christi~s. The exercise of compassion 

can be extended until Christ is loved and worshipped in all things 

and the sick man is served as Christ; "Go to the infirmary and find 

Christ there, how he is pained and over travailed with disease, help 

. f him" 488 I ki' h 1 him, ease him and have compasslon 0 • n SSlng t e eper or 



~icl~an' s mouth the lover of Christ ki~ses his Lord, and "thus 

may we Chri~t serve and have contemplation of him in active works". 

llie Stimulu~ does not reprove those "that give themselves only to 

{at)tend to Him in contemplation and to nothing else, for that is 

good~ but it seem~ to value the combination of contemplation with 

active life even more: "if a man that is bound with works of active 

life may as perfectly ~ see Christ:> and love him as he that woneth 

solitary, that it is more praiseable to do and more thankworthy:489 

10'5 

This type of contemplative life is characterized by continual labour 

of the spirit,and together with the character of the devotional 

passages . it would seem to correspond to the lower degree of the 

second part of contemplation in Hilton's scheme, which was available 

to men in active life.490 The higher degrees were reserved to those 

who had "great rest of body and of soul" and who had laboured long 
"'~re 

in the spiritual life, and" . characterized by a deeper, more 

restful state and profound knowledge of and love for Jesus. 

The importance of meekness and love, for a man to "nought" 

himself, despairing of his own strength, knowledge and virtue191 and 

instead "only covet to love God in his heart and to behold him and 

to be stirred in him and about nought ehe",492 is emphasized in 

the Stimulus and in the Scala Perfectionis, but they take rather 

different forms. The virtue of meekness is frequently recommended 

in the Stimulus, but it tends to take a ~tronger, more physical form. 

Hilton can describe how "thou shalt deem and hold thyself more vile 

and more wretched than i~ any creature that beareth life, that hardly 



shall thou be able to suffer thY3elf, for micklehead of sin and 

filth that thou 3halt feel in thee,~93 but this author tends to , 
describe man's "vilety" in terms of disea3e: 

Ah Jesul Mine heart i3 full of venom, 
blown full of pride and p~oned with 
malice and bitterness of the fiend, and 
with fle3hly IU3t all overca3t and that 
seemeth well, for it bteedeth all full 
of wicked thoughts and of fle3hly yearning3 
a3 a striking carrion breedeth full of worm3 
and of maggots. Ah Jesul I may not hide me 
with them but they fret in ,me and gnaw in me, 
a3 worms in a stomach, and. let me from the 
sweet feeling of thy holy grace, that I wot 
D:0t where¥'0r to turn me. Ah Jesul 3end me 
30me trickle of thy preciou3 blood for to 
heal my venomous heart. And some to cast out the 
poison that I have long drunk through the fiend's 
3uggestions. 494 

The general impression of corruption i3 similar to that of the"vile 

body "motif of 30me contemptus mundi pieces~95 and there is even a 
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trace of the familiar threefold meditation often used in such pieces~496 

This impression i3 tempered by the warning that man is to hate his 

sinfulnes3 but not his human nature, in much the same way that he is 

to hate the sin of others but to love the man. 497 lbt the sinfulness 

of ~an is more than balanced by all that God has done for him,and the 

virtue of Christ's love and the soul's desire to love Him could be 

de3cribed a3 the main subject of the boo~. 

The outpourings of love are expr~3sed in language which is 

characteri3tic of the kind of affective devotion a3sociated with Richard 

Rollef 

Ah Jesul love and desire of our heart, softness 
and sweetness of soul, burning and kindling of breast, 
light and brightness of the inner eye, < mirth> and 
melody of our ghostly ear. Ah · sweet-smelling offering 
to the Father of Heaven, an honey-flowing tasting of 
thy precious blood. Ah! my soul, my life thou art, 



my wit and mine understanding,(my feeling 
and my liking, the gladness of my h~> 
I pray thee that thou be. Ah! why am I 
not all turned into thy love? •• 498 

Unlike the Scala Perfectionis, the Stimulus makes no attempt to 

explain or limit the idea of burning or melting love, or fire)or 

sweetness, all ideas which recur frequently.499 Another idea 

which expresses something of the way in which "the passion of 

love" works in the soul is that of spiritual drunkenness. Again, 

it is a common enough figure,SOO but having distinguished the joy 

which comes, suddenly or after long fervent desire, from the inward 

contemplation of Christ and His Passion and the more general feeling 

of sweetne'ss which suffuses the soul, a note of warning is sounded. 

The sweetness can be deceptive, the fiend can use it to encourage man 

105 

to pride and presumption and so to lose God. Thus, while enjoying the 

sweetness, he is not to trust it too far, but to take it meekly. Such 

sweetness can only be sure when the soul is ravished from all bodily 

sense s and reasonable thought, and "only turned into Christ". The 

idea of ravishing is itself related to another group of images frequently 

used in contemplative works, of the relationship between ~overs and the 

heavenly marriage. Both the Stimulus and the Scala Perfectionis. refer 

to the spouse Jesu on a number. of occasions~Ol but neither of them use 

the image of the "goostly weddynge" with the consistency of The VII 

pOyntes of trewe loue in the last chapter • .502 This type of imagery, 

although it was epen to mis-interpretation and probably encouraged a 

tendency to overvalue feelings and physical manifestations of devotion~ 

like Margery Kempt's tears, doubtless caught the imagination of many 

readers and encouraged them in devotion. The aim of the Stimulus 
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wa~ to, rou~e the reader to love Jesus and to desire Him, not the 

world. Its appeal was almost exclusively to the affections and 

the imagination of the reader,and references to the heart are 

numerous,w~le there is little attempt made to reform the under-

standing. The time for explanations and the reformation of 

feeling, for ghostly feeling and understanding, will perhaps come 

later if the reader decide. to leave the acti~e life and to follow 

the way of perfection in the higher degrees of the contemplative 

life. 

The kind of affective devotion which characterizes A Talking 

of the Love of God and the Stimulus occurs in later works with 

particular reference to Chris~ '.s Passion. Meditation on Christ's 
o 

Passion ~k different forms even during the fourteenth century. 

The monk of Farnis meditation on C~ist crucified contains comparatively 

little description of Christ on the cross~03 although there are many 

general references to the crucified Christ,who remains the physical 

focus of a contemplation which appeals principally to the reason, with 

its extensive use of allegorical interpretation and its exposition 

of the degrees of love. It contrive~ to be at once more academic 

than the Scala Perfectionis in its method of exposition,and yet its 

imagery, the elI!brac,e and kiss of the spou~e Chri~t, is often more 

phy~ical. The Revelation~ of Julian of Norwich take a~ their point of , 

departure Julian's de~ire to extend her experience of Chri~t'g Passion, 

to be there with Mary Magdalene,and to ~ee with her own eyes the physical 

sufferings of Je~us and to know more of His Mother's compassion. At 

the opening of the fir~t, second, fourth and eighth revelations there are 

detailed descriptions of Christ's bleeding head, the discolouration of 



Hil! face, the bleeding of Hil! body, and the drying of Hh body 

in death. Although the lal!t d~~cription (chapters 16 - 17) givel! 

a more detailed physical picture of the crucified body of Chril!t 

than any to be found in the Pal!sion writings printed in the 15301! . ) 

it il! all!o more detached and objective than most later descriptlonl!. 

Julian del!cribel! what she sees and how the sight leads on to other 

reflectionl!. Even where she mentions the feelings of comfort 

and assurance she experienced from a revelation (chapter 7.) or the 

incomparable pain I!he endured at seeing the Christ she loved I!Uffer 

so much (chapter 17), her feelingl! ar~ . not dwelt upon,and unlike the 

later treatil!el! there. il! no attempt made to make the reader share 

the suffering I! of Chri~t. Pro~ortionately thel!e descriptions are 

a very I!mall part of the whole, which il! principally devoted to 

meditation on the varioul! al!pects of God's redemptive love, evoked 

mOl!t memorably perhaps in the concept of the motherhood of God 

(chapters 58 _ 63).504 Julian also deals with the problem of sin 

in the I!cheme of creation and redemption, and her advice that the 

individual is to view hil! I!inl! pOl!itively, not despairingly, and 

not go to great length I! in self-accul!ation,noT feel too wretched 

about himself, is reminil!cent of Hilton'l! teaching,505 Again, 

like Hilton, she insil!ts on her conformity to the faith of the Holy 

Church, and in common with many other writers the Trini tarian bal!is of 

her faith is apparent~.~06 Although her writing is not I!O academic 

as the mo~ of Farner~and many of her images appeal to the imagination, 

the mood il! reflective and she is concerned to underl!tand ~ the 

model! of God's love rather than I!tir the reader to feel it. Despite 

itl! I!tructural importance and the vividness of the del!cription the 



Passion of Christ is not the principal subject of the~e meditations, 

nor is it seen by Hilton as the most important subject of meditation; 

he sees meditation on Christ's manhood as an important preparation 

for "ghostly delight in contemplation of Christ's Godhead". 507 

There seems, however, to be a tendency for treatises of affective 

devotion, particularly those printed in the earlier decades of the 

sixteenth century, to concentrate more exclusively on the life and 

Passion of Christ. A number of authors declared meditation on 

Christ's Passion to be the highest form of devotion. soB Like many 

other authors the monk of Farne describes how the arms of Jesus ·are 

extended on the cross ready to embrace man, His head is bowed to 

kiss him and He seeks to draw man into His wounded side; 509 the 

author links this image with a description of a mother's love for 

her child. The two image s are moving, but they are handled with 

more restraint than in A talking of the love of God,510 where an 

ejaculatory style, frequent thetorical questions,and a vocabulary 

which emphasizes the feelings of affection, combine to produce a 

characteristic piece of affective devotion. The same piece includes 

some reference to the poverty of _Chr~st's birth,511 details which 

were elaborated by later authors,512 and a lengthier section of His 

Passion513 that dwells on the physical shame He endured and the pains 

inflicted on Him514 in very much ~he same way as later narratives. 

log 

The first nine chapters of the Stimulus also focus on Christ's Passion. 

They are written in the style of affective devotion, but their emotional 

appeal does not depend on description of His physical sufferings, 

which are mentioned only in brief summary lists ~r very generally.515 

Howe.ver, such references are very frequent and the reader is left in 



no doubt as to the ''unmeasurable pains" He suffered, both bodily 

and mentally.516 

l~ 
Some of the emotionLderived from the contrast b~tween the 

a.nd. 
immense, selfless, redemptive love of Christ ~u*'&'~+~.~~~~~~~ man's 

\~ 

hard heart and persistent sinfulness: ''what am I but a vile worm and 

vlfatsome stink ff •
517 It is to Christ's Passion, or more particularly 

to His blood and wounds, that the sinner turns for healing ,and refuge. 

In the Passion the soul can find cleansing, learn compassion and grow 

to inward devotion,until "though melting it receiveth a ghostly 

conformation and through rest, it is oned in love of perfect contempla-

t ' ,,518 lon • Desire for the crucified Saviour recurs throughout the 

meditations, as well as in the central section of the work. 

emotional focus of the Stimulus: 

Ah my lord Jesu Christ soften thou my heart 
with thy holy wounds .and with thy precious 
blood. Make my soul drunk that wJrither so 
I turn me, aye must I see thee crucified, with 
mine inner eye, and what that I look on, all 
red that it seem with liquor of thy blood. 519 -

It is the 

Spiritual drunkedness can be an effect of "inly behDlding of Christ's 

passion"t20 but it also encourages the desire to do His will. 521 This 

desire for Christ is particularized in the virtues of His blood and 

wounds. Recognition of the healing properties of His blood seems to 

have been wide,spread in the fourte~nth century, 522 and by the end of 

the century devotion to the five wounds was well established. 523 

The monk of Fame seeks refuge in the wound of Christ's side524 and 

Julian enters into His breast by the same wound. 525 The author of 

the meditations in the Stimulus dwells upon the wounds with unusual 

persistence and fervour. He sees them as the way .. to incorporation 
I 



\10 

with Christ and as the source of all mercy, pity, grace, love 

and sweetness. 526 So much does the author want "to haue part of 

his wounds" that he declares: "I will not live without thy < ghostly) 

wounding, since I see thee so for_wounded".527 The common idea of 

Chr . f d 1 f f hardl . h d· . 528 1st s woun ~ as a pace 0 re uge y occurs 10 t e me 1tat10ns, 

although it is used in the familiar context of temptation in the 

central section of the treatise. 529 

At first sight ik seems easier to understand why the Stimulus 

remained in circulation during the 1530s than to account for the 

popularity of the Scala Perfectionis in the early sixteenth century.530 

The latter was specifically intended for a person in a . particular 

state of life and i* assumed a basic grounding in Christian faith and 

practice. It demanded considerable mental and spiritual application 

from the reader, the contemplative life was not an easy one, and there 

are no meditations to refresh the labouring soul. Yet, although it 

demanded much, its teaching was so clear, ~ deceptively simple, 

that even a beginner could profit from it. It provided not only, 

simple, basic definitions of different types of sin. and temptatioq, 

but an insight into the nature of sin and temptation, and it showed 

what practical steps could be taken to encourage growth in faith and 

love as well as in understanding and knowledge. It did not bind the 

soul to a particular rule but encouraged the individual to develop at 

his own pace. Although originally written for a contemplative its 

teaching seems to penetrate the marrow of Christian life and spirit-

uality,and almost f~om the beginning its audience probably included 

conventual religious, secular clergy and devout lay people. Only 

" a tiny proportion of the early sixteenth century audielnce are likely , \,;.; 
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to have been recluses dedicated to the pursuit of the contemplative 

l 'f 531 1 e. In its combination of simplicity and depth and in its 

range of teaching, from b~d first principles to the highest reaches 

of contemplation,lies something of the reason for Hilton's enduring 

popularity. 

The Stimulus did not limit its audience. The author of The tre 

&.xii.frutes probably saw it as an excellent book to inspire and 

instruct a beginner in religion, and yet much of the instruction was 

just as valid for a layman in active life as for a religious. Its 

teaching was in part practical, concerning relations with fellow 

Christians, and in part theoretical, with chapters on, for example, 

the coupling of the seven gifts of the Holy Ghost with the ascent to 

contemplation through the Passion, or the way in which Christ exemplified 
topics 

the seven beatitudes in His Passion - both .~~a..7~." .. J reminiscent of 

Bonde's Pilgrrmage. But it al~o offered devout expositions of some 

familiar prayers such as the ~ and ~,and meditations of considerable 

appeal on Christ's Passion. The work is predominantly devotional,and 

in ~ sense all the teaching is subordinated to the worship of Christ 

crucified. The Scala Perfectionis, the monk of Farne and Julian' s 

R~velations all accord considerable importance to meditation on Christ's 

Passion, but it is only one part ~f the contemplative life. In the 

Stimulus the crucified Christ dominates the work. The kind of affective 

devotion exemplified by the Stimulus, although as high as a person in 

active life could aspire in the contemplative life, was still only the 

lower degree of the second part of contemplation. The Stimulus does 

not suggest any higher form of devotion. Many of Rolle's more popular 
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works, with their vivid and easily initiated imagery, seem similarly 

to regard the ravishing of the feelings as the climax of contemplation. 

The word contemplative seems in these works to denote a ' particular 

type of affective devotion which was available to those in active 

life as well as to solitary contemplatives. Later Passion narratives 

seem to be a development of this affective side of contemplation, and 

their lack of theological and instructional content may be related to 

the distinction drawn betll'een the affective and cognitive sides of 

contemplation. By the early sixteenth century, however, the affective 

devotion of the Stimulus,and its focus on Christ crucified, was 

b 
parallelled by a large n~r of other devotional works on the Passion, 

and its' instructional content was probably not sufficiently developed 

to distinguish it. But while numerous Passion devotions were available 

in print there were very few ~l?stantial guides to the spiritual life, 

and most of those were overtly intended for religious. Few works 

offered anything like the depth and range of Hilton's Scala Perfectionis. 

Apart from a few exceptions like Hilton's Vita Mixta or ~ 

Kalender of Shepardes the majority of devotional works available in 

print before 1530 were probably religious in origin. The myrrour of 

tht churche532 and The myrroure of e2lde for the synfull soule533 were 

both printed a number of times during the 1520s. One is addressed 

"to all maner of people" as "necessary & confortable to the edyfycacion 

of the soule & body to the loue & grace of god") and the other is 

intended for any ''pore synfull soule". The myrrour of golde is 

written in the contemptus mundi tradition~34 and dwells upon the 

filthiness and misery of man, the need to hate, despise and flee the 



world and the importance of constant recollection of death. 

Although not in itself overtly religiousJ the world-denying emphasis 

of this kind of teaching made the cloister the only effective refuge 

against sinful flesh and the world. It was hardly practical or 

encouraging advice to anyone who had to earn his living in the world. 

Apart from hatred of all sin 'a.I)d worldly vanities man's only hope 

lies in penance - which must bot be deferred~ accompanied by prayer, 

fasting and almsgiving. The widely known Myrrour of the churche535 

is a more comprehensive, much less oppressive work. The contemptus 

\ \"3 

mundi outlook is still to be found in the description of man's sinful 

bodYJ but it is balanced by descriptions of the benefits and gifts of 

God. Practical advice is given on "How a man sholde spende his tyme", 

and there are brief instructional passages on the usual seve~ deadly 

sins, the seven beatitudes, seven gifts of the Holy Ghost, the ten 

cooonandments, the creed, the seven sacraments, the seven works of 

mercy and the "Pater". There is also an extensive meditation on 

Christ's Passion linked with other notable events of His life and 

divided according to the canonical hours. Such a division was, as 

we shall see,536 frequently used,nut ' here the meditation is firmly 

set in a religious - contemplative context. Despite the general 
tl& CopI.owA·, vc.n&$) 

address of the£and the addition oflthe version printed was originally 

intended for religious use~l~ou that lyue in relygyon or in congregacyon 

folowe the way of perfeccyon,,~3~ and it contains a simple expositi~n of 

three manners of contemplation. The contemplation of God in his creation 

in learning of God's will from hearing the Scriptures expoimded)and 

finally the contemplation of God Himself. The 'seven-fold meditation 

on Christ's life and Passion represents the contemplation of His manhood, 
~ 

while the means of knowing His Godhead is briefly explained and followed 
" 



by an exposition of the doctrine of the Trinity - accompanied 

by the popular diagramatic illustration. 538 The following 

chapter explains three degrees of contemplation which echo Hilton's 

insistence ori self-knowledge and the gathering together of the soul 

within herself. 539 But,like Bonde later, this author disclaims any 

personal knowledge of contemplation: 

yf ye wyU knowe this by techynge/go to hym 
yt hath proued it by experience or vse. And 
for bycause that I wretche haue not done all 
this. I am the more lewd to counte and tell 
with my mouthe whiche with myn herte I may not 
thynke. For it is so hye and so secrete that 
it surmounteth and passeth all maner thynkynge. 540 

The book provided simple instruction, some practical advice on the 

way to live,and some examples of private prayer, as well as the more 

extensive meditation on the Passion. The religious origins of the 

work did not restrict its usefulness, especially since most devout 

lay people probably accepted that the religious life was better than 

any secular occupation, and shared with many religious an interest in 

contemplative works. 541 

An~ther work that enjoyed a wide circulation, but which even in 

its adapted form gave clear evidence of its religious interest, was 

The golden epistle542 attributed to St. Bernard. 543 At least three 

translations were printed. The earliest was in a collection compiled 

by Thomas Betson,544 called A ryght profytable treatyse,545 which was 

described as ''medefull to religyous people as to the laye people", where 

the piece ~as entitled simply: "St. 'Bernarde to a newe begynner in 

relygyon" • Another version was printed by Thomas Godfray as "an 

Epistle of saynt Bernarde called the Golden epistle/whiche he sent to 

a yo.ng religious man whom he moche loued". This version was found, 



often with four extract~ from the Reyelation~545 of St. Bridget 

and a chapter of Hilton'~ Scala Perfectioni~,546 a~ a ~eparable 

appendix to hi~ edition~ of the lmitatio Christi. 547 The other 

ver~ion,548 generally described as "a notable lesson", "profytable 

voto all chrystianes" and "edificatyue voto all them haue a zele/ 

and cure voto soule helthe and desyre of ~aluacyon", is a re-working 

by Richard Whitford "of an olde translacyon/rughe/and rude" - probably 

that of his confr~re, Thoma~ Betson. Even co~t~mporary printers like 
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Redman and Wayland seem on occasion to have confused Whitford's version 

wi th the anonymous Godfray translation. 549 Separate editions of the 

work, in both versions, suggest that it was popular in its own right 

and not ~imply as an appendage to A Kempis or among other pieces by 

Whitford. 

Of the three versions Betson's is closest to the Latin, but 

there is, just one hint that he was aware of a wider lay audienc~when 

to "ony relygyous persone" ill IemllIi:l13E~"m533EfC3~==e~E!!E~g;eetdJ~;iI!E!5lIHl!!EEl" .• 

he adds "or of ony other good persones". The Godfray version is 

less literal and stylistically a more accomplished piece of English. 

There are a few small ~lt~rati~ns and additions to the text, one of 

the most notable being, "Seke solitarinesse as moche as thou can/so 

that thou mayste dyligently take hede of thyne owne gostely helthe",?50 

But the tone of the work is set by the addition of a prefatory para­

graph which encourages conformity to the example of Christ, "the veray 

trewe lambe ••• which was ledde to be offred in sacrifyce for the vpon 

the aut.er of the cro~~e", within the religious life: "That the wylder-

ne~se of thy religion maye wexe swete & pleasaunt voto the ••• l counsaile 

the that now thou hast taken it vpon~~thou caste it oat lyghtly away/lest 

happely an other more acceptable to god than thou take & occupye thy 



place/and that thou be cast out as a stynkyng careytn". It 

sounds as though Godfray took over a version that had been adapted 

for a religious, or perhaps for a solitary contemplative,551 and 

rather surprisingly he made no attempt to alter it for the wider 

audience likely to read the printed version. Even at a later date, 

probably after the dissolution of the monasteries, Paynell does not 

seem to have found it necessary to adapt A compendius & a moche 

fruytfull treatyse of well liuynge for a different audience. 532 

Perhaps the authority of St. Bernard's name was sufficient to 

guarantee an audience, or perhap~ it was rather that tastes in 

\ I (., 

religious literature changed more slowly than the official legislation 

which dissolved the monastries. There are too many signs of the 

continuation of medieval ... traditions into the mid-sixteenth century 

to be able to dismiss Paynell's translation as a book born out of time; 

pre!UIDably the publisher at least believed it would find an audience. 553 

Whitford's version of The Golden Epistle includes ,.the whole of 

the Latin piece, and consequently the whole of Betson's treatise. 

There is considerable correspondence between the two translations, but 

rarely as obvious as in the opening sentence which Whitford quotes 

verbatiem. However, Whitford's characteristic fondness for doublets,554 

the addition of a number of comment~and the insertion of one substantial 

extra passage which provides a form of prayer according to the six 

grammatical cases, makes it about twice as long as Betson's version. 

Although there are signs that Whitford has tried to make the treatise 

more generally useful, especially in his added section on prayer, he 

has not attempted to expunge the religious element. Indeed, he expands 

the section on the times of monastic silence, going into much more 



detail than either the original or the other two English transl~tions. 

He does, however, present it as .an objective statement--"The tymes 

of scylence in religyon ben these ••• "--and not as a command to his 

readers) and he gives no indication of his own status with regard to 

such a rule. The detailed instruction he supplies on prayer5!5 is 

a good example of his ability to cast his teaching into an easily 

", 

remembered form. The grammatical cases - nominative, genitive, dative, 

accusative, vocative and ablative - serve to remind the reader of the 

different estates of people for whom he is to pray and the sort of 

prayer which is appropriate to them. To the primary list, which 

concerns this present life,is .added a second application of the cases 

to cover prayer for the souls departed, kindred, benefactors, the souls 

in purgatory, for all souls in general,and for those whom you harmed 

or who harmed you in this life. As an example of the main sequence: 

the nominative case is prayer for yourself and seeks ghostly strength 

against sin, knowledge of God based on knowledge of your own estate and 

condition and reverend fear and love of God. Prayer for kindred, 

benefactors and enemies, ~cluding those who have slandered you or 

hurt you in any other way,is followed by prayer for all those who 

When out of the state of grace", including Turks, Sara~ens and heretics,556 

"that they may come vnto the ryghtwaye of their saluacyon". It 
who 

o{fers a useful summary of the different people£should be remembered in 

prayer, and gives some suggestion as to the content of prayer, which 

could be expanded as desired. 

Leaving aside Whitfordts individual contribution, the Golden 

Epistle presents the reader with an apparently random selection of 



common place teaching. Many of the topics discussed in the first 

half of the treatise,such as discretion of speech; the dangers of 

exposure to or indulgence in worldly talk, the advisability of 

saying little and that sadly, prudently, and of God, the value of 

silence, and the related group 9f issues concerning slander, vain 

glory and false judgement, are characteristic of many works for 

religious or contemplatives. 557 In the advice to "esteme and 

acompte your selfe moste vyle and moste symple/and as very naught 

in respecte & regarde of vertue" the virtue of meekness is implied. 

The other theme which is introduced ~t the beginning is the need 

to 'withdrawe your mynde from all worldly and transytory thynges/ 

in suche maner as though you cared not wheder any such thynges were 

in this wo rIde or no", • a statement of the contemptus mundi attitude. 

The need for detachment from worldly things, whether they be troubles 

or ble~sings,runs throughout the treatise and is, of course,a condition 

not only of the religious or contemplative life but of successful 

meditation. 5S8 The second part of the treatise begins with the 

familiar three-fold meditation of what man was, is and shall be559 

interestingly Whitford elaborates the physical detail. 560 Warnings 

against sloth and the dangers of idleness and lost time are give~ and 

the practice of bedtime recollection of the day's activities and sins 

is recommended and speedy confession advocated where the conscience is 

troubled. The remainder of the work shows various aspects of the 

contrast between the pains of hell which await tho se who i~dulge in 

worldly pl~asures and the joys of heaven which will reward those who 

deny themselves and choose the brief suffering of this world. 



The Golden Epi~tle may be regarded a~ a di~tillation of 

two common type~ of late medieval teaching: in~truction on the 

religiou~ life, and the literature of the contemptu~ muridi genre 

and Four La~t Thing~.561 More particularly it ~ummarize~ the 

teaching of two longer treati~es attributed to St. Bernard, his 

Meditacyons and A cornpendius & a moche fruytefull treatise. 562 

The latter offers a comprehensive rule to live well, addres~ed 

particularly to the life of a religiou~ sister. Chapter~ on 

"conuenyent garmente~", on obedience, virginity, continence, 

p~rty and silence are obviously religiou~ matters,while the 

virtues of humility and patience, to which is added concord or unity, 

are made particularly relevant to the religious life. Among the 

sins to be discussed, which range from pride and envy to drunkerlness 

and fornication, are the problems of detraction and "murmuracy:!' on~ 

which are mentioned in the Epistle. Other topics mentioned in 

the Epi~tle and discussed in more detail in the Treatise are the 

examples of saints, confe~sion and penance, and contempt of the 

world, shortne~s of life, death and judgement. This la~t group 

of topics receive~ fuller treatment again in the Meditacyons. 'Ihere 

\\9 

the di~cus~ion of more general subjects, such as the daily examination 

of conscience, holy reading, prayer, confession and various aspects 

of temptation including instability and distraction~ seems to be 

dominated by the contemptus mundi attitude and the contra~t between tho~e 

whose life will condemn them to the pain~ of hell and those who~e reward 

will be the bliss of heaven. These two longer treatise~ stand in the 

main stream of l~te medieval religious teaching, and underlying the 

topics they di~cu!s is the requirement that the religious or 
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contemplative should not only cut himself off from the world, 

but should despise it. The soul must choose between the easy 

way of worldly pleasure, which is but transitory and leads to hell's 
Q .. d 

eternal pains, _ the comparatively brief pain of suffering and self-

denial in this world)which will be rewarded by the everlasting bliss 

of heaven. In its almost aphoristic statement of so many character-

istic topi cs of late medieval devotion the Golden Epistle summarizes 

and reflects the attitudes elaborated in the longer treatises attributed 

~ St.Bernard and by other writers. 

'fue Imitatio Christi, with which the Godfray version of The Golden 

Epistle usually appeared,563 though much longer, is itself a rather 

repetitive summary of many characteristic themes of late medieval 

devotion. Leaving aside Bopk IV on the Blessed Sacrament,564 the 

first three books,which circulated independently under the title 

Musica Ecclesiastica~65 seem first to have been translated into 

English in the mid-fifteenth century, and one copy was made in 1502 by 

William Darker of Sheen for Elizabeth Gibbs, abbess of Syon, for whom 

Whitford wrote his Dayly exercyse and experyence of dethe. 566 However, 

until the translation by William Arky~on was printed in 1503567 the 

circulation pf the work seems to have been restricted to the Carthusian 

, or~er, Syon,and a few other individuals and houses mainly in the London 

' area. 568 Although Atkynson made a few minimal alterations for the 

more general readership of the printed book569 he did nothing to soften 

the uncompromising world-denying outlook of the work which was character-

istic of the monastic-contemplative philosophy. 

It is easier to experience, the effect of the Imititio Christi than 
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to analy~e how it work~ and explain it~ growth in popularity 

during the early sixteenth century. Its short chapters are well 

suited for regular or occasional mediatation, and in Atkynson.'s 

translation the summary chapter headings serve as the announcement of 

a chapter's theme, although its content is likely in fact to be wider 

and more general in scope. There is rarely an argument to sustain 

a chapter, still ' less a whole book,and the connection between chapters 

tends to be rather casual. The chapters are perhaps best d.efined as 

colledtions of thoughts or sayings about topics of general spiritual 

impo,rtance, to which may be added more practical comments on devotion 

or behaviour. The main themes are stated and restated, and the 

repetitive element is strengthened by numerous variations. Such 

repetition provides continuity within, and even betwee~the three 

books, which is particularly important where a work is used for medita-

tion rather than read continuously as a narrative. The common factor 

underlying the treatment of familiar themes of late medieval devotional 

li terature - the contemptus mundi ge~e, the reIq,embrance of the Four Last 

Things, the doctrine of tribulation and the need to follow Christ's 

example ~ and of more specific topic~ such as the danger of human judge­

ments, the value of virtues like silence and solitude as well as obedience, 

patience, meekness and love, is the concept of life as a battle: 570 a 

battle between opposites like grace and nature;571 the flesh and senses 

and the inner spirit of man; the will of the self and the wi~l of God; 

the rewards and pleasures of this world and the hope of eternal life 

in heaven. The choice to be made is obvious, in view of the eternal 

destiny of the alternatives; the problem is to implement the decision. 

The self, the flesh and the world must be overcome and the soul freed 



to will only God and to follow Chri:!!lt in the way of the GrOS:!!l. 

Although the Imitatio Christi originated in a mona:!!ltic :!!letting, 

there are few reference:!!l to the specifically religious life. 572 Where 

they occur they are nearly alwaY:!!l sufficiently general to be widely 

applicable, and at no point i:!!l it :!!Itated or implied that the religious 

life i:!!l the better life. 573 In thi:!!l re:!!lpect A Kempi:!!l' approach is 

more like that adopted by authors ,such as Hilton who wrote for anchorites 

and sO,litary contemplatives, and some of A Kempis' teaching is very 

similar to Hilton's. In addition to their insistence on the need 

to be separated from all earthly interests and affections,574 both 

comment on the importance of the gift of God's grace, "to contemplacion 

is great grace requyred/for by grace a man must in the dede of contemplacion 

be lyft aboue hymselfe •••• & be holy vnyte to god almyghtye",and the 

need for the soul to de:!!lire God above all things.575 Like Hilton, 

A Kempi:!!l warns of the danger of judging other:!!lJ576 Ke notes that many 

never advance beyond the external elements of religion but "bere theyr 

deuocyon all in bakes/some in Image:!!l and some in outwarde tokens & 

fygures/some there be that bere me in mouthe, ofte namynge me in 

worde, but lytell in herte,,~77 and that :!!Iome overreach themselve:!!l "by 

indiscrete desyre of grace of deuocion";and beginners ill the way of 

virtue are especially liable to be led astray by "suche persones as 

lene to theyr owne wytte".578 lilt it is perhaps in his emphasi:!!l on 

the need for meekness or humility:79 and for man to acknowledge that, 

without God, "I knowe myselfe to be nought and full of infyrmyte"l80 

that A Kempis :!!Ieems most obvio1,l:!!lly to echo Hilton's teaching. The 

Lord demands of the disciple that "thou shalt euery houre, & in euery 

thynge great & small, forsake and make thy selfe naked ••• forsake thy 



proper wyll", "& with nakydnes of all ambicion & possessyon folowe 

naked iesu cryste thy sauyour/and that thou dye to thy selfe & the 
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581 world & lyue to me eternally." . Unlike Hilton, whose main concern 

is for th~se who have a~vrunced a considerable way from the basic 

reformation of feeling which "puts out the liking and the feeling of 

fleshly stirrings and worldly desires", ~2 A Kempis is writing for 

less advanced readers who are still in the thick of the battle. They 

must be repeatedly warned not to trust themselves)to acknowledge their 

own iniquity, to despise and condemn themselves. 583 

The dominant themes of the Imatatio Christi include. various_aspects 

of the contemptus mundi genre, remembrance of the Four Last Things and 

the sustaining expectation of a heavenly reward, especially to those 

who endure tribulation and suffering patiently in this life. The 

meditation on Death, I:xxii~gathers together many common themes of 

late . medi~val literature on death. The reader is warned to be always 

prepared for death, which will surely come and often when least expected. 

A long life is more likely to produce more sin than amendment/and no 

time should be lost in casting off sin and studying to live well, the 

soul ever regarding himself as a pilgrim on earth. The following chapte~ 

I:xxiv, on the last judgement and the pains of hell,again seeks to turn 

the reader from his sinful ways by showing him the punishments which 

await those who persist in Sin4 Or,in less physical terms, to love 

outward things is to reject the grace of Jesus,and "it is in maner a 

peyne of hell to be seperate fro iesu/& it is a plesaunt paradyse to be 

vny.te and knitte with hym by grace".584 Remembrance of the Last 

Things is designed to encourage amendment of life, and to make the 



soul realize the importance of spiritual virtues to win heaven 

and to overcome the fearful threat of death, judgement and hell. 

The contemptus mundi teaching, which assumes a direct connection 

between the world ~d the flesh and sin, reinforces this emphasis 

on spiritual values as the only true and lasting ones. Worldly 

values, wealth, honours, position, power, are all unstable and 

tranSitory; the body is ashes, earth and slime, and subject to 

many infirmities. The Christian must separate himself from the 

world and conquer every desire for worldly sUGcess, possession or 
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recognition, and similarly he must overcome the fleshly and selfish 

desires of his own body. Inevitably the process of freeing himself 

from these sinful lusts and following the will of God not self will 

involves a bitter conflict. 585 One aspect of th,is is tribulation, 

the need to endure patiently whatever .. pains the world can inflict on 

man, from loss of goods to loss of a good reputation, from unjust loss 

of preferment to physical sickness or other pain;and another aspect 

of the conflict is temptation, the need to recognize and to withstand 

the natural inclination to sin. It is a hard, uncompromising way 

which the Christian must trea~and A Kempis does not attempt to hide 

the fact, but he does show that the reader will be by no means the 

first to follow it, that he will not have to fight alone,and that 

the reward is infinitely worth striving after. 

No saint has ever "come to heuen without this crosse of tribul­

aCion",586 not even .the Son of God, "the whiche from his firste comynge 

into this worlde vnto his departynge, was not the space of one houre 

alyenate from the peyne of the crosse and trybulacion". Not only 



is the devout soul to have "the remembrance of Iesu crucifyed" 

always in mind and remember that he is called to "the Imitacion 

cDf iesu criste or seruice,,~7 but he must follow in the way that 

588 Jesus. led; "therefore take the crosse of penaunce, & folowe 

Iesu thy leder".589 Of the many who hope to enter Christ's 

heavenly kingdom, to enjoy the heavenly banquet and receive His 

consolation, there are very few who will take up their cross and 

follow Christ through tribulation, abstinence, penance and pain. 590 

The faithful, however, receive various consolations of God on their 
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way. Christ speaks inwardly to the soul,591 helps him to understand 

God's commandments and promises, teaches him to offer God "all seruice/ 

all honour /& eternall laude & praysinge ,,)592 and is above all "made apte/ 

and able to loue the". It is love which sustains the soul on its 

pilgrimage, through all tribulation; it "maketh euery greuouse & 

harde thynge light/swete/importyble thinge easye to bere/and bitter 

thynges swete & sauorable".593 By God's help the ghostly lover 

overpasses pain and tribulation, and he cries out to God: 

Thou, good lorde, arte my loue/thou art all 
my desyre/and I am thy creature/delate my herte 
in thy loue, that I may lerne to taste by the 
inwarde mouthe of my soule howe swete thou arte 
in loue/and what is to man to be lyquyfyed and 
molten in loue, or to swymme therein. I -am holden/ 
and bounde in loue, so that I go aboue my selfe for 
great marueyle & feruoure of loue. I beseche the, 
good lorde, that I may synge the songe of loue/& 
folowe the, my louer, by vertuous lyuynge euer to 
ascende to the in perfitnes of lyuynge ••• 594 

Such fervent desire, expressed in terms which are reminiscent of the 

more affective strand of contemplative devotion, finds its fulfilment 

in the eternal day and everlasting bliss of heaven;595 "but thou 

mayst nat haue it yet . •• Thou must be proued & exercysed here in erth 



afore thou come to me". 596 . Hard though the way be, i t i~ 

lightened by the occa~ional con~olation of God, by the knowledge 

that Chri~t ha~ travelled the ~ame way before and "~hall ~tande 

with me in my defence,,~97 and by God'~ promi~e~ and the expectation 

of a heavenly reward. 

The lmitatio Chri~ti is a remarkably balanced book. Although 

mo~t of the . chapter~ are be~t de~cribed a~ meditation, they vary 

con~iderably from brief prayer~S98 to the more practical, didactic, 

approach of the first book, and the dialogue between Christ and His 

disciple, who is usually addre~~ed a~ Son, which make~ the third 

book slightly reminiscent of a work like the Orologium S4apientiae. 

There i~ practical teaching on ~uch matter~ a~ the reading of Holy 

Scripture,599 evening devotions and the celebration 'of the fea~t~ 
600 of the Church, and the advantage~ of varying spiritual labours 

601 according to personal mood and the sea~on. On a more spiritual 

level the ~oul is warned that it "may nat rest ouermoch by confidence 

f 1,,· h nl l' 602 d h' 1 or trust 0 sou 1n eave y con~o atlons, an t at 1t mu~t earn 

to accept their withdrawal and even the apparent withdrawal of God's 

presence. 603 Like other author~,A Kempis warns against those who 

are "led by pryde & curyosyte to ~erche & knowe my secretys & the hye 

thynges of my godheadll~04 but while Hilton allows a limited value to 

human teaching and study of Scripture _ 605 A Kempis, like Rolle, seems 

alm d · hI' 606 ost to esp1se uman earmng. Although an anti-intellectual 

tendency might have dangerou~ consequences and lead eventually to ~ome 

form of pietism, it must have been encouraging to the "unlearned" 

Eng1i~h reader to find Chri~tianity liberated at once from its monastic 

~hell and from the ~choolmen and theologians. The follower of Christ, 
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a~ portrayed by A Kempi~, requires neither learning nor nece~~arily 

to follow the religiou~ or contemplative life, although ~olitude, 

~ilence and obedience are all commended. The main requirements 

are ~eparation,interpreted ~piritually and not ju~t ~n the physical 

~en~e;the ~ill to amend life, to overcome man's natu&ral proclivity 

to ~in;and the de~ire to follow Christ. The main virtue~ advocated 

are humility or meelmeM, patience, quietne~~, faith, a "~ymple and 

true entent", a pure mind and a clean con~cience.607 The ~oul who 

pur~e~ the~e virtue~, who accept~ the penitential way of the cro~~, 

may in thi~ life lmow peace and liberty of ~oul even in the midst 

of hi~ tribulation,608 he may learn ~omething of the ~weetness of 

Go,d ,~ love) and he can look forward to the reward ot: heaven hereafter, 

which will more than compen~ate fer the brief ~ffering~ he mu~t 

endure on earth. Vnlike ~o many late medieval book~ of devotion the 

lmitatio Chri~ti doe~ not lay down a rule of lif~and it ha~ comparatively 

little to ~ay about external behaviour. Like more contemplative 

author~who~e thought and language he often echoes, A Kempis concentrate~ 

on the inward life of the ~oul; like them he addre~se~ individual 

Chri~tian~ rather than a particular cla~s of reader - ~uch a~ ~eculars, 

religiou~ or ~olitaries - but he does not demand the ~stained application 

required of those who would a~cend to the top of the ladder of perfection. 

A Kempis, as Erasmus was to do in his popu~ar Enchiridion MiUtis 

Chri~tianitPublished about a century later, speak~ simply and directly 

to every embattled Christian soul - the universal po~ition of the 

Chr:j.stian soul in thi~ life no matter how spiritually advanced.- and 

~hows him the way to fight so that at the last he may achieve victory. 
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'!he works discussed so far in this part were nearly all 

originally written for conventual religious or anchori tes. Not 

surprisingl y the former category is dominated by the demands of the 

religious life: observance of the three principal vows, the obligations 

of the daily office and matters of general morality and external behaviour 

which were likely to assume an increased importance with the demands 

made on the individual from living in a small, enclosed community. 

Works intended for anchorites and contemplatives tended to give rather 

less attention to matters of general morality, external behaviour and 

the obligations of the rule. '!hey were more concerned to teach the 

individual how to understand and where necessary to regulate . his 

senses and inward feelings, how to combat temptationJ and the virtues 

needed for growth in the life of the spirit. '!he reason for the 

continuing appeal of works like Hilton's Scala Perfectionis or A Kempis' 

De lmitatione Christi (which may be more conveniently classified as a 

contemplative rather t~an a religious work) lies, partly at least, in 

their address to the individual soul engaged in the pursuit of perfection 

or caught up in the struggle against the flesh and self-will; in other 

words they are concerned with the aspirations and experiences of every 

Christian. Works intended for religious are only relevant to an 

audience who followed a particular way of life, and because they deal 

with external matters such as behaviour and dress they date more 

obviously. Yet during the early sixteenth century books intended 

for religious were printed in much greater numbers than works for 

contemplatives. 'IheJewere, of course, far more religious than 

contemplatives,and there was some attempt to restrict the circulation 

609 of contemplative works to a small, select group. Also, the 
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preoccupation of many religious authors with vices and virtues of 

particular relevance to life in community were equally applicable to 

life in the household of some secular lord, a prelate) or even a guild 

merchant or tradesman. Tlrus the social structure of the early six-

te~~th . century gave works originally intended for conventual religious 

a wider application than they would probably ~ve enjoyed had the break-­

up of the feudal structure of society preceded the dissolution of the 

monasteries. As long as the monastic life was generally accepted as 

the best expression ~f ~he Christian .ideal people would attempt to 

follow that life as closely as their circumstances allowedjand so, 

with suitable adaptations, secular readers would be willing to follow 

monastic standards of virtuous living. Finally, it is worth noting 

that works for religious tended to cover a wider range of topics more 

simply and briefly than contemplative authors, who generally assumed a 

knowledge of the basic tenets of the faith; thus they would be likely 

to appeal to the wider audience. 
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OONFESSION AND PRAYER 

The different forms of the Christian life - conventual 

religious, anchorite, hermit, friar, secular clerk - were pursued 

according to personal desir~, opportunity or necessity, in ,much the 
, -

same way as lay people followed various secular occupations. But 

although some forms of the Christian life were undoubtedly regarded 
or 

as more meri~ous and more sure of salvation than others, there were 

some things that were common to all _~istians, and stili more among 

devout and conscientious Christians. Common to all Christians was 

a basic deposit of belief, membership of the Church of Christ and 

participation in at least some of the seven sacraments. The more 

devout Christian would try to obey God's commandments, use public and 

private prayer,especialiy the Lord's Praye~ and endeavour to live "a 

godly, righteous and sober life". 

The seven sacraments were probably a familiar list to most 

church-goers of the early sixteenth century. They were to be found 

illustrated on numerous fonts, especially in Norfolk610 and Suffolk~11 

d d . d· al·· 612 d . d 1 613 h h an ep1cte 1n mur pa1nt1ngs ; Lan sta1ne g ~ss, were t ey "J 
were usually ~trayed in connection with the suffering or crucified 

Christ, whose wounds are often linked to the smaller sacrament scenes 

by thin red lines.614 Illustrations of the sacraments were also 

to be found in manuscripts615 and in printed books.616 From the 

thirteenth century onwards a number of English bishops had attempted 

to implement the decisions of the Fourth Lateran Council. Archbishop 

Pecham's Lambe~h Constitutions of 1281617 are among the best known in 
tho.'V\ 

E~land; in ~ he listed the topics on which priests were to instruct 
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their parishioners - under the title Exornatorium Curatorum this 

summary remained in print Until the 1530s.618 In treatment the 

seven sacraments, like most of the other topics detailed by Pecham, 

varied from a brief list,619 through varying degrees of explanation?20 

to substantial . theological commentary.621 The sacraments of penance 

and of the altar were often treated ~ately; the subject of 

marriage tpp was given detailed ~arate treatment in William 

Harrington's Commendacions of matrimony62; while the Last Rites were 

frequently illustrated and mentioned in ars moriendi books~23 

Protestant authors of course recognized only the two so-called biblical 

or Dominical sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper 624. 

The sacrament of penance or confession came into prominence with 

the decision of the Lateran Council in 1216 t~ make annual confession 

obligatory: "Confessyon euery crysten man and woman after they come 

to yeres of qyscrecyon is bounde to make at ye lest ones in ye yereJ' 

them to make knowledge of al theyr synnes to theyr owne ordynary curate/ 

and to none otherJ,.625 Confession and penance, public rather .than 

private, had been practised by the Church from the earliest times,626 

and the penitential system and its accompanying literature was 

particularly well developed in tqe Celtic churches. 627 The need to 

classify sins for confessional purposes and to provide handbooks for 

confessors generated a considerable literature and influe~ced, for 

instan~e, the treatment and development of concepts like the seven 

deadly sins. 628 Discussions of confession and penance may be 

conveniently divided between those which are concerned with their 

theoretical aspects, their history, nature and significance,and those 

which are intended as more practical guides to priests or laymen on 
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how to conduct confession or impose penance. 

The most detailed. exposition of the more theoretical aspects 

of confession to be printed during the 1530s was Erasmus' Lytle 

. f h d f f nf . 629 I . d d treatlse 0 t e maner an orme 0 co eSSlon. t was lnten e to 

be of use to priests as well as lay people, and although, as might be 

expected of Erasmus, he is critical of some contemporary practices, 

he defends the customary manner and form of confession on personal 

grounds, not by citing proof texts from authorities. The treatise 

falls into three parts: the first lists nine "utilities" of confession; 

the second begins with nine human failings which lessen the value of 

confession or even make it harmful,and goes on to discuss related 

matters such as scrupulosity or the mis-use of the confessional to 

work off personal grievances, to tell tales, for business transactions 

or simply as an opportunity to wallow in sin. The third part,on the 

manner of confession,is particularly addressed to lay people. By 

comparison with the advice offered in the majority of books on confession 

Era.smus' treatise, especially the third.part, shows an unusual interest 

in the motives and principles of priest and penitent. The author notes 

that the ceremonies and commandments of men are regarded as more 
80 

important than God's law, so thatLoffence against human regulations 

l!> • 
a.. consldered more heinous than to contravene the letter and spirit of 

630 God IS law. There is no list of the seven deadly sins, which forms 

the staple of A boke of Ghoostly fader/that confesseth his Ghoostly 

chylde, the treatise on confession printed by Copland in 1529631 or 

the tract by Gerson Examen de conscience selon les p~ch~s capitaux.632 . 

The reader is offered no reference list or rule by which he may 

recognize and enumerate his sins and judge their seriousness. Instead, 



Erasmus\ .goes behind even the formal summaries of the creed and ten 

tt 
commandments and :if'sists that faith and charity are the rules by which 

a man's life is to be examined. The roots of sin, whatever goes 

against faith and charity, are normally neglec-ted) since the branches 

and leaves are more obvious, external and easier to regulate. Every 

type of sin, those committed in mind or by the five wits - the tongue 

is especially mentioned - and the circumstances surrounding it - not 

only the time and place, but the disposition of mind at the time, the 

severity of the temptation and the number of people harmed and the 

severity of their suffering - are all judged according to these two 

principles. Erasmus does not avoid giving practical, concrete 
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examples, especially in his discussion of compo'sitions and satisfaction; 

but unlike the majority of those who describe various sins so that the 

penitent can recognize and confess them, he goes beneath the surface 

of customary. sins to expose their ,roots. 

If Erasmus is, by implication, critical of the rather facile 

manner of confession and superfic~al judgement of sins by lay people, 

his criticis!'ls of the ~akness, ignorance and corruption of priests 

is more ou~spoken. Among their vices solle are greedy, vol~ptuou8 

~d more interested in receiving money than in the spiritual profit 

of the penitent. , Others appear .. bold and are in danger of losing 

their iIUlocence and of being corrupted by what they hear; they may 

become partners in vice or carry report of it and break the seal of 

confession. Some are condemned as filthy, covetous, drunken and lewd, 

while others are merely young and unlearned. Erasmus places the 

responsibility for such a state of affairs with the bishops and 
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provincials of the friars and urges them to choose their confessors 

more carefully. However, the penitent too must "chose an able 

ghostly father" and prepare himself seriously before confession, 

as though it were to be his last. From his brief summary of the 

history of confession,633 Erasmus seems to suggest that confession 

if undertaken too lightly, perhaps too often. He recommends a little 

delay before confession so that the negative fear of hell engendered 

by sin may through more weeping, sorrow and prayer grow into a more 

positive determination to amend life and avoid sin. lht although 

confession may seem personally difficult and fraught with danger 

from an evil priest or bad counsel, it remains necessary. To set 

it aside opens the way to '~aynymry and hethen maner of lyuynge/whervnto 

we do se many men nowe a dayes to fall agayne/vnder the false title & 

name of euagelical libertie".634 

The evil disease of sin - a figure which recurs a number of times 

in the first part of this treatise 635 - must be bared to' the "leche of 

the soule" in confession: 

yf any,Parte of thy body haue a boyle or a 
botche/thou submittest thy selfe vnto the surgean 
beinge a man/thou vncouerest and makest bare vnto 
hym euyn the moste secrete and priuie partes of 
thy body. And whan thy mynde is wounded with so 
many and sondry woundes/doth it greue the for so 
lytle whyle to submit thy selfe vnto the phisician 
of ye soule? 636 

Thus the priest in confession can bring healing and can even help the 

soul to avoid spiritual sins. lht not every soul can believe it is 

healed and the preparation for and the act of confession can precipitate 

another problem about which spiritual writers had much to say -

scrupulosity or pusillanimity.637 Although scrupulosity can develop 
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in relation to various things~38 it is most commonly associated, as 

Erasmus suggests, with confession. He mentions various manifestations 
J e. 

of scrupulosity - inability to bel~e in the absolution granted, 

doubting the scriptures, serious confession of trifles or of fleeting 

thoughts as though they were ingrained habits , worries about correct 

pronunciation · of the service to the neglect of its meaning and 

content.639 Further on640 he declares "that aiixite and precise 

diligence in rehersing and declaryng all maner circumstaunces, I 

do not greatly alowe ", and he disallows the fear which makes every 

sin a deadly one and blames the constitutions of men for often 

641 engendering fears and scruples - he particularly blames Gerson 

so that some fear greatly to break a human rule but are reckless in 

their disregard for God's laws. 

In an epistle attributed to Walter Hilton,642 the author sets 

out to answer five difficulties which are tormenting his correspondent's 

mind. The main problem is that he is unable to believe that he is 

forgiven, but he is also distressed at his inability to describe his 

sins, unsure what to do about sins done in the past which he cannot 

r~member, and worried because his conscience bites him as sorely 

after as though he had never known contrition or confession,and 

finally he is more upset about his inability to confess than about 

the sins themselves. Hilton's answers are designed to reassure his 

correspondent and to give him hope. The difficulties are taken 

seriously, but he helps t~e reader to understand them, to set them 

in perspective and by accepting them to overcome them. Like Erasmus, 

Hilton goes behind specific sins to show how they all grow from one 



root, love of self and contempt for God. Sin is removed by 

turning from self-will and love of created things .to Go.d. This 

reversal is achieved by grace, b~tokened by compunction of heart, 

hatred of sin and perhaps tears. To overcome his reader's doubts 

about shrift Hilton distinguishes between the substances and the 

outward tokens of the sacrament. He who repents of his sins and 

turns to God will be forgiven - this is the main element of confession 

and may well be granted before formal confession is made - but the 

outward token of formal confession is necessary so that the penitent 

may be reconciled to the Church and loosed from the bands of purgatory.643 

Again it is the intention of the heart, the desire to confess and 

sorrow for sins which matters, rather than a clearly articulated 

declaration of every sin. An inarticulate general confession offered 

with faith and feeling is more acceptable than a lengthy or competent 

rehersal of sins made, simply by custom with a cold heart. '!he reader 

is reassured on his third doubt by the assertion that God never half-

forgives, but forgives completely all sins known and unknown. The 

reason for the continuing pain of conscience even after confession is 

shown to be that although the sin is forgiven a debt of pain remains 

to be paid. It has to be paid either by labour of penance or through 

patient endurance of a biting conscience, tribulation or sickness in 

this ~fe,or by the more intense and lengthy pain of purgatory hereafter. 

The· reversal of priorities which marks the fifth difficulty is explained 

by Hilton as symptomatic of the soul which has long been lost in 

"mirkness" of sin. He points out that ignorance of all his sins 

preven~s a soul falling into heaviness. Th.e darkness of sin ~ 



will seem greater the more the light of grace is sought. But 

the reader is reassured that as the soul is cleansed by contrition 

and sorrow, so the hope and trust of forgiveness will grow and although 
~ 

the sin will be hated it will no longer cause despair. He must avoid 

wallowing in his sin~644 and remember rather the mercies and benefits 

of God: 

Walk warily between hope and dread and look that 
full hope rai~e up thy heart against despair and look 
on that other side. Keep thee low from presumption 
and vain sikerness. 645 

To help keep this mean between hope and despair he recommends devout 

prayer and frequent remembrance of the pains of Christ's Passion: 
1 

"What is so virtuous a ltLster to heal all the wounds of thy heart, 

and to cleanse the eye of thy soul, as that gracious Passion and 

heartily thinking of these wounds? FUll heal of soul is that Passion ••• " 

As Erasmus answers criticisms of confession by going behind the lmman 

conduct and rules of the institution to its underlying spiritual value, 

and also looks beyond particular manifestations of sins to their root 

causes, so does the author of this letter teach his correspondent to 

understand the causes for his scrapulo!ity. The advice is offered 

sympathetically; it is simple without being in any way superficial, 

profound but neither obscure nor impracticable, and it reflects the 

same kind of understanding and concern for moderation which is 

characteristic of the teaching of the Scala Perfectionis. 

William Bonde's Deuote treatyse for them that ben tymorouse and 

fearefull in conscience646 was a much longer work, apparently written 
647 W4S 

for "a deuote Relygiouse woman of Denney", and itlintended to 



... comfort the ~crupulou~ and fearful con~cience. The epi~tle 

attr ibuted to Hilton ~eems to have been written from the author'~ 

own ~tore of ~piritual knowledge and experience in an~wer to a 

per~onal reque~t for guidance. ~ compari~on, Bonde'~ Deuoute 

treaty~e seems more imper~onal, more academic,and it relie~ heavily 

on authorities ~uch as St. Thomas Aquina~, Ger~on and Nider. It 

cover~ a rather wider range of topics than the earlier epistle. It 

begin~ by in~i~ting on the need for holy fear, which i~ contra~ted with 

a more detailed definition and di~cu~~ion ~ servile fear. This 

can give rise to scrupulosi ty, which is also defined in some detail; 

some of it~ sympto~ are described and its causes di~cussed before 

Bonde goes on to look at the dangers incurred by scrupulo~ity and to 

~gge~t some remedie~ against it. From scrupulosity the author goes 

on to consider various aspects of spiritual temptations and to offer 

remedie~ against some of these and against de~peration. Included in 

tIris latter part of the treatise is "A lamentable complaynt of th~ 

dulle soule",which with the answers to the three main subject~' of the 

complaint-feelings of dullness, of lack of merit~ and of being forsaken 

by GOd_e&hoes with variation~ ~ome of the topics discussed in the rest 

of the treatise. &It although Bonde has much to say about scrupulosity 

and related problem~ of the spiritual life, especially as they affect 

religiou~, he only explain~ what it is, its dangers and its remedies.} 

whereas Hilton by concentrating on its cau~es suggests how the problem 

can be dealt with and overcome. 

According to Bonde the sympto~ of a spirit ~roubled by scrupulosity 

are inabili~ to perform God'~ ~ervice, to do Hi~ duty or to profit in 

grace. 64S The underlying inver~ion - precise keeping of "Ye smale 

thynges of relygion" and n.e~lect of the great perfections ~uch as 



obedience and meekness - causes religious to repeat their service over 

again and raises the characteristic difficulties, described by Hilton's 

correspondent, with regard to confession: 

For they wy~ forme & make a greate conscience 
of those thynges that ben but tryfels/in comparison/ 
& lyghte offences/and suche veniall synnes/wythout 
the whiche/yt is not possyble this lyfe to be contynuyd. 
In suche they wyll make !Uche precyse serche and 
dyscusse of conscience/that they wyll leue nothyng 
vnconfessed~ but make conscience of all theyr lyfe/ 
and vnwysely more wepyng theyr offences in the balance 
of the iustice of god/then in the balance of his marcy. 
Such yf they folow not counstrle/& put ~~ay this scrupul 
they shall come to this inco~enience/th~t they shall 
make conscience of that/that i! no !yn/and confes!e 
that/that i! no vyce/nor matter of confession ••• 649 

God'! grace cannot abide or grow in a !oul which is troubled, doubtful 

and inconstant. In the manner of so many late medieval devotional 

writers,Bonde offer! the reader a selection of particular definitions of 

scrupulosity rather than attempting one !ingle, general definition. 

Called variously pusillanimity, fear of conscience or erroneous 

conscience, it shows itself a! "a dulle tediousnes and vndyscrete 

deieccion or trouble of the mynde", as fear rising from "an anguysshe 

of spryte & straytenes in conscience'jor else, paraphrasing Gerson, 

a! "a wauerynge vnstablenes of the fantasy. A doubtfull vndyscussyd and 

vncerteyne weake coniecture of reason/& troubelous feare of the conscience". 
n 

A p~of case is added to show that a man may, ~eed should, on occasion 

act against his scruples because the erroneous consc~ence is not 

binding. Of the many causes of scrupulosity Bonde choose! to dwell 

on one, "the naturall complexion of man", his sinful di!po!ition and 

his tendency to fear,which may be encouraged,especially in women, by 

a melancholy humour. This fearful melancholy i! nourished by indi!~reet 

meditation on: 



the iustice of god.his fynal sentence of iugement 
and reprobacion. his mos~strayte examynacion of 
all synnes.ye teryble paynes of hell and dampnacion. 
that be orde~d for s~ers.& the acountes that 
man must then gyue of euery ydell worde and of 
venyall synnes/be they neuer so smalle.and the 
horryble company of diueh & suche other. 650 

If unwise meditation on God's judgement and the pains of hell encourage! 

the sensitive soul inclined to melancholy and depression in scrupulosity, 
st.rI.tp .. lesH·", 

tI is often maintained by singularity, the presumpntous assertion of 

private opinion and self will. Sir Thomas More in his Dyalogue of 

comforte651also notes that pusillanimity causes cowardice)which 

prevents the soul doing good things, but in other cases it can cause 
o 

impatience which grows into stubbor~ss and anger against God, which 

is a stronger expression of singularity. 

In dealing with the dangers of scrupulosity Bonde again confines 

his attention to one particular danger, the darkening of reason which 

may lead "to mocions of infidelyte.to anguysshe of spyrit/& tediousnes of 
y 

lyfe.thynk~ all that they do to be noughte.And that they be forsaken 

of almyghty god" ••• Such sentiments cause the faithful soul "the greatest 

payne that may be in this worlde'~ but Bonde encourages the sufferer 

to bear it patiently in expectation of the promised crown of glory to 

be enjoyed hereafter. He stresses the positive aspects of scrupulosity, 

the way in which it can prick the dull soul, free the soul from servile 
1eo.~ 
.. and, above all,prove the faithful soul,-"know ye for certayne yt all 

payne se&yble is wroughte of god,,~52 which indicates that scrupulosity 

is to be endured like any other tribulation. 653 More positive remedies 

against scrupulosity include the removal of the erroneous conscience, 

h OOf kn and nf . 654 t e pur~t 0 mee ess, co eSS10n. Fears, such as those generated 

by meditation on the Judgement, may be countered by contemplation of 

God's love, His mercy and His benefits to mankind. Meekness is to 
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be used against singularity and presumption. Meek acceptance of 

the counsel of a ghostly father will help to banish both singularity 

and errors of conscience. Like Hilton, Bonde advises his readers to 

avoid both too large a conscience, such as that displayed by the wolf 

·in More's fable,655 and too straight a conscience, like that of the 

ass; "But all our laboure sbulde be to haue the quiet & meane con­

science ll •
656 Bonde also echoes Erasmus in advising his audience not 

to be over precise in confession and not to resort to it too readily, 

and he reminds them that the intention matters more than the actual 

performance of the service. More's advice against scrupulosity is 

very similar,657 he advises a mean to be kept between extremes of 

conscience; recommends submission to the rule of some good spiritual . 

physician,and suggests remembrance of God's mercy rather than His 

justice, to which he adds perseverence in prayer and trust in God. 

In contrast to Hilton, whose concern is to answer five specific 

difficulties on which his correspondent has asked advice, and Whitford,6S8 

who deals with the problem in relation to the question of obedience and 

answers it satisfactorily in his distinction between the will to amend 

and the sinner's trust in his ability to amend, More and Bonde approach 

the topic more generally. In view of its place within the framework 

of his Dialogue of comforte, More's treatment is both effective and 

simple. The fable of the ass and the wolf who make their Lenten 

\ confession to the fox is a good story and demonstrates more clearly 

than lengthy discussion the dangers of an over-straight conscience 

and too wide a conscience, and concludes with a brief summary which 

makes a few basic, practical suggestions. Bonde attempts a far more 
I 

elaborate analysis and his impersonal, academic approach is much less 
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appealing than Hilton's personal advice or More's fables. On 

an intellectual level his Deuote treatyse suffers from the familiar 

late medieval lack of structure and reluctance to select priorities, so 

that the definitions, causes and remedies tend to be blurred by too 

much detail. A more serious criticism of Bonde's approach is that 

scrupulosity is not overcome by argument and intellectual discussion, 

even if it can be recognized by such explanations. Hilton and More in 

their different ways both contrive to suggest that scrupulosity is the 

result of an ,irrational exaggeration of some fear or doubt, and by 

sympathetically exposing the underlying causes or gently suggesting 

how ridiculous some of these exaggerations can become, they help the 

reader to control or disregard various scruples. Bonde sees scrupulosity 

as a problem symptomatic of the human condition and perhaps exaggerates 

its importance. But he also handles it less sympathetically. He 

considers it to be a weakness, "a greate folysshenes" and he compares 

the scrupulous religious "to a man that walkyth in a way that is most 

playne.ple~ante/and sure/and yet he wyll stumble at a pease/or at a 

whete corne/or a cherystone".659 He seems to think that knowledge 

of what scrupulosity is, how it is caused and maintained, will be 

sufficient to enable a person to overcome it, but Hilton and More , 

recognize that it cannot be banished by reason alone; the scrupulous ~ 

soul must be persuaded to overcome it by more sympathetic and subtle 

means. 

Detailed definitions and distinctions were not the way to attempt 

to cure a spiritual problem like scrupulosity, nor was that kind of 

analytical treatment always the most useful way to approach the problem 

of sin. Yet . the books that were available to help people - religious 



and lay alike - make their confession, invariably concentrated 

on the analysis and enumeration of sins. Erasmus considered 

such books dangerous when used indiscriminately by ordinary people.660 

They could well encourage scrupulosity in the sensitive soul/who 

could find himself guilty of every sin mentioned and regard them all 

as deadly, rather than accepting that it is impossible to live without 

some sin in this mortal life;661 or they allowed a purely mechanical 

recitation of sins to stand in place of true contrition and sorrow. 

This kind of approach inevitably focused on the external manifestations 

of different sin~ and it was matched by the obvious concern of perhaps 

the majority of authors ~ho wrote about confession, to instruct the 

penitent in the method of making his confession. A similar emphasis 

on behaviour, observance of due forms, method,enumeration and classif-

• ication was widespread in late medieval devotion, for instance, with 

regard to the sacrament of the altar, the Opus Dei of the religious, 

or even in the handling of some Passion narratives or attempts to 

enumerate the pains of hell. 

The majority of treatises make little attempt to explain what 

confession is, beyond the fact that it is made up of three parts, 

. . nf' d . f . 662 d ha contrltl0n, co eSSlon an satls actlon or penance, an t t every 

Christian having reached years of discretion is obliged to confeES 

annually to his parish priest. The author of the Ancrene Riwle 

however, prefaced his discussion of the sixteenll elements which are 

desirable to make a good confession with some consideration of what 

confession is and does. Under various figures, including the deeds 

of Judith, the author shows how contrition, confession and penance 

confound the Devil, cut off his head and put him to rout)and then how 
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they ~ash away the soul's impurities, restore all the good which 

had been lost by mortal sin} and make the sinner a child of God. 

William Bonde also has something to say about confession and the 

sacrament of penance in his exposition of . . the eleventh article of 

the creed, "Remissionem peccatorum,!.663 Were it mlt for this 

sacrament the promise of eternal life proclaimed at baptism would . 

be forever lost by any subsequent sin. To prevent this Christ 

gave to his Apostles, and to ordained clergy after them, the power 

to remi t sin. Christ also ordained that confession be made by man 

to man in secret, to . ma~e the burden less painful than public confe~s-

ion, or confession to God Himself. But the oblig~tion of confession 

remains, "for otherwyse ••• no wounde can be cured excepte it be knowen 

& shewed to the surgyon". 

This familiar image of healing is taken up in the introduction to 

664 A boke of a Ghoostly fader/that confesseth his Ghoostly chylde: 

For yf a surgean haue an hurte man in cure 
He must knowe the wounde iuste and sure 
Wherewith it was hurte/and in what place it is 
And .than maye he helpe hym by good practys 
Therfore sone' spare thou nought 
If ony synn:~ue wrought 
And I wyll mynstre medysens sure and sole 
That shall make the parfytely hole. 665 

After a brief introduction the book proceeds to question the penitent 

about each of the seven deadly sins, to discover whether he is guilty 

of any of them. This, the most le~thy section of the book, is 

followed by a general discussion on the circumstances of sin, who 
no .... 

committed i~, his status, what it was, where dope, ~ 0f.~~)why, 

ana so or, and the work concludes with notes of remedi~s against the 

prinqipal sins and a brief personal note; a brief inquiry on the venial 
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sins according to ' the five senses is added at the very end. Apart 

from the i~troduction and the personal note at the end666 the contents 
.... 1; 

are taken with a little alteration and occasional adap~~n from Mirk's 

Instructions for Parish Priests.667 Although the questions go into 

more precise detail they are ve~ similar to those included under the 

headings of the seven sins in the Exornatorium curato~.668 Like 

Mirk's Instructions the Exornatorium was written primarily for the use 

of priests but it is not so ~bviously addressed to the confessor ~nd was 

probably quite widely used by lay people. Indeed, the advice concerning 

six points which should be remembered by the soul in "secrete counsayle" 

before he comes to his ghostly father see~particularly directed to lay 

669 people, and the questions regarding t~e sins are so phrased as to form 

part of this private self-examination rather than the questions of priest 

to penite~t?70 Following a brief explanation of how sin is forgiven and 

the pains of hell and purgatory remitted is a short section which reassures 

the reader that, while sacramental confession remains the best remedy for 
,s 

sin, ~ontrition, desire to amend and to confess,'" sufficient to bring 

the soul out of danger of damnation into a state of grace - both these 

piece~ seem intended to settle doubts which were likely to afflict penitents 

not priests. But whether the examination of the penitent were conducted 

by a priest or by the penitent himsel~ the questions, which cover mental 

and spiritual states as well as physical acts, general intentions a~ well 

as specific deeds, would be likely to convict nearly every soul of some 

of the seven deadly sins. Whereas to be thus convicted of guilt would 

be a salutory lesson to the hardened sinner, it would surely be likely 

to mak~ the sensitive soul scrupulous or fearful, or even bring i ,t to 
671 SI>"\o IIo\oJ/\l,.Lo.lJ 

desperation. Used indiscriminately by priest or layme~~ could, as 



Erasmus suggested, have a harnful effect. 

The fo~ in ~hich the cont~nts pf the faith were normally taught 

to the "unlearned" - lay people, religious and even clerks - during the 

later middle ages was in lists and tables. The Lay folks' Ca~echism, 

for instance, included the seven petitions of the Pater noster, the Ave 

~"""" Maria, the twelve articles of the creed,Lsix things: fourteen points of 

faith, the ten commandments, the seven ~acr~ents, the seven works of mercy, 

the seven vir~es and the seven deadly sins. A selection of such 

summaries, often with little or no explanation, was included in a large 

number of devotional works from St. Edmund's Myrrour of the chyrche to 

The Shepherds' Calendar or Bonde's Pilgrymage of perfeccyon. It is not 

surprising that this kind of catechetical summary should therefore have been 

made the basis of probably the majority of late medieval treatises on 

confession. The sixteen conditions for confession listed by the author 

of the Ancrene Riwle seem to reflect an individual approach , but even 
of D..& cw 

there the circumstancesLare required, as the.Y were by Mirk and the Boke 

672 of a Ghoostly fader. In place of the questions about the seven deadly 

sins which dominated the books intended primarily for the use of confessors, 

the seven deadly sins and other items of catechetical teaching provide the 

framework for confessions of guilt or pleas for mercy. With such admissions 

of guilt put into the penitent's mouth the tendency must have been for the 

sensitive soul to accuse himself of practically every sin mentioned. 

673 
In the form of confession edited by Horstmann from the Vernon·manuscript 

the penitent acknowledges his guilt according to the seven deadly sins, 

the ten commandments, the seven deeds of mercy and the five senses. The 

form of confession printed b~ Copland in 1529674 begins with general 

expressions of guilt before going on to acknowledge particular .s.~ns under 

each of the seven deadly sins, by breaking the ten commandments, by 



abusing the five senses an~ not using, failing to do or abusing the 

seven works of mercy bodily or spiritual, the three theological and 

four cardinal virtues, the seven sacraments, the seven gifts of the 

holy Ghost and the , eight beatitudes. Most sections open wi1h a 

confession of guilt such as "I haue offended in ••• " or "I haue not ••• " 

and conclude with an appeal for mercy such as '~herfore I aske god 
(' 

mercy" or " I aske god mercy & grace to amende from hens fOfarde". 

The last fifth of the treatise is devoted to "a lytell addycyon for 

more perfyte serche of confessyon')which supplements the examination 

according to the seven sins, the ten commandments etc. In it general 

admi,ssions such as advising people to do wrong, foll9W~ evil not good, 

being ready to do ill and slow to do good, having thought evil and 

having broken God's coma<:tndments , are mingled with references to partic-

ular vices like us~, simony or sin~ against the five wits. Considerable 

attention is given to sins which seem particularly relevant to a religious 

audience; t4ese range from failure to honour superiors, back biting, 

grudging, negligence in 9od's service)to forgetfulness of holy meditation, 

lack of sadness in church, talking during service or failing to say it 

clearly, even omitting some words, coming late and staying briefly. 

Although ~rief this "addycyon" lacks any obvious structure, and it seems 

to be a collection of points which the author wished to include but which 

were omitted from the ,main examination, perhaps because they did not fit 

readily in to the categories available. 

The third book of Gararde's Interpretaceyon and sygnyfycac.yon of 

the Masse, on preparation to receive the Sacrament - confession was 

obligatory before communion - is more detailed than the Copland treatise. 

Before confession the penitent is to examine his conscience, presumably 



under the numerous he.adings given in subsequent chapters. He is to 

pray God for knowledge of forgotten sins, learn what deadly sin is 

from reading Scripture and asking his confessor about doubtful points 

and finally, try to keep clear of deadly sins. Though no man may know 

for sure whether he is in a state of grace some signs follow a good 

confession~75 and the soul prepared by good confession may be assured 

that it receives five important virtues in the sacrament of the altar. 676 

The b~lk of the book, chapters vii - xxv, is devoted to a detailed 

examination of conscience in which the soul confesses its guilt according 

to various categories. To the ten- headings used in the Copland tract 

Gararde adds another six,677 some of which are not usually included in the 

summaries of faith expected to be known by the unlearned, and whose titles 

might suggest categories formulated with particular reference to confession 

rather than being taken over from general catechetical summaries. Inevitably 

there is a certain amount of repetition between sections and not JIIj all the 

groups, particularly the less common categories like the sins against the 

faith of the Trinity or ~he four sins which cry to God for vengeance, hold 

together well or deal with the same kind of sin. As so often the disposition 

of material under distinctiv~ headings suggests more organization and 

structure than is to be found in the sum of these parts. While some of 

the chapters are little more than lists678 others go into more detail. 

1:" 'h ha h dm 679 d' h ~· or lnstance, ln t e c pter on t e ten comman ents accor lng to t e 

first the soul must consider whether he has given any credence to necromancy, 

witchcrafts or heretics; against the second, whether he has sworn unncess-

arily or by God's members and His Passion or by the saints or the Blessed 

Virgin; the third demands among other things whether he has prevented 

servants hearing mass; the sixth condemns secret plighting of troth or 

carnal knowledge before marriage' and the seventh censures failure or 
) 



delay in fulfilling the last will of friends. Not only is Gararde' s 

the most exhaustive .examination of conscience to be found in print 

during the 1530's but the questions posed are among the most precise. 

Even when confession was made only once a year it was surely asking a 

very great deal of the penitent to examine his conscience in such 

extensi ve and minute detail as this. 

But although' Gararde's treatise may seem too detailed to be a 

practical guide, practical advice is included. The penitent is warned 

to choose a good confessor, to remain with the same confessor and not 

to leave his confession until the last moment, like the wolf in More's 

fable. 680 

Whan thou shall come to thy confessyon/knele 
downe of both thy knees a fore thy confe~soure/ 
makyrige a crosse a fore the and saye/In the name 
of the father/of the sone/and of the holy ghost. 
Amen.or In nomine patris & c. And then say Confiteor 
yf thou can saye it vnto Ideo precor.And yf thou can 
not say it/saye Benedicite and then sayelSyr I confesse 
me afore god and you of all my synnes that I haue done/ 
syth the fyrste tyme that I could synne vnto this houre ••• 681 

Substantially the same advice is given by Richard Whitford in ~ Werke 

for housholders,682 although he gives the full Latin text followed by an 

English translation "for the vnlerned". This practical information is 

introduced by warnings to "gyue no credence vnto these false heretikes/ 

that done depraue and set nought by confession,,~83 and by the insistence 

that confession was ordained of God from the beginning and that no-one 

who has committed deadly sin can regain the state of salvation unless he 

believes and desires confession. The actual confession, made according 

to the seven sins, is both shorter and simpler than Gararde's or Copland's 

xh · nf· 684 or than various lengthy and e austlve verse co eSS10ns. Whitford does 



seem to have made some effort to provide . a form which was of practical 

use both for the private examination of conscience which ought to 
fC' 
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precede confession and b ' "11' '!I_Gp .Lp 1Kl use" in the actual confession. 

However, while some forms of confession were probably intended for 

practical use others seem to have been intended as summaries of Christian 

knowledge. Although cast in the form of a confession the catschetical 

list is r.arely far below the surface. The inclusion of categories such 

as the beatitudes, the seve,n virtues, the seven works of mercy and the 

seven sacrament~ which are not strictly precepts that may be trangressed, 

still less sins or cau~es of sin, is probably best explained by reference 

to the didactic intention of these treatises. This didactic intention 

might also help to explain why no element from the standard numbered 

summaries is ever omitted or obviously subordinated, even where it has 

little direct relevance to the coQIession of sins. The form of confession 

found inLl538 primer685 makes it very clear that confession was regarded 

as an excellent opportunity, both to examine the penitent in his knowledge 

of the faith686 and to instruct him further. 687 The confession, made 

according 'to the usual categories, introduces each section with "I haue 

synned" and ends it with the refrain "Wherof I cry God mercy" and the 

whole concludes, like Whitford's, with a general plea for mercy and 

forgiveness. However? this is preceded by an instruction in the standard 

h . al . d f 688 Th .. f 689 catec etlc questl0~ an answer orm. e maJorlty 0 answers, 

especially in the latter half, tend to be given in the form of lists 

which are both brief and easy to memorize. But the need for simplicity 

,and brevity forces the answers to questions like ''what is pentitence?", 

''What is confessyon?" or ''What is synne?" to sound inadequate. and super-

ficial~' Such popular instruction dealt almost exclusively with categories, 
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definitions .and- distinctions. The longer, more detailed treatises 

and verses on confession are, on the whole, more satisfactory when seen 

as summaries of this type of instruction than as practical guides to 

confession. 

There was little opportunity for the expression of any personal 

feeling in these formal recitals of sin, nor, as Erasmus' Lytle treatise 

of the maner and forme of confession implies, did they encourage the 

penitent to look within himself to discover the causes of his sin. 

Feelings of sorrow for sin, fea~ of its consequences690 and desire to 

amend691 ft d 11 ff t" 1 d " are more .o en an usua y more e ec lve y expresse In verse. 

For instanc~ the verse dialogue between God and Man, The remors of 

conscyence,6~ succeeds in conveying to man his need of contrition as 

a response to God's threats of judgement, His reproaches for man's unthank-

fulness for all the benefits of creation, redemption by Christ's death and 

continued preservation he enjoys. The problems which hinder man's amend-

ment~ customary sins, fleshly lusts and worldly intere~ts,are well expressed 

and there is a real sense of the sinner's remorse in Man's words. Although 

many of the standard ;.~teachings on the need for contrition, will to amend, 

satisfaction by means of alms-giving are touched on, the approach to both 

sins and remedies is much freer than in the formal confession treatises. 

Th.e most certain medicine against sin is seen in the . refuge offered "In 

the great wounde of thy ryght syde ll in prevention rather than just a 

formal cure. The formal structure imposed on prose (and verse) .confessions 

of sin undoubtedly inhibits feeling. It is more liable to find expression 

outside formal categories, for example in the general self-accusatory 

confession include4 in st. Bernard's Meditacyons,692 in Bonde's Pilgrymage 
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692A 693 of perfeccyon or in the complaints of a dying soul. In many 

ways the briefer, more ~eneral prayers of confession are more satisfactory 

than the detailed treatises because they encourage confession only of such 

sins "as hys conscience is most grewyde with,,694 rather than an impersonal 

recital of each type of sin. Private confession of sins at the end of 

each day was widely advocated for both religious695 and lay people. 696 

Not only would such recollection help the soul remember his sins and try 

to avoid and amend them in future, but he could then face the "perils and 

dangers" of the night secure in the k;nowledge that he was in a state of 

grace. 

Although prayers of general confession were to be found in late 

medieval - early sixteenth c~ntury Horae,697 they assumed a new importance 

in the Protestant primers which began to appear in the later 1530s. 698 

The traditional obligations of auricular confession maintained by the 

English recusants . 699 had been under attack for over two centuries, first 

700 701 by the lollards and . then by the Reformers. Erasmus, in addition 

to his more detailed criticisms of the contemporary theory and practice 

of confessio~concluded by listing nine main evils of confession and some 

remedies against them for the particular benefit of the simple reader. 702 

But although he condemns the shortcomings of man-made regulations and other 

human failings he still insists on the need for confession. Thomas Becon, 

in an early work, A Potation for Lent~03 most of which is devoted to an 

exposition of the three parts of penance ( contrition, confession and 

satisfaction) ' shows that on occasion704 even a Protestant author can 

declare the "utilities" of auricular confession705 and defend its institution 

hil kn 1 d · . b 706 even w e ac ow e g1ng 1ts a uses. Tyndale, as might be expected, is 



more outspoken: "Shrift in the ear is verily a work of Satan,,707 and he , 
denies that penance is a sacrament. He sees it as a man-made institution, 

subject to human limitations - for no man, even a priest, can discern 

another's heart to know whether he truly repents - and tainted by the 

doctrine of works and merits. Also he could not accept that the right 

of granting forgiveness and absolution was vested in priest or pope, for 

that was to usurp God's power. Criticism of the power and prerogatives 

of the clergy had previously been voiced by the lollards,708 and the 

subsequent abolition of auricular confession not only removed abuses and 

helped to reduce the power of the priesthood, but with it went an opportunity 

for the priest to give personal advice and instruction and to encourage the 

observance of religious and moral standards by his parishioners.709 

In place of annual Lenten confession to a priest according to the 

prescribed forms, most Protestants followed Tyndale in defining confession 

as the individual's acknowledgement of his sins to God,710 in seeing 

711 d "t " "al" d f" d repentance an contrl lon as contlnu mournlng an sorrow or Slns an 

Christ as the only God-ward satisfaction.712 Lent was also observed as 

a period of abstine?ce according to regulations laid down by the Church and 

supported by the ,state. 713 The value of fasting and abstinence was widely 

recognized by early devotional writers as a means to subdue the lusts of the 

flesh and to overcome temptation. 714 But it was to be used moderately, 

lest excessive abstinence should weaken the body for God's service.715 

Advice on fasting was normally given in the course of other devotional or 

ascetic teaching; the · only Catholic work devoted entirely to the subject ' 

716 to be repr.inted during the l530s_was Wednesdayes faste. It provides 

some thirty eXQmpl~a illustrating how those who abstained from meat ~n 

Wednesdays did good or were saved in contrast to those who did not fast. 
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Not only does such fasting "Halowethlllennes soules/and maketh them chaste", 

but it carries with it the promise that "Thou shalt not lacke/at thyne 

ende to haue a preest", and the hope of a place in heaven. The kind of 

customary and partial fast - to abstain only from meat - commended by 

this book would seem to deserve the kind of criticisms levelled against 

"The popish and superstitious fast" by Becon.717 But, stripped of its 

sUP~titious and ceremonial elements, Becon and later Puritans718 commended 

the godly fast, that is one accompanied by prayer and edifying reading or 

preaching, and encouraged a total abstinence where possible. It is, 

however, very doub:tful whether the manner of imposing Puritan fa.st days 

can escape many of the criticisms levelled by Becon against ~ Catholic 

predece s sor s. 

Like confession, prayer was to some extent obligatory on all Christians, 

religious and lay, learned and unlearned, during the 1530s. Weekly 

assistance at the Sacrament was required of the lay man, and in addition 

the religious was bound to attend the daily round of choir services. Even 

the most simple soul was supposed to know the Pater noster, and expositions 

of it were offered in varying degrees of detail by traditional Catholics,719 

humanists720 and Protestants721 alike. Private prayer, especially night 

b 'al h f 1" 722 d and morning, was encouraged y devot10n aut ors or re 1910US an event-

ually for lay people,723 although-it does not seen to have been widely 

. 724 expected of them before Whitford~~ Werke for housholders. However, 

the provision of pr~yers to be said in the morning and evening as well as 

at other times was greatly increased during the following two decades. 725 

In the earlier works prayer is u~ually discussed in the ~ours.e of ~onger 

general treatises. Sometimes brlef definitions of ~ifferent types of 

prayer would be given,726 or problems especially of distraction during 



church services discussed,727 or its profits suggested~28 but beyond 

recommending the practice of morning and evening prayer specific advice 

as to, its content was rarely given. 729 There .are, however, two works 

dating from the 153015 devoted entir~ly to the subject of prayer. The 

pomander of prayer,730 written by a Carthusian of Shene but with a 

preface by a brother of ,Syo~,~31 seems to sum up traditional teaching 

on the nature and practice of prayer, and the practical teaching can be 

supplemented by A dyurnall for deuoute soules.732 

155 

With four extant editions between 1528 and 1532 The pomander of 

prayer733 was clearly a popular book,and it seems to have be~successful 

in its attempts to instruct "the vnlerned" in "the ordre of prayer". 

But despite the author's care to direct his teaching. to the "good deuoute 

people of the worlde/for whome I specially wryte this treatise/the whiche 

haue a good mynde to serue god", what he has to say on the theory and 
ot 

practice of prayer is derived with little adaption from the familiar 

religious - contemplative tradition. The treatise concerns itself 

with what might be termed the theory of prayer, with the conditions of 

prayer, with .some of its problems and with its profits. Although nruch 

of what he says has practical ~lications these are not worked out in 

specific detail: the advice is general and by comparison with ~otestant 

works of the following decade734 it seems more theoretical than practical. 

Prayer is defined as"an ascencion of the soule from erthly thynges 

to heuenly thynges that be aboue/and a desyre of thynges inuysible,,;35 and 

thus allows the author considerable opportunity to warn against undue love 

of and involvement. with the things of this world. The treatise reflects 

the other-worldly orientation characteristic of religious works and it gives 
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expression to the "vile bo,dy,,736 outlook often associated with the 

contemptus mundi writings: the body is "mortall/dust/asshes/and erth: 

and to them tourne agayne we shall" and in addition the soul must acknow­

ledge himse~f "the most vyle stynkyng & vnkynde synner that lyueth ll •
737 

The contemptus mundi theme is expressed indirectly in the author's 

lament for the daily decay of virtue and increase of sin and vice in 

the world - a very common motif. 738 Among the worldly vices he condemns 

"inuencions of pryde and vanities", "desceites and frauds" and sins of 

"'4-the flesh ±a general, andl concentrate s more particularly on the vices of 

swearing and blasphemy, apparently endemic amongst lay people, who swear 

"by the precions (sic) woundes & body of our sauiour Iesu Christe and by 

the masse/arid by the glorious sacrament of the auter,,]39 and the dangers 

of coming to church "in gay apparell of CIlothynge" - another familiar 

vice.740 Like Dionysius' Lyfe of prestes, Whitford's Pipe or Tonne or 

The foundacyon 'and the summe of the holy scripture,this treatise is also 

cri tical of simony and avarice among the secular clergy and of the regulars 

it 
.. laments: '~ho sawe euer religion more remisshly kepte: who sawe euer so 

many apostates that haue forsaken theyr religion and be nowe in seculer 

habyte".741 

The distinction made between vocal and mental prayer is common 

enough,742 although this author defines the parts of vocal prayer in more 

detail than some and emphasizes ~he importance of a good intention which 

covers subsequent lapses of concentration?43 Mixed vocal prayer 'vhich 

is spoken with the mouth/and procell deth fro the herte with ardaunt 

deuocion and feruent affection of the mynde,,744 ~ that most recommended 

for the devout layman. Mental prayer, which th~ author considers best, 



is only to be used "sobrely and discretely. For els it is so laborous 

and so vyolente/that within shorte space it wyll bryng a man l vnto 

suche debilitacion and weykenes of brayne that it wyll cast hym in 

great danger of seckenes/or some other grete inconue.nyence,,/45 It 

demands total concentration and "perteyneth moste specially to contemplatyfe 

persones: and other deuoute seculer persones that haue suffycient knowlege 

of s~ripture and spirituall thynges,,/46 The author asks the prayers 

of his readers that he too may be able to taste something of the wine of 

such devotion~and he refers to the spiritual inebriation enjoyed by Anna, 

who "was dronken with spiri tuall wyne of deuocion the whiche came fro the 

wyne seller of heuen/wherof the holy ghoste/the thyrde persone in trinite 

is the tauerner/or vyntener".7~7 The language is, of course, characteristic 

of various contemplative treatises~48 and although the author obviously 

considers contemplative, mental prayer to be the best and most rewarding, 

he is clear that it is not usually the best kind of prayer for lay people. 

The greater part of The Pomander deals with the conditions for prayer. 

It is to be made often, but since man cannot pray continuously good deeds 

can count as prayer.749 It is to be persi5tent,for God will not always 

answer immediately, and it must be made devoutly. It should fly upwards 

on the two wings of fasting and alm~eeds749A - or,in St. Bernard's 

terminology, affliction of the flesh .. a,p.d contempt of the world. Where 

through age, ill-health or poverty these cannot be undertaken physically 

they may be taken spiritually by abstention from customary vices and by 

forgiveness, instruction of the ignorant and desire to do the works of 

mercy. Before embarking on prayer consideration is to be given to see 

that what is asked for is not against God's will and the soul is to 

remember God '5 omnipotence and his own wretchedness. The end of prayer, 



for which man was created, is the praise of God, but provided he is 

aware of their possible abuses he may pray for the needs of his body 

and soul and desire eternal life. Devotion may be stimulated by 

remembrance of God's benefits, His creation, redemption, preservation 
It. 

\S~ 

and the promised glorification of man - the kind of th~ulness expressed~ 

for example) in the opening chapters of Simon' s Fruyte of redempcyon-and 
bj 

it is balancedlthe meekness and sorrow which comes from the soul's 

awareness of his unthankfulness, sins,and failure to do good. He is 

also encouraged to pray by remembering the terrible pains endured by 

the souls in purgatory and their need for compassion. Indeed the souls 

in purgatory are one of the classes of people to be prayed for - the 

others are the spirituality and the temporality, especially ' the king 

but including kindred, benefactors, all Christian~and even heretics and 

infidels.750 While refusing to be drawn into controversial debate, the 

author feels it necessary to warn his readers against the opinion of 

heretics on purgatory. He advises them not to engage in debate lest 

their reason be beguiled, but rather to avoid their company and "mekely 

and stedfastly beleue as the churche of Christe doth instructe you".751 

Problems of distraction afflict every Christian who attempts to 

pray. Treatises for religious tended to view the problem in relation 

to the divine office and to suggest remedies; Hilton suggested more 

general remedies, emphasizing the importance of a good intention.752 

The author of The Pomander pays more attention to the causes and suggests 

appropriate remedies. The first main cause of distraction are worldly 

preoccupations. Against these he recommends particular concentration 

on what is said in prayer,) and if possible that worldly business should 



be done to God's honour and glory so that it is taken up into the 

prayer. Against other distractions, particularly those in church, 

he suggests a programme of ordered physical and mental exercise, which 

is as near as he ever comes to providing a scheme of prayer. 753 He 

goes on to consider the case of the lIunlettered'~ recommending that 

they fix their attention on a picture of Chri st's Passion or a statue 

of the saint to whom they pray, "And for that consyderacion ymages of 

saintes be set vp in the churches as bokes of laymen" to stir them to 

devotion. Similarly small books containing "pyctures of the articles 

of the lyfe and passion of our _ lorde Iesu" may be used) with a Pater, 

Ave and Creed said for each. Those who lack books must remember the 

events of Christ's life and of His Mother Mary's, by the feasts of the 

Church year. 

Remedies against distractions caused by sin include a number of 

fairly specific recommendations such as never to leave prayer, use of 

the sign of the cross, remembrance of heaven and hell, and continual 

calling on Christ's Passion; "l.orde thy bytter passyon be betwene me and 

this temptacion".754 The principal remedy for the soul sick and wounded 

with sin is to "Go to the lauatory of helth/and with contrite herte make 

clene and holye confessyon".755 The formal act of confession is hardly 

mentioned, what matters is "huge contricion and repentaunte sorowe", and 

as so often the language of physical medicine is used: 

For lyke it is a noble playster or medicyne that 
heleth not onely the woundefbut also taketh away 
the skarre:whiche comenly is lefte in the flesshe/ 
so contricion is a noble medycyne for the soule. 756 

But sometimes, despite contrition, the scar remains, sometimes in the 

form of scruples, or various fantasies or unclean thoughts. Like 
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tribuilation such torments must be patiently endured and fantasies 

resisted. Against the deadly sins which cause distractions - sloth 

alone is not included - the best remedy, beside resistance. and contrition, 

~s careful preparation for prayer,which will stimulate devotion. Venial 

sins too cause distraction and "suffocate the spirite"; thE)'mu,st be put 

away. The reader is also warned against assuming that because his 

conscience is quiet he is without sinj While for those whose spirit 

is dull the remedy is frequent recollection of some article of Christ's 

Passion to move them to devotion. But the successful remedying of dis-

tractions such as these threatens another problem, that temptations to 

pride and vain glory will follow prayer. To overcome these the reader 

must meekly acknowledge that devout prayer is only possible by God's 

grace,and his resistance can be helped by using the sign of the cross, 

by remembering Christ's wounds, or, if the temptations persist)by 
511\1 

regarding them as punishment for past/. and looking forward to the 

promised crown of glory for the soul who will not consent to sin. 

The Passion and wounds of Christ,which are recomme~ded against 

~ious kinds of distraction)receive more detailed attention in chapter 

X, which from its heading, "Howe a man may odre hymselfe in tyme of 

prayer'~ might be expected to be the central chapter of the treatise. It 

does not, however, offer an order of prayer, it recommends as a remedy 

against vain unprofitable thoughts in time of prayer, the strong armour 

of remembrance of Christ's Passion against which , neit~er the world, the 

flesh not the devil can prevail: 

consider the vnspeakable payne whiche the sone 
of god dyd suffre for our synnes vpon the crosse/ 
where n~ther standyng vpon carpytes/nor syttyng vpon 
cusshyns/but hangyng with all the weyght of his blessed 



body vpon boystous nayles of yren/whiche 
dyd teare and rente his handes and fete 
wherin were most synewes/ vaynes/and bones I to 
hi s importable payne. 757 
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He particularly recommends meditation of Christ's wounds, both for the 

learned and the unlearned. Thus warned of the dangers,and armed with 

remedies against the most common problems of prayer~the soul is, in 

theory at least, in a position to enjoy the virtues of prayer. The 

profits of prayer were set forth by numerous devotional writers7~and 

there is nothing particularly notable about the list in chapter iii of 

The Pomander. 

In the topics it chooses to discuss and in the imagery used The 

Pomander seems to be in the mainstream of traditional Catholic teaching 

on prayer. The emphasis on the Passion and wounds of Christ as a focus 

of devotion,and concern for the souls in purgatory is characteristic 

of late medieval devotion. The problem of distractions was widely 

recognized and the vices of the world frequently condemned and lamented, 

while by the later 1520s a number of Cathol ic authors were to be found 

not only warning their readers against heretical teachings but also 

t 
cri ticizing the sins of the Church and spi~ali ty. Again, this author 

is not alone in choosing to write in English, although he defends his 
e 

choice more strongly than Bonde757 and praises prayers made "in the 

mother tongue",757£ Also, like Whitford,758 he recognizes that many 

lay people will object that prayer is for contemplatives or religious 

who have nothing else to do, not for those occupied by business in the 

world,759 But he does make some attempt to distinguish between those 

of royal or noble blood, who have much opportunity for private devotion, 

and those who must work and for whom 13hort, silent or "iaculatory" prayers 
I 
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hi h b d h . 760 w c can e use anyw ere are more approprlate. The Pomander's 

author seems to have considered the layman's capabilities and circumstances 

rather more sympathetically than Whitford, while at the same time providing 
_o~~ 761 

him with a treatise which ~ bear frequent reading. The author owes 

m~re to the contemplative tradition - as one would perhaps expect of a 

Carthusian - than Whitford and other authors of treatises for religious 

seem to do. He does not provide orders of prayer, lists of sins or 

methods to overcome problems; the superficial, external type of summary 

list has no place and he offers no magical - mechanical solution to the 

problems of prayer. His concern is with causes, principles and inward 

intentions - "Remoue the cause and ye shall fynde remedy!l..and he helps the 

reader to understand the cause rather than simply supplying the remedy. 

The Pomander is probably best described as an ada~ion and simplification 

of the .kind of work traditionally written for contemplatives to meet the 

particular needs of intelligent, devout, but '~nlearned" lay people. 

The Dyurnall: for deuoute soules762 in a sense complements the theor-

etical approach of The Pomander by ~viding a practical order of prayers, 

meditations and devotional readings for each day. If used without any 

abbreviation it would be too demanding for any except a religious, a 

recluse, or the leisured devout nobleman or woman who has "lyberte to 

frequentate the churche and other secrete places at his pleasure for his 

"fb~ 
deuocion". The key to the daily exercise, which the author considers 

essential to the pursuit of perfection, is frequent recollection, by 

which every waking deed, thought and inclination is . recalled and judged 

according" to the rule of perfection. Despite advice to "beware tha. 

ye be not moche anxious or pensyfe/nor longe abydynge in any heuynesse,,764 
0" d 

awareness of faults and lack of progress in amending them, __ minute 



~elf-analysis coupled with the remembrance of death,765 must often 

have encouraged heavine~~ and depression. However the author does 

encourage the reader to "~ynge alwaye in you_r herte. o beata et 

gloriosa trinitas", and to give thank~ for everything he enjoy~, material 

thing~ like food and clothing a~ well as the ease and leisure of his 

position;and he adds "it is moche better in all thynges to consydre the 

goodnes of god:and to pray~e hym therfore/than to consydre your owne 

euyll/and to mourne for it". 

No moment of the day is allowed to pass without some reference to 

God. Not only are prayers, accompanied by suitable thoughts or notes 

on~en to use them, provided, but the activi~ies of the da~)getting 

dressed or eating a meal, are accompanied by devout thoughts. The prayer~ 

to be said first thing in the morning before an image of Christ include 

the confession and remembrance of particular sins, acknowledgement of 

soul's insufficiency. and the determination to obey the Holy Ghost and to 

rest content with his es~te in life. In church nothing is to be done 

unthinkingl¥ of habit, but he must be always conscious of God's presence 

,and thankful for the leisure to attend God's service. Before the meal 

compunction of heart, stimulated by selected daily reading~ from Speculum 

Vitae Christi, is to be encouraged as a good way to check sensual 

appetite~. The method of reading is prescribed in detailJ66 and so is 

behaviour and meditation at the meal, which is to be approached 'with 

heuynes of herte that ye be compelled for the nede of your body (the which 

is your contynuall enemye) to leue the seruY~,e of youre moste beloued 

spouse rr .767 The supper time meal is to be ordered in the same w~y, just 

as the evening ,devotions follow the pattern of the morning ones, and the 

intervening time, morning and afternoon is to be given to profitable 



occupation~not to idleness.768 Amid all these prescribed rules which 

govern the prayers, thoughts, activities and even manners of the devout 

soul throughout the day, there is just one hint of the closer personal 

relationship between God and man which is vital to sustain a programme 

such as this. If anything occupies the mind after an occasion of 

recollection: 

anone retourne in herte vnto our Lorde Ihesu/ 
and tell hym all the mater/what soeuer it be. 
Yf ye be dyscontentyd make your playnt vnto hym. 
Yf ye haue done amysse/confesse forthwith to hym. 
Yf ye be in any doubte or perplexyte aske counceyll 
of hym. Yf ye be sycke or dyseased let hym be your 
Physycyon. And generally at all tymes haue hym 
syttynge on the myd~st of ypur herte/as your Iuge/ 
your preest/your mayster and leche. 769 

Unless sustained by strong faith and personal communication with God, 

this kind of rule - which seems to -be the privileged layman' s equivalent 

of the religious rule - would be little more than a set of external 

re~lations, which even if they controlled the mind . would not touch 

the heart. In a sense it is as much a definition as the lists of sins 

presented to the penitent or the catechisis summary of th~ articles of 

faith - a definition of how the devout soul is to order his day. Practical 

regulations of this kind met an obvious need, but the limitations of 

their scope needed to be recognized. 



THEA TI SES FOR LAY PEOPLE 

The laity's interest in religious matters and desire for 

instruction was recogn~zed long before printed book~ were available. 

The lollards, for instance, sought to provide them with the Scriptures 

in Englif)h770 and to offer them instruction. by means of vernacular 

treatises, some of which like The lanterne of lyght and Wyc~~vffes 

Wycket771 were printed during the 1530s and 1540s. From the orthodox 
I 
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side came compilations like Pore Caitif originally intended for a lay 

audience, but also popular among some of known lollard connections and 

among religious. 772 It contained expositions of the Creed, the "Pater" and 

Ten Commandments as well as a number of other pieces, ~ome of whi~h were 

subsequently printed. 773 Expositions of the Creed, "Pater", Decalogue and 

the numerous groups of seven were included in a l'I.Tge number of vernacula.: 

treatises, often as the main substance of the work or as part of its 

structure. 774 Books based upon these summaries of Christian belief and 

moral teaching I have described as belonging to the catechetical - confess-

ional class of literature, and it was an important source of devout 

instruction for lay people. Another source of information and instruction 

was the type of book which treated of "vertues and good maners " ~ althcugh 

here secular instruction was often more important than religious teaching. 

But the most obvious source of devout instruction available to lay people 

consisted of treatises originally intended for religious or contemplatives. 

Even while in manuscript a nlmber of such works succeeded ir. reaching a 

wider audience - both nwnerically and with regard to t he type of reader 

than originally intended,775 although a number were probably writte;:}. to 
"'-6 

a particular audience with the possibility of a more gener al cne in mind. l
/ I 



The multiple copies of printed editions speeded and extended this 

process Qf dissemination, and the insertion of brief general prefaces 

or the addition to the title of phrases like "ver.y profytable for all 

chrysten people to rede") or "moche vtyle and profytable vnto all people", 

suggest the printer~~ awareness of the wider audience, although they made 

no attempt ' to adapt the contents for secular readers. 

Many of i t he English works written in the catechetical - confessional 

tradition were intended to 'instruct parish priests in their duties or for the 
• > . 

instruction of the religious, especially nuns. The floure of the commaund-

ementes of gOd,777 with its substantial collection of exempla and careful 

indexingJwould probably have appealed more to preachers than to lay people. 

However, ,the substantial and often detailed teaching of Dives and pauper?78 ' 

which was also divided according to the ten commandments with ten introductory 

paragraphs in praise of wilful poverty, offered a storehouse of information, 

especially in answer to the kind of questions the intelligent layman was 

likely to ask. It is interesting that the author devotes a number of 

chapters to what seem to have been among the characteristic vices of the 

age: trust in Witchcraft, necromancy and prognostications;779 swearing, 

blasphemy and oaths; and sins of the flesh)especially lechery and adultery.780 

Among other topics which arise naturally from the Commandments he deals 

with Sabbath observance, with obedience in the family and in secular 

society, and with the general sins of lying, theft and murder, which is 

shown to be done no~ only by killing someone physically but by flattery) 

concealment, fraud, or failure to pay wages. Definitions and divisions 

of material characteristic of catechetical - confessional works : are 

common,but the aut~or never relapses into bare numbered lists and the 

whole work is enlivened by numerous illustrations and exempla drawn from 



Biblical and legendary sources.781 Under the general headings 

782 suggested by the tea commandments the author covers a vast range 

of .topics, providing much practical information, trying to show the 

reason for various duties) and exposing the types and degrees ef 

numerous different sins. It is a work set very much amid the cares, 
,. .. . " ;"'e .1 

J ." i and occupations of the early fifteenth century, and its 
I 

main concern is the regulation o( the Christian's life in this world. 

Although riches are condemned, it does not attempt to draw men out 
! 

of the world into the cloister or the recluse's cell. 

Books of good manners often included acertain amount of moral-

devotional matter although their main substance was more concerned 

with the government of state and church. Theysought to add conventional 

Christian teaching to the kind of moral - political treatises produced 

by such classical authors as Xenophon, Cicero and Plutarch, or they can be 

seen as in some ways the forerunners of htmanist treatises like Sir Thomas 

Elyot's Boke named the gouernour,783 Castiglione's The CO~ier or Machia-

velli's The Prince. As the titles suggest these conduct books were 

primarily directed to the ruling classes. Thus Christine Du Castel's 

The body of polYCy784 is divided into three parts: "The fyrst party is 

adressed to prynces. The seconde to knyghtes and tobles: and the 

thyrde to the vnyuersal people"" Similarly the central sections of 

Legrand's Boke of good maners785 deal respectively with the duties of 

prelates and clerks, with the responsibilities of princes and secular 

rulers and with "the state of the commonaltye". The first and last 

books of Legrand's work contain traditional moral-devotional matter. 

The first disc~sses the virtues of humility, abstinence, charity, benevol­

ence, diligence and liberality, and some of the opposing sins: pride, en"y, 



lechery, negligence and avarice; the last contains representative 

selections from the contemptus mundi tradition and literature about 

death. Books IV and V were ,printed separately by Robert Wyer during 

the 1530s as A IItel1 necessarye Treatyse/the whiche speketh of- the 

786 estate of the Comonalte and of the people. The fourth book details 

the duties of ,representative "estates": rich and poor, young and old, 

married people with a family to govern and those vowed to celibacy. 
, , 

It concludes with chapters addressed to merchants on the ,subjects of 

usury?87 and it goes on to reflect that this earthly life is a pilgrimage, 

a temporary exile in a strange country, traditional ideas which lead,; 

naturally into the ~opics of the final book. If Wyer's selection 

represents a reasoned choice,788 it looks as though he !elt that the 

contents of book IV were better suited ~o the type of audience likely 

to buy his books: that his audience was more likely to be drawn from 

the "vnyersal people" than the nobles and kna.ghts who had p~nized 

Caxton. 789 Whereas earlier authors were generally content to recognize 

that there were various degrees and estates in society, to place them 

in an ordere~ hierarchy and to encourage everyone to rest content with 

his lot, Protestant authors like Thomas Becon790 and his Puritan successors,79~ 

wi thout disturbing the Jrierarchy, ,tended to focus their attention on a wider 

range of callings, especially the duties of the middle and lower classes. 

However, the conduct books of the late fifteenth - early sixteenth 

century were not exclusively directed at the noble and ruling classes. 

The Shepherds' Calendar792 offered a mixture of practical, secular inform­

ation and elementary religious instruction to "them that ,be ~o clerks" to 

enable them to live long, whole and joyously in both body and soul. The 



lE:.' 

latter part of the Calendar offered practical teaching on the body 

and health of man, astrology and the natural world-r the first part 

presents an amalgam of various elements of popular religious literature. 

The calendar, preceded by a moralization of the twelve ages of man; 

had an obvious practical use and was also a standard item ~n most Horae. 

Trees of vices and of virtues793 were to be found in a number ~f moral 

treatises, and theJr offered a convenient form in which to list definitions 

and examples of virtues and sins, although the detail of the branches 

of the .tree of vices seems a little excessive for a simple~ience.794 

The brief practical remedies offered for venial and deadly sins _ 

summarize the Church I s standard teaching on confession) while the 

material in Chapter VI-expo si tions of t ,he Lord's prayer and Ave, 

the declaration of the Apostle's Creed, the Decalogue (in verse) and 

the five commandments of the Church - where man-made regulation~ are 

elevated to the level of divine precepts - is characteristic 9f the 

contents of confessional - catechetical books. The teaching of chapter 

·VIII does not fit so re~dily into anyone category. It is concerned 

to impart the knowledge necessary for salvation, that shepherds and sim~le 

people may learn to know themselves ~d to know God. Apart from the 

articles of belief etc. given in chapter VI, a man should know his 

vocation, how to do his job) and he should be able to judge as far as man 

can, whether or not he is in a state of grace. 795 Three ways are 

recommended by which the lay man may learn to know God: 796 by 

contemplating His nature - His riches,. power, worthiness, nobility and 

especially His "sovereign joy"; by considering H;is. ~or~s in the glory of 

creationjand thirdly in thanking God for all the benefits He has given 

manJespecially ~n his creation as a reasonable being made in God's 



I~O 

image,797 in his redemption by the Passion of Chris~and for his , 

Christian calling ld th its proIlli£e of ,Paradise to tho se who are faithful. 

The note of praise and thanksgiving sounded in this section reflects 

man's due response to Hi s Creator. Finally man mu~t know himself, 

and interestingly this section is cast in the form of a dialogue 

between a master shepherd and a simple shepherd whose questions ruld 

answers make up a kind of catechism. By this means the contrast between 

man's vile, physical body and his divine soul is made clear, as is his 
I 

obligation to make the body serve the soul: 

My body is come of abominable slime, and is a sack 
full of dirt and filth, and meat for worms, ru1d finy] 
beginning was vile, my life is pain, labour, fear, and 
subjection of death, and mine end shall be wo~ful (perilous 
and in tear~. &tt my soul is created of God nobly and 
worthily. to His image and semblance, after the angels the 
most fair and perfect of all creatures; and by bapti sm 
and by fai th is made His daughLer, His ~pouse, His heir 
of His realm that is Paradise, and for i.er noblesse and 
dignity ought to be lady and my body as servant ought 
to obey her. For reason. hath ordained and will that 
it be so. 798. 

It would be hard to find a clearer statement of a view so generally 

assumed in late medieval devotional literature. To this vie,,; of man 

is added the concept of the baptized Christian man, who must follow Christ 

in six things: with a clean conscience, initially in baptism and 

subsequently by contrition; in the virtues of humility, compassion a.'1d " 

patience in adversity and Judgement of Christ and finally in the desire 

to eschew sin, in awareness of the transitoriness Qf this world's goods 

, I and in the hope that he will merit the joys of Paradise. Although there 

is nothing particularly original in this chapter, it s clarity o.ud brevity 

Of, exposition are notable. 



To this instruction on the faith and on the Imowledge of God 

and man necessary to a Christian is added a technically difficult 

and complex chapter (xxxvii) on the essential and accidental merits 

of prayers and masses for the satisfaction of sin, for those still 

alive and for souls in purgatory. The second half of the chapter., 

which recommends four "keys" - prayer, the intercession of saints, 

almsdeeds and fasting - by which souls in purgatory are delivered, 

is not quite so technical but its Latinate vocabulary and scriptural 

proofs still have a scholastic flavour. Remembrance of the souls 

in purgatory was encouraged by many devout treatise writers,799 but 

such a technical discussion is incon,gruous in a popular work. Hore 

appropriate are the imaginative poems on death) judgement and hell 

found in chapters ix, x, xj;:xvi, and x:xA'Yiii, ox; the allegorical 

exposition of man's life in terms of the risks faced by a ship at 

sea in chapter vii, which is later supplemented by another verse: 

o mortal creatures sailing in ~he waves of misery 
Avail the sail of your conscience impure, 
flee from the perils of this unsteadfast wherry; 
Drive to the haven of charity most sure, 
JL~d cast the anchor of true confession, 
Fastened with the great cable of con~tion clean. 
Wind up the merchandise of whole satisfaction, 
~1llch of true customers shall be over seen 
And brought to the warehouse of perfection ••••• 800 

A detailed description of the pains of hell,801 accompanied by 

illustrations which are an important element of the earlier editions of 

The Shepherds' Calendar, offers a chance :to describe the seven deadly 

sins as well as warning the reader of the punishments they will 

receive. Just as the pains of hell were often described or referred 

to in devotiqnal treatises, so it is appropriate that the one devotional 

exercise recommended should take the form of a meditation on Christ' s 



Passion, divided according to the canonical hours. 802 Many of 

the most common moral (trees of vices and virtues), catechetical (chapter 

vi) and. devotional (meditation on the Passion and the pains of hell) 

topics of late medieval devout treatises are included in the patch· 

work compendium of The Shepherds' Calendar, but because they are confined 

within brief separate chapters they are treated more concisely than 

usual with a considerable gain in clarity. The mixed cont.ents of the 

book also allows gr~ater variety ~ of expression and approach than is 

usually found; verse and prose are used, imaginative description and 

the statement of practical facts complement one another. 

eeftteBt gf tae {3ftJ:eaddi pi eoentB a r-e~peBefttfttive Beleeti'Hl ef tee wo st 

eemmen! tepies ef la~e meaieuftl aeuetie~ 

It is notable that in a period when the superiority of the religious 

life was widely assumed, works written in the catechetical-confessional 

tradition were for the most part neutral in this respect. This is at 

least partly the result of their determination to give comprehensive 

instruction on all of the ten commandments, the seven deadly sins and 

as many other top~cs as ,possible. It is their very generality which 

makes them neutral: as so.on as they become more particular, focusing 

on particular sins or diff~culties, such as Bonders Deuoute Epystle 

on scrupulosity, the state of life of the person addresse~ becomes 

important and the division between religiOUS and laymen appears. 

The conduct book, concern~d with the duties of various estates and 

degrees, with matters of g~neral morality and perhaps some brief 

religious instruction, was essentially a secular work unless it was 
t 

adapted for a particular audience, such as a group of religiOUS 



sisters. Many of . the elementary general treatises written for 

religious in fact contained a high proportion of general moral and 

religious instruction which could be used by lay people, provided 

they disregarded the particular precepts which applied only to 

religious. It was not so much general instruction on the articles 

of belief,various types of sin, God's commandments er other aspects 
. I 

of morality that the layman stood in need of, as the particular 

principles made relevant to those who followed secular occupations.1rh. 
I 
i 

first authors to ·pay attention to the specific needs and difficulties 

of lay people seem to have been religious: WaIter Hilton, the Carthusian 

author of The Pomander of Prayer,and Richard Whitford of Syon. All 

of them wrote in the contemplative - religious tradition, but they 

mace ~ome attempt to adapt traditional teaching to a secular audience. 

Hilton's Deuout boke ••• to a deuout man in tcmpor~~l estate how 

he sholde rule hym was the earliest. It was circulated in several 

manuscript versions, usually in association with the Scala Perfectionis, 

to which it was added as a separable book in most of the printed 

editions f rom 1494 cnwards;804 it does not seem to have become as 

independent as The Golden Eoistle.80S The work falls into two parts: 

the first provides an exposition of the three lives, active, contemplative 

and the"meddled"life which is the main subject of the work; the second 

part offers more practical advice, giving various topics of meditation 

and outlining some common dangers of devotion. Since the author 

accepts the superiority of the contemplative life ~ those who have 

" 1 . b' 1"' 806". t "" t f" d no SOC1a respons1 1 1t1es, lt 1S no surpr1s1ng 0 1n many 

echoes of the contempla.tive tradition in this book. For instance, the 



familiar figure s of Martha and Mary, Lia and Rachel the wives of 

Jacob, are used to illustrate the characteristiGs of the active and 

the contemplative life.807 The warnings given towards the end - against 

trying to stir up or keep feelings of devotion roused by contemplation 

of Christ's manhood;808 against presumptuous curiosity about ghostly 

matters809 or the expectation of a sudden growth in grace~IO echo 

those of other contemplative authors. More fundamental to the 

religious-contemplative tradition is the other-worldly direction in 

which the motivating desire draws the soul. Here the desire is described 

as "noping but a loping of pis worldly blisse & of al fleschli lyking in 

pin herte, & [a] quemeful longyng wip a tristi yerngyng to heuenly ioye 

& endeles blisn •
811 The same direction is taken by the religious who 

would follow the way of perfection and by the contemplative. The 

desire which the reader is encouraged to nourish - in a characteristically 

vivid but simple image Hilton talks of the fire of his love for God 

being fed by small sticks of good works and acts of devotion812 - is 

the same as the yearning felt by the contemplative813 but is limited 

by the ci~£umstances of the meddled life. What is novel about this 

work is n04 its exposition of the three lives, nor its advice on 

suitable topics of meditation,814 but its refusal to allow this 

particular man to follow the contemplative life because to do so 

would be to abandon his social responsibilities. 

Hilton is writing to a man whose social position is clearly 

defined.815 In recommending to him the meddled life he raises 

, b f h I f Chr1'st's 11'fe.816 H 1tS status y re erence to t e examp e 0 e 

dwells on the responsibility of those who govern - households, estates, 

nation or church - for their even-Christian. In contrast to the solitary 

way of the contemplative) this man must balance his spiritual and 



,~ 

devotional activities with his social responsibilities and necessary 

worldly business. Hilton develops the Pauline figure of the body 

of 'Christ817 into a vivid physical image - the limbs of the body, 

which are all the Christian men who are part of holy Church, are 

not to be left naked and uncared for while the head which is Cr..rist 

receives all the worship and attention; "pou makest pe tp cus his 

moupt be deuocion of gostly preyere, but pOll tredest vpon hi~ feet & 

defoulest he~, in as muche as pou wolt not tende to hem for necclygence 

of pi-self of whuche pou hast take cure".818 In Hilton the figure 

of the body remains metaphorical, whereas the author of t~e Stimul us 

Amoris, to convey how a man in active life may yet have contemplation 

of Jesus, particularizes the image, sho~~ng how Christ is served in 

h 1 ... • h . . 819 Ind d f f b' e~1ng poor men, or t ose 1n pr1son. ee, ar rom e1ng a 

hindrance to a~votic~ these outward, active works can nourish the flame 

of desire for God, as small sticks feed a fire. Against the tendency 

to emphasize the vertical dimension of devotion and to focus on spiritual 

works and the contemplat~on ,of God and Christ without relating these 

themes, to the deeds of mercy and other good works which express the 

hori,zontal dimension, man's ipvolvement with his even-Christian in 

society, Hilton shows his ,reader how to relate the two and how,by 
, 820 

adopting a common-sense, flexible approach, they can be balanced. 

As far as the practical ~xpression of this principle of the meddled 

life is concerned, P~lton will only advise and ~uggest; he refuses to 

provide a daily rule like the Dyurnall :for deuoute soules: 

a lui tel I s'chal telle pe, nought pat pou schal t 
vse pe same forme al-wei as I say, but pat pou 
schalt haue perbi,,Yif ned be, sum wissyng for to 
rule pe in pi n ocupacion. For I may not, ne I 
call not, telle pe fulli what is best euer 'to pe 
for t~se. 821. 



The 1530s saw a considerable increase in books specifically 

822 addressed to or likely to appeal to lay people and, especially 

in the latter half of the decade, a corresponding decrease in the 

number of works addressed to religious or recluses.823 Yet it 

was a religious, Ric~ard Whitford of Syon, who seems to have been 

the most popular devotional author of the 15308.824 His reputation 

was established by A Werke for Hous,holders, the earliest of lris 

\ 825 
works to be printed. Like 1-4-1 ton's book "to a d~uoute man in 

temporall estate'~ and like many conduct books, "The mater is directed 

principally vnto hous.~olders/ ~~ vnto them that haue guydyng and 

gouernaunce of any company/for an ordre to be kepte/bothe ~n them 

826 selfe/and in them that they hane (sic) in rule and charge". A 

substantial proportion of the contents is made up of familiar devotional 

or catechetical material. The opening sounds a note of warning as 

it reminds the reader of the inevitability of death,827 the uncertainty . . 

of its manner or time of cOming,828 of the Judgement which the naked 

829 soul must face, and of the eternal joy or everlasting pain and 

sorrow which will follow. Remembrance of such themes was widely 

accepted as profitable to the soul, as a deterrent to sin and an 

encouragement to live well, which is the purpose of such a "customable 

course of good and profytable exercise" as Whitford proceeds to give. 

He begins with a form of private devotion to be used by the 

individual morning and evening. Having made sure that his reader knows 

how to make the sign of the cross "with your thombe", "from your head 

vnto your fete/and from the lefte shulder vnto the ryght", the morning 

devotion is basically an act of dedication, which ratifies the promise 



t!1I!:=::::pJ===-e made in baF:ism830 and seeks to do God's will. The 

" evening devotion is mainly confessional, reckoning up the "qualytes and 

quantytes of the sytU?e" committed that day. Objections to the length 

th ' f h d t' brushed as;de.' 831 T or e consp~cu~usness 0 suc evo ~ons are .... 0 

these devotions he adds a recollection of the life of Christ - probably 

the most common topic of late medieval devotion although it is rarely 

given in such a brief, practical form. 8i2 

The greater part of the work, ho\\'ever, is concerned with public 

teacldng rather than private devotion and Whitford suggests: 

it shulde also be a good pastyme & moche meritorinus: 
for you that can rede/to gather your neyghbours aboute 
you on the holy day/specially the yong sorte and rede to 
them this poor~ lesson. For therin bene suche thynges as 
they ben bounde to knowe •••• 833 

His teaching is ba~cd on the familiar contents of the catechetical 

tradition - ~, Ave, Creed, ten commandments and very briefly the 

seven sins, the five wits and the seven deeds of mercy - and it is 

fo}.lm{ed by a justification of the practice of auricular confession 

and instruction on how to confess.834 It is the householder's 

responsibility to see that his children and servants can say at least 

the Pater, Ave and Creed. Whitford suggests that they be read in 

the form he provides once a day at meal times and that once a week 

the householder should hear each individual recite them to him in 

private. The idea of edifying readings at meal-times is presumably 

derived from monastic practice) and it is hard to tell whether the 

custom was follo'ved with any success in a secular household, but his 

commynts on the advantage of private instruction and examination, 

especially for older people who would either never learn it or quickly 



f.orget it, show a shrewd awareness of human nature. 

The ten commandments form. the basis of his more general moral 

teaching, which concentrates particularly on contemporary abuses and 

the responsibilities of the householder. The first co~andment allows 
\:0 

the author to warn against resortL"wysemen or wysewomen" and against 

charms, especially those which include unlawful use of the sign of 

the cross. 835 The ~econd attacks the habit of swearing, which 

WhiJ:ford . sees as "one of the greate c~uses of all these sodeyne pla,ges 
a 

amonge men and beastes/as pestilenc~/~ocke~jswetynges/and mo~s/ 

with suche other",836 the implication being that blasphemy like 

unworthy reception of the Sacrament of the Altar is of more than 

personal significance.837 The only lawful oath is that sworn in a 

due place before lawful authQrity such as a judge, and three short 

narrations,838 each perso~ly documented to emphasize their veracity,839 

illustrate" the fate of wwearers. He then goes on to discuss the 

dangers of lying. His advice on Sunday observances - some of which 

was supported by official legislation840 - is detailed, practical and 

very demanding, especially for the householder who is expected to set 

a ~ood example, to see that his household behaves well at church; "And 

charge them also to kepe theyr syght in the churche close vpon theyr 

bokes or bedes".841 Directions are also given about the points in the 

mass when people are expected to sttnd - another instance of the 

importance attached to correct external behaviour.
842 

In the afternoon 

he must see that his charges do not indulge in such pastimes as bear-

baiting, cards, "w~che more properly may be called lose tymes than 

past~s", nor reso~t to the tavern,nor keep wanton company. Rather 



the sexes must be kept apart, they must only go where they can be 

easily recalled and as many as possible should attend the sermon 

if there is one. Whitford also recommends the reading of "good 

englysshe bokes" including his own to as many people as can be 

gathered together, and works of mercy to relieve the poor and 

needy.~ 

The second table of the commandments emphasizes the Christian's 

duty to his neighbour! . The emphasis in this section falls on what 

is undoubtedly Whitford's main contribution to the development of 

devotion~ treatises for lay people, the expression of the Christian 

faith within the family. Parents, even when aged,are to be served and 

cared for, not despised; "For as the yce in the frost 40th lIet~e by the 

clere sonne beames/so shal your synnes by your duety done vnto your 

parentes be washed pd clene losed and forgyuen". 844 Children must 

be taught to honour theirparents, and Whitford gives a form of blessing 

which they should use to their par~nts every evening, being compelled 

to do so by force or being punished by having to dine alone on bread! 

and water if they refuse. Earlier there is some very sound advice 

about how to . punish a child, which must always be done in charity with 

the intention of reforming the child, never in anger for vengeance. 

Particular care must be taken in bringing up children, and because they 

imitate: what they hear and see the company they keep is of great 

importance. Sins like theft must be dealt with while they are still 

young and a rhyme is provided for their edification: 

If I lye/backbyte or stele. 
If I curse/scorne/mocke or swere. 
If I chyde/fyght/stryue/or threte 
Than If\. am} worthy to be bete 
Good mo~er:or maistres myne 
If any of these nyne: 



I trespas to your knowynge 
With a new rodde and a fyne 
Erly naked/before I dyne: 
Amende me ' wi th a 8COurgyng~. 845 

Rather more positive teaching is given to them in a paraphrase of the 
~ 

precepts of Ecc~asticus III and in the general counsel that they 

should ,do their duty meekly, the higher their estate the meeker should 

their service be,and "as sone as they can speke" they should be taught 

the ~ and other articles of belief. Like Eftasmus,846 Whitford 

clearly believes that the inculcation of good Christian attitudes cannot 

begin too early. Although it is not an original work, at least as 

far as the content of its teachi~ is concerned, the Werke for housholders 

is very significant in that it makes the secular home rather than the 

cloister or recluse's cell ~ the setting for its devotional teaching. 

As if to emphasize this domestic orientation, A short monycyon, 

or counsayle of the cure & gouernaunce of a housholde by Bernard 

Sylvester was included at the end of the Werke, as well as being 

bl ' h d 1 847 I' 11' f ,848 f pu 1S e separate y. t 1S a co ectlon 0 max1IDS, some 0 

them proverbi~,849 on various domestic matters such as the relationship 

between the householder and his wife,8 50 his neighbours and his servants; 

the importance of living within one's income,of temperate habits of 

food, drink and dress and not wasting money on expensive ~eddings, 

wars or prodigals nor having recourse to usury. Unlike Whitford's 

Werke,which sets the householder's responsibility towards his family 

and servants in the context of his duty towards God, this treatise is 

primarily secular in orientation. Despite several biblical echoes,851 
• ._ .-..lo. 

and advice familiar from ars moriendi treatises, such as the importance ... 

of making a wil1852 and that "the moste sure ,waye, to dye well/is ~l 

to lyue",853 there is little reference to spiritual things and God is 



hardly mentioned. This same piece by Bernard Silvester also 

occurs at the end of A glasse for housholders,8 54 which, like 

Wbitford's Werke for housholders, deals with the attitudes and 

duties of the housholuer (towards riches, in buying and selling, 

regarding his relationship with his elders, wife and servants 

and the bringing up of children, to which considerable space is 

. devoted) ' in the c~ntext of his obligations to God. l1atters of 

general moral-religious importance were also included at the end 

\~\ 

of Fitzherbert'~ practical Bake of Husband~55 while the virtues of 

good husbandry were extolled at some length in Xenophons treatise of 

householde,8 56 a philnscphical dialogue which .. ranged over matters such 

as the nature of various goods and the purpose of marriage as well as 

more practical aspects of household management. Whether they were 

philosophical, neutral or emphatically Christian in their general 

approach, these treatises were intended to help the householder to 

order his life. Up to about 1530 conduct books offering advice on 

how to live well had for the most part been directed to the nobility 

or to religious. The great ,popularity of Whitford's Werke for 

housholders,and the appearance of other treatises specifically addressed 

to householders at about the same time, suggests the emergence of a new 

class of reader, at least so far as devotional writers were concerned. 

In subsequent decades, of course, the domestic household displaced the 

cloister and recluse's cell as the setting generally assumed by 

devotional authors. 

,TWo vices which seem to have been widespread among lay people 

were swearing and gaming. Warnings against blasphemy occur in many 

sermons857 and devout treatises.8 58 It "-as a direct contradiction 



of the second comman~ent)"yt no person shulde take ye name of god 

in vayne" 859 and it was particularly regarded as "di~mbrynge pe 

bli d bodi f Cr · t" 860 All' b h · . sse e 0 lS. . ... Slns, ecause t ey are agalnst 

\1)2. 

the will of God and a denial of Christ's redeeming work, are regarded 

as a re-crucifying of Christ: 

The wounde of synne to me is more passyon 
Than the wounde of my syde for the redempcyon, 

laments Christ in Hawes' Conuersyon of swerers, and He continues: 

With my blody woundes I dyde your charie seale 
Why do you tere it/why do ye breke it so 
Syth it to you is the eternall heale 
And the releace of euerlastynge wo 
Beholde this lettre with the prynte also 
Of myn owne seale by perfyte portrayture 
Prynte it in mynde and yer shall helthe recure. 861 

There is a particularly close connection between this idea and the 

sin of blasphemy, which commonly used oaths invoking parts of Christ's 

body or His wounds. For example, "mayster Baryngton" of Stondon, cited 

by Whitford, uses "By goddes blode •••• goddes passyon/goddes woundes/ 

goddes flessbe god~~s_~yles,,> and another "dyd vse to swere for his 
., 862 

commune othe/by the bones of god or by goddes bones"; and both were 

openly punished by a death which reflected their oaths, the one 

bleeding to death in a horrible manner, and the flesh of the other 

splitting open to expose his bones.863 Thus Christ in Hawes' Conuersyon 

of swerers, addresses the princes of the world: 

Beholde your seruauntes how they do tere me 
By cruell othes now pvon (sic) euery syde •••• 

•••• Beholde ml body with blo~ proppes endewed 
Wi thin _ realmes nowe torne so P}lteously 
Towsed and tugged with othes cruelly 
Some my heed some myn armes and face 
Some my herte do all to rente and race 

They newe agayne do hange me on the rode 
They tere my sydes and are nothynge ~smayde 
My woundes they open and deuoure my blode ••• 864 



It is characteristic of the later middle ages that blasphemous 

oaths should have been translat~d into phys~cal, t~rms and related to the 

dominant focus of devotion, the Passion of Christ. 865 Yet, although 

Thomas Becon's Inuectrue agenst the moost wicked & detestable vyce of 

swearing866 dwells on the legal aspects of swearing, the divine and 

human precepts against it, the question of perjury and ~f lawful oaths, 

he does not neglect to give contemporary, generalized examples of God's 

punishment of blaspheaers and to threaten similar plagues as a result 

of God's wrath if swearing does not cease. 867 AI~,? ~ his language 

echoes the idea of oaths doing physical injury to Christ's Person: 

howe is God rent and torne by blasP9bmous othes 
not only among men in bargayngynge-, ~yeng and 
sellyng, choppyng and chaungyng.&c.but also in 
playeng & ydle matters? •• Howe wyll the carder 
teare God on peces, rather than he wyll loose the 
profyt of one carde? 868 

The association between blasphemy and gaming was widely recognized. 
I 

For instance, in The churche of ruell men & women~69 among the fifteen 

spears that Lucifer gives to players of cards and dice with which to 
. n 

make war on Christ, the fifth is that gaming "is the fou~~yne of all 

~ blaSPheies & of all forsweringes fl •
870 The whole work is an elaborate 

attack on v~ious aspects of gaming under the figure of an .anti-Church, 

whose head is Lucifer. The first part deals with the form of this 

diabolical church, \ its foundation, history and services - whose satirical 

inversion of the masses of the Catholic Church seems to foreshadow the 

polemics of Protestant authors.~71 The second part depicts the evils 

w~ich proceed from gaming gathered under fifteen headings - the social 

consequences of these evils are noted as well as their moral and spiritual 

significance. The third part considers the different types of people -
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the player's kinsmen, wife and children, those who allow their premises 

to be used for gaming, those who help to supply or make cards or dice 

and those who watch such g~es all of whom will merit damnation for 

their contact with gamesters. At the end is added an example of some 

laws made against , gaming and the opinions of several doctors of the 

Church on the subject. While blasphemy was an obvious contradiction of 

the law' of God there was no specific condemnation of gaming to be found 

in the Bible. However, the implications of the dividing of Christ's 

robe by casting lots were not neglected.872 The author of this treatise 

also associates gaming with denial of the first two commandments, for 

gamesters accept the judgement of dice or cards, "whiche seeth nat/hereth 

nat/nor speketh nat,,873 and gives them more honour "than he dothe to the 

humanyte of our lorde/for often at the play he is vsurped and blasphemed".874 

Although blasphemy is primarily a sin against God it was associated with 

a group of social vices - such ,as gaming, drinking, frequenting taverns 

or even following the extremes of fashion - which if not intrinsically 

evil , were certain to lead to sin. They receive comparatively little 

attention in the devout treatises circulating before 1530, since most 

of these were intended for religiOUS audiences, but in some treatises 

like' The churche of yuell m~n & women or The .ix. Drunkardes875 par~icular 
vices received separate treatment, and all were condemned in parish 

sermons.876 

The Werke for housholders was the only one of Whitford's treatises 

to be speCifically addresse~ to a secular audience, but, apart from 

The Pype or Tonne, his other works were sufficiently neutral to have 

been used by lay people as well as the religious for whom, the Dayly 
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exercyse and experyence of dethe877 and the Dyuers holy instrucyons878 

were originally written. Also, the .success of the Werke for housholders 

probably encouraged secular readers to try his other books. Dyuers 

holy instrucyons, printed in 1541, was the last of his works to appear. 

It ccnsists o~ four different pieces, three of them being translations, 

which between them cover many aspects of the Clrristian life. The 

first item
j 

on patience, is also the longest and the only one which seer.ls 

to be an origina,l compo si tion. It begins by contrasting wilful a..'1d 
J 

natural patience in a manner similar to the more philosoplrical app~h 

adopted by the humanist ~uthor Thomas Lupset, and although much of 

what Whitford says has an obvious practical application, it is not 

primarily a practical treatise. The humanistic character of the piece 

_ is emphasized by an unusually varied selection of authorities from 

Prudentius' Psychomachia and St. John Cliroacus De triginta gradibus 

scale celE'stis879 to such classical authors as Solon, Cato, Seneca, 

Quintilian, Hacrobius and Valerius Maximus and a number of English 

880 proverbs. 

Having defined the subject by contrasting natural patience 'frith 

that which is attained by doctrine and labour, ~~tford goes on to 

define meritorious patience as 

~a myght.power.strength and vertue of the soule, wherby 
we may (with grace, and good wyl) represse, restreyne, 
rebat~ and withdraw; all inordinate passions & mouynges 
wh:r~rrl[ we be stered, prouok~d and moued, by any of cur 
en&I1l1e s, the dyule, "the wor .Lde, or the f Ie ah. And 
wherby we dlJ gladly with euen mynde and good wyll:suffre 
continually, a11d bere.For ye loue of Cod, and saluacion 
of our soules : all aduersites troubles: paynes, and 
yuels •••. :t 

These various definitions are then gathered together in a chapter on 

lithe;: yma.ge and byhauour of pacience'~ which makes use of Prudent i us' 

picture of Patience doing battle wi th Ire. The next seven cha:Jtt:rs 



(vi - xii) discuss the necessity and value of patience with relation 

to the getting and keeping of worldly goods, of a healthy bo~ and 

of a good name. Patience is also seen as valuable to the soul, 

for by it. virtues are won, retained and perfected. Whitford goes 

on to consider occasions on which God, the Devil, another man or a man's 

own sensuality may try his patience; various biblical examples are 

given and the different aspects of patience in particular circumstances 

are noted: thus patience may appear as reverence .to a superior or as 

, 'h 'f ' f . 881 I d h sever~ty ~n t e correct~on 0 an 1n er~or. n or er to s ow 

patience, it must first be acquired by knowing what it is and why it is 

considered valuable - the contents of the first thirteen chapters - and 

by exercising it: 

The vertue of pacience •••• is neuer proued in prosperite, 
but in the contrarie yt is aduersite. For as ~olde & 
syluer be tried & fyned in the fyre, so be the disciples 
of pacience tried & taught in trouble, and aduersite. 
Aduersite than trouble & noyance is the mater wherin 
pacience is lerned & gotyne. 882 

With this quotation from St.GI'egory's Horalia and with the examples of 

patience among worldly men, among spiritual people - especially Job;-

and the e~ample of Christ's life and teaching given in the following 
wor k. 

h r.n...~ f ~~Im bd' h . t ' b I t' ,883 f apters, "lUt orw!_ay e compare W1t var10US r~ u a 10n treat1ses. 

But he goes further than most tribulation treatises by relating man's 

patient endurance of adversity to the sinful state of man884 and to 

the atoning work of Christ~85 and not merely to the expectation of a 

886 heavenly reward. 

In its sense of structure and its comprehensive view of the 

subject this treatise on patience marks a considerable advance on the 

usual late medieval treatment of tribulation or the virtues. With the 

possible exception of chapter xixJwhich recapitulates the "commodites 
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of patience", the material is disposed into reasonable groups rather 

than arbitrarily numbered division~and there is some sense of 

progression (from definition to reward, to circumstances, to exercise 

and examples, . to a theological conclusion) which reduces and helps to 

control repetition. Thus) although there is no logically progressive 

argument, the structure is . closer to the work of a humanist like 

Lupset than to The.xii.profytes of tribulacyon. The author also 

achieves a varied but well balanced approach to his subject: the 

philos9phical discussion of the nature of patience is balanced by 

an unusually clear theological explanation of works and merits and 

the doctrine of the Atonement. The physical origins and benefits 

of patience are balanced by spiritual examples and rewards; proverbial 

,and classical authorities are complemented by numerous biblical references 

and stories from Vitae Patrum, and amid philosophical and theological 

.. h . '11 . 1 . 887 d expos1t1on t ere 1S St1 room to answer practlca questlons, an to 

'd l' 1 d . . 1 888 proV1 e a ltt e escr1ptlve co our. 

The three remaining works which make up the Dyuers holy instrucyons 

are all translations. The first deals with seven impediments which 

hinder the soul's advancement in the way of perfection, to which are 

added four things which are better forgotten. It seems to have been 

originally written for religious,889 .. and although Whitford has made 

some alterations to cater for a more general audience890 this bias 

. 891 remalns. Most of the impediments listed here are noted in many 

works addressed to contemplatives or religious. For instance, Hilton 

and Rolle892 both condemn the lack of discretion (the subject of the third 

impediment)) which leads people to "take vpon them greater labours' then 

theyr disposicion, and nature may bere. And so do many persons fall 



into the dekey of bodyly strength, and into great sekenes, and diseases ••• 

& want of wytte, and wexe fantasticall melancholy, & some stark~adde, 

or folyshe. And so nother do they profete vnto god, nor yet vnto them 

selfe, ne theyr neyghbour".893 Too much talk, the fourth impediment, 

is more, obviously a religious impediment than a secular one,894 and 

inordinate love of one's own body, which can lead to pusilla.n;i.mi ty and 

sloth, the opposite of the ascetic ideal of perfection, is condemned 

in many religious - contemplative works.895 More basic than this 

reluctance to hurt the body is a general lack of desire to labour 

in the way of perfection, the lack of singl~purpose to follow Christ, 

or a wavering will. 896 These weaknesses encourage pride and presumption~ 

as a person assumes he is already perfect, worldly vanities draw the 

soul away from God and leave him unable to withstand temptation. The 

four "virtues" better forgotten, which are added to the impediments, 

continue in the same vein, warning men against the kind of things which, 

if they do not cause actual sin, are likely to lead to loss of virtue. 

Thus, except to counter scrupulosity or despair, a man should not think 

of his virtues lest he fall into pride or vain 'glory, nor should he 

derive any pleasure from the remembrance of his past sins. He is 

both to forgive and to forget any wrong done to him) and finally, while 

recollections of God's goodness and His benefits to mankind are good, 

it is perilous to seek to penetrate the hidden mysteries of God: 

For hit is not necessarie for the, to se with thyne 
eyes or outwarde syght nor to perceyue by thy reason 
those thynges that b, hydde from ,the. Hyt is not 
good therfore:that m4U shuld rol and tumble in hys 
thought, and mynde the hygh mysteries of fayth, as 
(by example) to ymagyne, or study:howe good [si<i} is 
.iii.and one. Howe a virgyn myght conceyue, and bere 
a chylde, and yet euer remayne a virgyn. Howe Ghriste 
a very naturall man: maye be conteyned in so small a 
rowme as ye hoste is ••• 897 . 



Whitford, like A Kempis898 and other authors,899 declares that 

the Christian's duty is not to question nor to understand but 

to believe what God teaches through the Church and Holy Scripture. 

Although the negative form in which these pieces are cast iS , somewhat 

unusual,. the content is familiar enough, and there are many parallels 

,~, 

explicit and implicit - to be found, especially in more contemplative works 

such as Hilton's Scala Perfectionis or A Kempis' De Imitatione Christi. 

A number of these topics recur in "An instrucyon to auoyde and eschewe 

vices and folowe good maners", Whitford's translation of the Counsels 

attributed to St. Isidore. Headings such as: Of constancy of mind, 

Of patience in adversity, Of custody or keeping of the mouth, Of curiosity, 

suggest. the overlap between this and the preceding piece •. This collection 

of maxims on various moral and religious topics had already circulated 

widely900 before they were printed. In addition to Whitford's version, 

which by his own admission was a free one,901 there was another printed 

version, perhaps by Thomas Lupset, since, ;itappears among his collected 

works,902 as well as in two separate editions. 903 Not only does 

~tford alter many of the headings, 904 augumenting some sections 905 

and omitting others, but on the basis of a hint given in the final 

section on "Despite 9f the World" he adds a whole new and lengthy 

section "Of almes dede". The general effect of his alterations 

is to produce a more connected treatise. He lengthens the short, 

gnomic sentences,and wherever possible unifies a section by limiting 

906 h d' . f" 907 d h its range of reference or t e 1vers1ty 0 1tS 1IDagery, an e 

908 sometimes links sections together. Occasionally he converts a 

general topic into a more specific one, so that on CuriOSity, for instance, 

he gives a general warning against seeking to know what is hidden and 



then develops a specific attack on the obscurity of meaning resulting 

from bad style.909 

Not unrelated to the general moral-religious teaching of the 

Counsels were two alphabets attributed to St. Bonaventura which 

Whitford translated.910 Although claimed as "moche necessarie 

& profytable vnto all christians specyally vnto relygous persons" 

the religious interest in some articles such as "Diligence" or in the 

insistence on the virtue of poverty, does not limit the general appeal 

of the whole alphabet. Whereas Isidore's Counsels provided wise-

sounding maxims about various topics the longer alphabet offered a set 

of definitions. Articles such as Amity, Benignity, Custody; Humility, 

Intention, Knowledge, Labour are briefly explained and where appropriate 

recommended to the reader. The three most difficult letters of the 

alphabet, given as Xpe, Ymne s and Zachye require more ingenui tYJ and 

etymological and allegorical interpretation is introduced so that 

edification may be drawn from these subjects. Between them the 

maxims of the Counsels and the definitions of the longer alphabet 

probably appealedrno~ to general audiences of limited education, because 

they offered what seemed to be comprehensive and authoritative summaries 

of the Christian life. But even so the claims made for the longer 

alphabet seem far greater than its contents merit. 911 The shorter 

alphabet, a series of rhyming couplets of general moral/religious 

exhortation, was not only intended to be edifying, but it also served a 

more utilitarian purpose, for once learned by heart "you may the (the] 
-y 

better spell and do togyther/and so more re~y red". Another example 

of the moral application of the alphabet - there were also ABC poems on 

the Passion,912 both ideas being. ultimately derived)it seem~from the 
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form of horn books913 - was to be found in The Maydens Crosserewe. 914 

Following the poet's acknowledgement of his debt to Lydgate915 and 

a conventional dream setting,916 the dreamer finds himself before a 

maid who laments that ''My flowrynge age I spent in vanyte", that she 

did not heed Dame Reason but allowed herself to be ruled by three 

enemies, the world, the flesh and the Devil. 
t~ .... L"~17 

After this introduction( 

is formed by the first letter of each stanza, with the opening word 

repeated at the beginning of each subsequent line. Among the vices 

detailed, the seven deadly sins, especially sins of the flesh, idleness, 

trust in riches, heedlessness of the future and all types of worldly 

vanity, are condemned more than once;and the virtues of prudence, reason, 

patience in adversity and obedience to "thy prynce" are commended. 

Above all man should love and serve God and remember His goodness and 

" ••• in tyme nowe take the gyfte of grace". The verses are competently 

918 ~hm handled) and the lament form is more interesting than the simple ~ ,~"ed 

form of the shorter alphabet. In the four concluding stanzas the maid 
I 

again bewails the time los~ in thraldom to the . world, the flesh and 

the Devil: 

These thre me fettered in a deadly place 
Tyll I was helpt out by good dame grace 

ClWhiche me hath set in his garden grene 
, Vnder this olyue tre. tofsynge ryght swetely 

Amydde's this arber so ryght fayre and shene 
Gyuynge great lawdes vnto God almyghty ••• 9l 9 

With this the poet is awakened by a cock-crow) and reflect~ upon his 

vision he begins to write it down. The piece is a pleasing summary 

of a number of commonplace moral-religious maxims, and within the 

conventions of this type of verse the happy ending is acceptable,although 

no account is given of the maid's conversion from her sinful life. 



The final piece included in the pyuers holy instrucyons is 

Whitford's translation of a sermon attributed to St. John Chrysostom 

against what seems to have been a widespread vice, especially 

amongst religious, backbiting or slander. 920 It had been used in a 

sermon "that I spake vnto ye people yeres ago" and "one of my brether" 

had suggested its inclusion among the Instrucyons "bycause hyt doth 

agre with some artycles therin conteyned". It is a straightforward account 

of the different forms of backbiting, the evil it does, the way in which 

backbiters should be treated and if possible reformed. Thus it defines 

the problem and offers positive practical advice for its solution. The 

921 verse piece Of euyll tonges although indifferent as verse is a strong 

warning against "yll tonges", a warning that is hammered out by the 

repetition of the last line of each group of five stanzas. 922 The 

piece can be regarded as an elaboration of the statement in the Epistle 

of James that "the ,tongue ••• is a restless evil, it is full of deadly 

pOison,,<;23 as one verse puts it: 

Speke of salpeter arsnek or ony poyson mortal 
The fyre of hel the blod of serpentes venymous 
ye fynde none so peryllous amonge them al 
As is the euyll tonge to them that be vertuous. 

The verse dwells on the destructive powers of slander in every sphere 

of life, but particularly its ability to destroy the virtuous or their 

good reputation, "that thynge whiche yt deuel can not brynge aboute)An 

yll tonge wyl parforme". But with the exception of the final stanza 

which commends the person "that can kepe his tonge", Of euyll tonges 

is content to list the evils of slander; it offers no pr~ical advice 

on how to behave towards a slanderer or how to reform him. 

Although several of Whitford's works were written "many yeres ago,,924 

and two works specifically for religio~s were published before 1530,925 



the period of his greatest popularity was between 1530 and 1541. Of 

his books printed during that decade one, The Pyre or Tonne, addressed 

to a "Good deuout religious daughter", was of primarily religious 

interest and two others, of more general application, A dayly exercyse 

and Dyuers holv instrucyons, seem to have been written "at the request 

of the reuerende Mother Dame Elizabeth Gybs", Abbess of Syon. 926 

In writing such works for, or at least at the request of, the nuns of 

Syon, Whitford, himself a religious, was continuing the traditions of 

his medieval predecessors, most of whom were also in orders or religi ous , 

and who wrote devotional treatises in English very often for religious 

sisters. But Whitford was no out~ated reactionary: it is clear from 
927 . 928 

the work of other authors_J from Syon Abbey >and elsewhere that 

medieval traditions were still very much al~_ye in t .he early 1530s, new 

bo ' . d " I . d Id . d 920 OKS were wrltten on tra ltlona tOP1CS an 0 ones reprlnte. ' 

His most successful book, A werke for hou~holders, was, like Erasmus' 

Enchiridion, originally sent to "a p~ate persone and speciall frende'~ 
and subsequently came ___ to the :Jlotice "of certeine deuout persones" 

who, finding it "edicatyue and profitable'j wished to make it public. 

This may be no more than Whitford's version of the familiar medieval 

9"'0 humility formula, ~ or it may record the fulfilment of an actual rtques~ 

from someone who had "the guidyng or gouernaunce " of a household_ 
_ ." :' ._. ~ . '. , '\.' .' . ., 4 ' ' .' . ".!. . . .. .:. ... .... , .- .' \,' 

requests of this nature from lay people were common enough. His time 

at Cambridge, in attendance on William Blount, Lord Mount joy) and in 

Bishop Richard Foxe' s household at Winchester, ,,'ould have given him 

e~~erience of many different ~es of household. The genesis,subject~ 

matter and original audience of the majority of his books are not 

sufficiently distinctive to explain his popularity. 



It seems to me that the popularity of his other books931 during 

the 1530s was largely dependent on the success of A werke for housholders, 

which was reprinted ten times between 1530 and 1537. Although a 

number of historians have noted Whitford's popularity,932 there seems 

to have been little attempt made to discover the reasons for his success 

or his possible influence.933 The fullest discussion that the Werke 

for housholders ~as received seems to be that by Helen C. White in her 

Tudor Books of Private Devotion; 934 she particularly emphasizes his 

c 
prtficality and his sympathy "with the problems of the average man in 

family life". Whitford was certainly among the first to attempt to 

adapt traditional, monastic-based devotion to the needs of the secular man, 

whose main occupation was worldly business and whose natural setting 

was the family household not the cloister. It is significant that 

another work which gives serious consideration to the differing conditions 

of secular life - from the leisured nobleman to the hard-working merchant, 

yeoman or craftsman935 - The Pomander of prayer, also by a religious,of 

Sheen Charterhouse, should have been printed as often as four times 1528 

1532. This suggests that an increasingly larg~roportion of the audience 

for devout books printed in English were lay people, hitherto almost 

entirely neglected as a separate category, who had had to adapt monastic 

contemplative literature as best they could and who had received no 

instruction on the specific demands and prob~ of their situation. 

Whitford's serious attempt to provide this class of reader with appropriate 

instruction, even if, as Helen White suggestsJhe asked too much ~ them,936 

was probably the major reason for his success. But there were other - . 

contributory factors. The character of the Werke for housholders -

comprehensive in its coverage yet brief, easily followed .and practical in 

its recommendations - would undoubtedly have appealed to this audience, 
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especially when contrasted with the more theoretical and discursive 

ap~roach, the impractical generalities or detailed analysis of topics 

of specifically monastic-contemplative interest, characteristic of 

so much late medieval devotional literature. Another attraction, at a 

time when the traditional beliefs of the Church were being increasingly 

challenged by the Reformers, and the constitution of the English Church 

was being changed, was the unimpeachable orthodoxy of Syon;37 which 

together with Whitford's criticism of these new heretics938 probably 

helped to reassure the devout. Whitford's own businesslike approach 

to the printing of his works - for instance) seeing that they are 

produced in the same format so that they can be bound together939 -

may have encouraged printers to accept his work or to reprint it and thus 

accelerated his popularity. To judge from the number of books printed 

by authors940 from Syon or for the Abbey,941 the house seems to have 

had established contacts with various London printers942_ that might 

explain why it was a monk of Syon who wrote the preface and "~yd cause" 

The Pomander of prayer "to be ~prynted". 

A number of reasons may also be adduced for Whitford's eclipse 

after 1541 when he had been _so popular in the preceding decade. It is 

likely that he died at about this time - but the death of the author 

does not necessarily prevent new editions being printed. The Dissolution 

of the monasteries cut the roots of the traditional monastic contemplative 

devotion and accelerated unna~lly the transference of its setting from the 

cloister to the home. During the 1540s other authors, especially those 

of Reformed views whose devotional teaching was "bot hampered by the 

traditional monastic- o~r worldly ideals of perfection, went far 

beyond Whitford in teaching the householder how to follow Christ and 



providing him with suitable prayers and devotions. The very 

traditionalism and orthodoxy which probably helped to make Whitford 

popular during the 1530s contributed to his speedy eclipse in the 

following decade,when the works of Becon first began to appe~943 and 

books by Bale, Bullinger, Calvin, joye, Melanchthon, Tyndale and 

zwingli944 indicate., the increasing influence of Reformed teaching. 

", 

The brevity of this section suggests that within the Catholic devotional 

tradition, at least up to 1540, devotional treatises were not usually 

addressed to lay people. The Carthusian author of The Pomander of 

Prayer and Whitford departed from that tradition in addressing themselves 

to a new audience of working lay people and families, who were soon to 

become the main audience of devotional authors. But lay people were 

not unprovided for, even though they had nothing of their own which 

corresponded to the monastic-contemplative works characteristic of 

medieval devotional writing. There were numerous general moral treatises 

and edifying tales as well as the more precise instruction offered in 

sermons and conduct books. Also during the later 1520s and the 15308 

there were available various translations of classical works and some 

humanist writings as well as the first Protestant treatises. 
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TREATISES BY HUMANIST AUTHORS 

Humanism - Renaissance, Christian or English - is such a vague 

concept that it is possible to include a large number of early 

sixteenth century politicians, courtiers, clerics and writers within 

its scope. J.McConica makes the cognate term Erasmianism equally 

accommodating. 945 Indications of humanist attitudes or influence 

may be suggested by an author's admiration for, knowledge or imitation 

of classical works, by a critical approach to questions of authorship 

and the correct text, by his use of rational, progressive argument or 
lJ'l. 

by his interestLand concern for education. According to such criteria 

translators as diverse as John Tip'toft,946 John Skelton,947 Robert 

Whittinton,948 Gentian Hervet949 and Richard Ttaverner950 all have some 

humanistic characteristics; Richard Whitford, a friend of More and 

Erasmus, makes a few critical comments on matters of authorship;951 

John COlet;52 and John Fishez; whom Surts places "squarely in the 

movement called Christian humanism"i53 show . the humanists' concern 

for education in their foundation statutes for St. Paul's school and 

for Christ's and St. John's colleges, Cambridge; men such as Reginald 

Pole954 and members of his household,955 including Thomas Lupset,956 

who studied in Italy, courtiers such as Sir Thomas More,957Sir ,Thomas 

Wyatt958 and Sir Thomas Elyot959 'and distinguished visitors to England 

such as Erasmus960 and Vives961 may all be considered as humanists. 

The main concern of this section is not with the origin, character 

or influence of humanism in general, nor even with English humanism,962 

but with the way in which early sixteenth:century English devotional 

literature reflected and was affected by humanist interests and ideals. 

At the outset it seems useful to make some distinction between 
, -0 

specifically Christian humanism and the more general and secular 
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humanist ,tradition. These more secular authors were interested 

in subjects such as the government of nations -. or households, education, 

literature~'" the pursuit of eloquence,and matters of general morality. 

They provided a good deal of practical ~nstruction and their debt to 

the works of classical authors, who~, they frequently translated, was 

usually obvious. The Christian humanist may be distinguished by his 

concentration - throughout his works or in one particular piece - on 

religious and theological matters. Like the more secular authors 
of 

Christian humanists also did much translation, especially(the Greek 

fathers, and they produced many practical treatises on the Christian 

life and on the need for reforms \d thin the Church. Yet, on the 

whole,they used the tools of humanist scholarship, and wher~ _~ppropriate 

the wisdom of the ancients, less directly than their secular counterparts; 

they were not regarded as an end. in themselves but as a means by which 

to reform the Church and purify . the faith. But although Christian 

humanists were more likely to concern themselves directly with Christian 

life and devotion, the contribution of the secular tradition was probably 

the more significant for the development of ... devotional literature. Sound 

moral teaching and practical instruction on various aspects of the good 

life became available apart from either t~e specifical~y religious 

overtones of the medieval catechetical tradition or the noble-chivalrous 

orientation of most medieval conduct books. This growing body of 

edifying ~ but religiously and socially neutral literature, and the 

displacement during the later 1530s .of many traditional religious -

devotional subjects such as the Passion of Christ, the endless lists of 

seven-sins, virtues, works of mercy etc-and the conduct of the liturgy 

and sacraments, tended to alter the balance or emphasis of the spectrum 
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of devotional writing. 

In England humanism does not seem to have become a separate, self-

conscious movement. With the possible exception of Thomas Lupset, 

those Englishmen most often described as humanists are primarily 

remembered as courtiers, statesmen, government servants or ecclesiastical 

reformers. Out of the vast literature on the origins, character and 

influence of humanism, two points seem particularly relevant to the 

English situation: the first is that some kind of continuity between 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance is now generally accepted,963 and 

the second is that the humanist movement is no longer regarded as 

, 11 'Chr' , 964 essentla y pagan or antl- lstlan. The traditionalism and 

orthodoxy of the English humanists, particularly the Christian humanists 

such as Colet and More, has been duly noted. 965 Like their medieval 

predecessor~, the works of Christian humanists written in or translated 

into English were rooted in the faith of the Catholic Church. Indeed 

the existence of the Catholic Church was essential to the Christian 

humanists' hope for the universal revival and reform of the Christian 

faith. 966 England's separation from Rome meant that this universal 

dimension could not be maintained by the Protestant heirs of Erasmian 

humanism, instead their attention focused on the national church. 

Otherwise, it was the Protestants who not only inherited but developed 

many of "the educational, scholarly and religious ideals of the humanists. 

The Erasmian concern for the Bible and the Fathers was to become the 

hallmark of the best Anglican scholarship;967 ~he practical instruction 

which characterized the more secular humanist tradition was reflected 

in numerous Protestant treatises on household Christianity, and Protestants 

continued to edit and translate classical and patristic texts. 968 The 

belated attempts of the Catholic Church to pr~vide devotional treatises 
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specifically for lay people in the works of Whitford and The Pomander 

of prayer were supplemented by the publication during the 1530s of 

works by humanist authors such as Erasmus, Sir Thomas Elyot and 

Thomas Lupset,and translations of, for example, Cicero and Xenophon. 

Far from being eclipsed after the death of More,969 the educational 

and cultural ideas of the early sixteenth century humanists were 

advanced by the Protestants during the following decades. 970 

The secular humanist tradition, which was mainly concerned with the 

rediscovery, translation and scholarly appraisal of classical texts, 

with various branches of classical knowledge and with the imitation of class-

ical models of life and government, had, of course, some medieval 

antecedents. Between the twelfth~century Renaissance represented by 

the schools of Chartres and Orleans, by the increasing importance of 

Paris as an intellectual centre971 and by such individuals as the Englishmen 

Wi,lliam of M~Sbury and John of Salisbury, 972 and the rise of Italian 

humanism during the fourteenth century, classical scholarship seems to 

have been mainly dormant. 973 But although knowledge of the classics 

was not actively pursued during this period, at least manuscripts were 

preserved in numerous monastic and cathedral libraries) such as Monte 

Cassino, Pomposa, Verona, Chartres, Cluny and St. Gall, to be discovered 

by men like Lovato, Petrach, Coluccio and ,above all Poggio,974 and later 

printed - the Aldine press at Venice being the most famous. 975 Knowledge 

of classical Latin authors survived in various ways through the middle 

ages. Authors who remained popular, so popular that spurious works 

were sometimes attributed to them,976 included Cicero and Seneca, Virgil 

and, with suitable interpretation, Ovid;976A they were appreciated mainly 

for their moral teaching and only a small portion of each author's work 

was at all well known. Other authors found a regular place in the 



curriculum of schools and universities;77 among which Cato's 

Disticha seems to have been one of the most influential. 978 

Particular works by slightly less common authors were sometimes 

translated. 979 Names and quotations attributed to a wide number of 

classical auth~ were kept alive in various encylcopaedic compilations 
of 

such as the influential Speculum historiale by Vinci\9tL Beauvais or 

the Mirrour of the world,980 in florilegia and other collections 

including WaIter de Burleigh's De Vita et moribus philosophorum, the 

Liber Philosophorum Moralium Antiguorum,981 the Secreta secretorum982 

attributed to ArQstotle and The Dicts and Sayings of the Philosophers.983 

Finally, a large number of tales from classical mythology - including 

the Troy and Alexander legends984 - lived on, variously transformed in the 

medieval romance tradition. 985 

Thus the wisdom of the ancient world was at least partially preserved 

during the Middle Ages and put to diverse practical and edifying uses. One 

of the most obvious survivals was in the form of collected sayings. 

A popular example of this type of compilation was the Secreta Secretorum, 

which was printed as late as 1528?86 This purports to be a series of 

letters written by Aristotle to Alexander the Great in answer to the 

latter's question on how best to subdue the rebellious Persians he had 

recently conquered. Since the work is addressed to the greatest ruler 

the world has known it is not surprising to find that the first part of 
Q. 

the work is mainly concerned with the q~ities of a king or ruler, how he 

should behave himself towards his people, how he should select his 

counsellors, and what his manner of dress and form of recreation should 

be. The noble/princely orientation of the work is 'emphasized in the 

preface to James Yonge's expanded translation)where he declares "that 



Chyuary is not only kepete, Sauyd, and maynte~yed by dedys of 

armes, but by wysdome and helpe of lawes, and of witte, and wysdome 

of vnderstondynge ••.• whan with Streynth and Powere, hym (the ruler] 

compa~h witte and connynge, and witte dressith Powere, in goodnys 

may the Prynce Play, and with good men- surly walke". A wider 

usefulness is claimed for the work in the colophon to the Copland 
u 

edition, which claims it to be "very pr<ffytable for euery man/and also 

veray good to teche chyldren to lerne to rede Englysshe". In 

addition to the teaching directed to rulers, which links the work to 

the tradition of instruction for the nobility that blossomed during 

the Renaissance in such works as MachiaVelli's The Prince, Castiglione's 

The Courtier and Sir Thomas Elyot's The Gouernour, some consideration 

of other estates is included: notaries, messangers, subjects and barons. 

A substantial portion of the work is devoted to practical instruction 

on physiognomy, astronomy, the complexions of the body and some elementary 

rules to preserve health - a comparable instruction was to be found in 

the fourth and fifth parts of The Shepherd1s1Kalender. The longer 

version of the work translated by James yonge987 adds a section on the four 

cardinal virtues which makes considerable use of examples drawn from 

ancient history and mythology, includes a topical digression on the 

conquest of Ireland and England's claim to sovereignty over Ireland, and a 

few more obviously devotional chapters which recommend prayer as a 

"souerayn remedy in euery trybulacion", discuss the virtues of prayer 

the authority of Seneca is added to that of the Bible and SS. Isidore, 

Augustine and Bernard - and add "that god hath not in despite the orisones 

of Pagans, yt thay hym with good herte Pray", a sentiment which would 

not have been unanimously approved during the fifteenth century. The 

blending of different periods of history and the blurring of the 

distinction between reality and legend is characteristic of medieval 



historiography. Similarly medieval translators felt free to 

rearrange or to omit parts of their original, to add things to 

it and to interpret it. That Aristotle should have declared his 

secrets "figuratifly & derkly, and by derke ensamples,,988 lest they 

should fall into evil hands,or that Plato "shewid his science bj 

alegorie to the entent that it shuld not be vndirstanded bot bi 

subtile witted peple,,989 gave medieval commentators sufficient 

authority to interpret ancient witlom in accordance with Christian 

teaching. 

Another collection, The dyctes and notable wyse~~he phylosOphers;9
0 

provides a much wider range of authorities and topics. A brief 

biography of the .main philosophers - all of them claiming Greek origins 

or contacts - is followed by their collected sayings, presented in no 

particular order and invariably repeti tious; the last part of the work 

is a more miscellaneous collection of wise sayings by named and anonymous 

authorities. 991 Again considerable attention is given by the various 

authorities to the qualities required of ,kings and rulers - the section 

on Aristot·le) for instance.)_is, mainly concerned with his instruction of 

Alexander and considerable space is also devoted to Alexander's 

correspondence. Again there are signs of ada~ion to bring pagan 

morality more obviously into line with Christian teaching,and there are 

many parallels with devotional literature. For instance Plato gives 

repeated warnings against covetousness, he warns against trusting in 

riches and advises his pupils to think of their end,reminding them in 

true memento mori terms of the physical dissolution caused by death and 

the equality of the grave;992 while to Aristotle is attributed the phrase 

"a man is preued by his dedis, lyke as the golde is tryed by force of 

the fyre",993 a commonplace of tribulation treatises. Occasionally 



lengthier pieces of advice are given which accord with devotional 

teaching, such as the "x.maners" in which men ~uld serve God. 994 

But on the whole specific~ Christian teaching does not obtrude 

itself and there is no attempt to provide systematic allegorical 

interpretation such as thatfuund in Christine de Pisan's Epistle 
-

of Othea. 995 

2.0+ 

The purpose of these collections of sayings, exempla and narratives 
was 

culled from ancient history and mythologYLgenerally to add to the store 

of knowledge and to provide practical instruction on matters such as 

government, the science of p~iOgnomy or the preservation of health. 

The moral maxims were regarded as supplementary to the Church's teaching, 

so that the wisdom of Plato, Aristotle, Alexander and all the others 

was absorbed into the pattern of Christian truth. From the later 

fifteenth century another more secular systematic and objective - even 

if frequently wanting in historicai accuracy - source of information 

about the places, persons, history and myths of the ancient world became 

increasingly accessible,in the form of general dictionaries such as 
~ 

Balbus' Catholicon, Calepine's Dictionarium, Stephanus' Thetsaurus 
'-.../ 

Li La . d S· Th El 'D·· 996 St d· nguae tlnae an lr omas yot s lctlonary. an lng 

somewhere between the medieval collections of sayings and the general 

dictionaries are the progressively expanded editions of Erasmus' 

Adagia,997 many of which were made available to English readers from 

1539 onwards in translations by Richard Taverner. 998 Like the medieval 

collections of sayings they are not arranged systematically - but 

apparently haphazardly, and Erasmus' prediliction for legend rather than 

history (partly the result of his sources) and his lack of interest in 

the verification of his authors' statements on natural history, elementary 
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science or medicine, show that he has not cut himself off entirely 

from the Middle Ages. On the other hand, unlike his predecessors, 

he refuses to allow classical authors to be absorbed into Christianity. 

Pagan authors are regarded as the forerunners of Christianity; the 

correspondence between the two worlds is noted but the distinction 

between them is not blurred. In some cases at least the contrast between 

pagan and Christian morality was exploited for polemic purposes, and 

not always to the advantage of the Christians. But even the earliest 

editions of the Adagia .were not exclusively secular, and Biblical and 

patristic quotations and references increased in the editions of 1508, 

1515 etc. "From 1515 onwards, Erasmus was writing freely in the Adages 

of those subjects nearest to his heart, and they are principally three: 

the reform of current distortions in the practical Christian life, the 

prevention of misuse of power by rulers and ~ugh money, the way to avoid 

war. ,,999 Although not primarily a religious, still less a devotional 

. 1000 collectl0n, many comments have some religious significance. Among 

the adages to include such comments are "A mortua tributurn exigere", "Ignave.s 

semper feriae sunt", "Dulce bellum inexpertis", "Ut fici oculis incumbunt" 

and "Sileni Alcibiadis"lOOl which notes the reversal of Christian and 

. 1002 worldly values, comments on various aspects of religious hypocrlsy, 

refers to the characteristically Erasmian idea of the philosophy of 

Christ, and concludes: 

I should not have too many regrets for having strayed 
if what did not pertain to relating proverbs turned 
out to pertain to amendment of life, and what made 
no contribution to learning did conduce to piety; 
and if what seemed subordinate or unrelated to the plan 
of this work, could be adapted to a plan for living. 1003 

A more restricted and sober selection of aphorisms - over half of them 

drawn from the Bible and the Fathersl004 was compiled by Sir Thomas 

Elyot and arranged under subject headings; this Bankette of Sapience 
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was printed in 1539. 1005 

Of the classical works known to have been translated between about 

1520 and the end of the 1590s,1006 some can be separated into distinctive 

categories. There was a small group of historical works by Sallust, 

Caesar and Livy, to which their translators sometimes added moral 

comments. lOO7 Another group of practical treatises included medical 

works by Galen and Plutarch;008 to which may be added translations of 

a few more recent worksl009 and Sir Thomas Elyot's Castel of helth. IOlO 

Xenophon's O~OV()):4lK05.) which was recommended in Cicero' s De Senecbite 

and by Lupset, was one of the first English t~lations to be made 

directly from the Greek,lOII It offered practical advice on estate 

and household management: in addition to discussing the relationship 

between masters and servants, husbands and wives - the place of women 

was also discussed in More's Utopia and in greater detail by Vives - the 

master is encouraged to take an active personal interest in the cultivation 

of his estates. The picture of the landowner presented by this treatise 

was closely related to the ideal to which the English gentleman was 

encouraged to conform. A small number of works, such as Cato, Vulgaria 

Teren~ and the Flores of Ouide,were used for teaching purposes, but these 

were far outnumbered by the grammar books,of which Stanbridge's and 

Whittin.ton's were the most popular;1012 the humanist productions of William 

Lily and William Hornman1013 had comparatively little success. Knowledge 

of the languages of antiquity - the colloquial Latin of the Middle Ages 

was far from classical - and of classical texts . 1014 was only restored 

very gradually during the sixteenth century. Educational theory was 

mainly developed by Erasmus and Vives, but translations of a few classical 

works such as Plutarch's De Educatione Puerorum1015 supplemented more 
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recent works. In teaching, as in other fields of knowledge, 

selection of examples and texts from classical authors was determined 

as much by their moral content as for their usefulness in teaching 

Latin or Gr~ek grammar and idioms. There is no c]ear-cut distinction 

between educational, practical, or even historical, works and the 

moral or generally edifying treatises which constitute the bulk of 

classical - humanist literature available in English during the early 

sixteenth century. 
I 
l 

These moral treatises,whether translations of works written in 

antiquity or more recent products of humanist authors, although they 

tend to concentrate on secular virtues - that is they rarely discuss 

matters of faith or specifically religious duties - have many points of 

contact with Christian teaching, and cannot always be distinguished from 

it. Before going on to consider the moral treatlses of classical 

authors and their later imitators, it will oe useful to not~ a few of the 

classical survivalsand traces of humanist influence to be found in the 

famous English poets of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Chaucer's 

acquaintance with and debt to Ovid and the R~ poets has been extensively 

1016 noted
J 

and the extent of his indebted.ness to the contemporary""" Italian 

le 1'"' humanist Boccaccic has also been debated. I Of course , his use of 

classical or humanistic sources was not confined to quotation and direct 

allusion. The goddesses Natura and Fortuna are of mixed and shifting 

classical Chr"" ""f" 1018 d " t" lstlan Slgnl lcance; many names an sltua lons are 

reminiscent of classical mythology} and figures like Venus and Mars, Pluto 

and Prosperine often carry the same kind of significance as other personified 

o "1010 abstractions SQch as Fortune and Fame, Patlence and Peace} ' more obviously 

familiar in medieval poetry. Even allegory itself, which so often 

dominated medieval habits of thought and literary expression, was t he 

ccntinuation of a technique which had been in course of d~velopment s i nce 



1020 VIth century B.C. The classical debt of Gower, with the 

t.oa 

exception of his use of classical tales, is at least partially masked 

by his strong moral-didactic emphasis. But he seems to have made 

independent translations of a number of classical tales used also 

by Chaucer;021 and like Chaucer to have known and made use of Ovid. 1022 

1023 He ,also drew on the Secreta Secretorum, and in his discussion of the 

education of Achilles and of Alexander by Aristotle1024 he puts forward 

his views on the correct education for a prince, a topic which greatly 

interested humanist authors. John Lydgate,~025 the third of the 

English poets to whom later writers paid homage,1026 enjoyed the patronage 

of one of England's earliest humanists - Humphrey of Glou&cester - and 

shows considerable evidence of classical and hUmanistic learning, 

especially in the froy Book, the Siege of Thebes,and most notably in 

the Fall of Princes,which maintained its popularity into the mid sixteenth 

century. 1027 As well as allowing scope for the display of humanist 

learning, the introduction of moral tales,which frequently echo devotional 

teaching (for example in the ubi sunt motif and in warnings against trust 

in Fortun~1028 and even veiled comment on contemporary politic~ these 

three works were all intended to be mirrors for princes,1029 although 

this theme did not dominate the works as it did the Regement of princes1030 

by Thomas Hoccleve, a near contemporary of Lydgate's, who also shows 

. f h .. 1031 s1gns 0 uman1st 1nterests. But although these poets were to 

varying degrees familiar with tales of classical history and mythology, 

they did not view them critically or historically. Thus Lydgate, whose 

classical-humanistic knowledge seems to have been extensive, was nevertheless 

a religious, much of whose output was devoted to religious verse and saints' 

lives~032 and whose attitudes and values were characteristic of late 

medieval Christianity. Christian poets and teachers simply made use of 



classical wisdom, history and literature,using it in allegorical 

interpretations or as an excellent source of illustrative material. 

One author who acknowledged a debt to Chaucer, Gower and 

particularly to Lydgate1033 ' was Stephen Hawes, whose work~first 

printed in 1509 - 1~ were reprinted later in the cent~ either 

about 1530 or 1554 - 5. Although his poems were probably written not 

much before the beginning of the sixteenth century,his work looks 

back to the world and methods of Lydgate;1034 indeed his Pastime of 

Pleasure has been described as "in some sense an epitome of the Middle 

Ages" with its varied interest in "scholastic and classical learning, 

philo sophy, religion, mythology , chivalry, romantic love, f antas'tic 

adventures". 1035 Taking his two most substantial works, the Pastime 

and The Exemple of vertu, their most obvious features - their allegorical 
c 

structure, personified abstractions and strong moral-did~ic tone - are 

characteristic of numerous other medieval authors. Although classical 

names and characters1036 are introduced into the Pastime, the extensive 

programme of moral and intellectual education undertaken by Graunde Amoure 

and his romantic quest for La Bell Pucell are entirely medieval. The 

conclusions of Time and Eternity place the intellectual,moral and romantic 

achievement of Graunde Amoure in a Christian perspective. Time asserts 

his dominance over all earthly lives and events)and sums up the process 

of salvation history from the Fall of Adam, to the redemptive death of 

Christ and the coming Day of Judgement,which will be followed by the 

reign of Eternity, whose figure seems to merge with that of the Blessed 

Virgin. 1037 In her summing up Eternity promises eternal joy to those 

who love God above all else, obey His commandments and spend their time 

in virtuous living eschewing idleness, and she warns her readers of the 
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" trans;ience of worldly wealth. 
v 

The exemple of vertu although 

it lacks the scheme of formal education and does not develop the 

romance element as fully as the Pastime, again charts the narrator's 

growth in virtue according to the wise examples and moral doctrine 

supplied by the personified abstractions who people its island and 

castle setting. The Chri,stian emphasis dominates the whole poem 

more obviously than the Pastime. For instance the debate between 

Nature, Fortune, Hardiness and Wisdom is somewhat reminscent of the 

1038 debate between the Four Daughters of God; there are many parallels 

to the arming of the narrator1039 against the three-headed_dragon-the 

world, the flesh and the Devil - which confronts every Christian, and 

warnings against trust in the world and Fortune are frequent. 1040 The 

narrator ends his journey in a chapel filled with Saints, Apostles and 

obviously Christian virtues, 1041 he is fed with the Body of Christ by 

St. Peter, and he witnesses the various pains of hell before describing 

the joys of heaven. The poem concludes with a eulogy of King Henry VII. 

Hawes'poems,with their allegorical structure, their chivalrous ideals, 

their strongly didactic emphasis and their Christian, overtones, look like 

a belated attempt to preserve the medieval world of Gower and Lydgate. 

At first sight they seem far removed from the virtues and morality of class-

ical authors and their humanistic imitators. But when Hawes' Pastime and 

Exemple of vertu are compared with a short Latin piece of the first 

century A.D., The Table of Cebes the Philosopher,1041A which was probably 

translated into English between 1523 and 1527 and perhaps first printed 

. h 1042 b fool 0 0 Like towards the end of t e 1530s , a num er 0 JUBU arJ.tJ.es appear. 

Hawes, Cebes uses an allegori~ frame.ork - in this case a votive picture 

hung in the temple of Saturn - through which to explain his vision of 



human life. The picture depicts t,,·o concentric circles: the outer 

_one representing the lower life of the senses, t~e inner circle being 

reserved for those who attain true knowledge and follow virtue. The 

man in pursuit of Felicity, who sits crowned at the centre of the 

circle, must like the Christian pilgrim fight many battles and overcome 

numerous temptations if he is to complete his journey from the outermost 

circle to the inner centre. On entering life - the outward edge of 

the circle - man is briefed by Genius, but quickly tempted from his way 

by fair women representing deceit, self-opinion and lust, ,-:ho promise 

him a happy and profitable life. There is a memorable descripticn of 

Fortune1043 and her followers, and more women waiting to beguile those 

who receive gifts of Fortune - Incontinence, Riot, Covetousness and 

Flattery. His fortune consumed,the traveller becomes these women~ s 

slaves and is compelled to commit crimes like perjury, forswearing and 

robbery before being handed over to the torments of Punishment. Unlike 

hell this state is not final, for Repentance can set a man once more on 

the way to true learning. This lies up a steep, difficult and d6@gerous 

path by way of Continence and Suffering - particularly the patient 

endurance of adversity - to Learning, who is supported by Truth and 

Persuasion. At her hands he is purged of Ignorance, Error, Pride, 

Concupiscence, Intemperance, Fury and Covetousness, the vices of the 

outer circle: 

In lykewyse as yf a man, the whiche is verye sicke, 
commeth to a phisicion, the phisicion doth first by 
purgacion expell all those thinges, that caused the 
sicknes: And so after restoreth the pacient to his 
recouery and helth again. 1044 

Similar medicinal figures are used in many devotional treatises with 

reference to Christ and to tribulation of various kinds. 1045 He is then 

instructed by Knowledge's sisters: Strength of Mind, Goodness, Temperance, 

Sobel-ness, Liberality, Ointinence and Meekness,and if they are followed 



these virtues will lead him to their mother, Felicity, the object of 

hi s journey. His goal attained he revisits those undergoing punishment , .-- -

and now understands the significance of their failure -at the end of Hawes 'J 

Exemple too the narrator is shown others undergoing the pains of hell. 

The teaching of the piece is summarized by Genius, who warns against 

trusting in Fortune, against untrue knowledge and against the belief 

that either riches or mere academic knowledge ~ ~ can help a man 

to live well. He concludes that it is better "to die well and nobully" 

than "to liue emll". 

Clearly there is a large area of agreement between Christian writers 

like Hawes and the pagan author of Cebes regarding the vices to be 

avoided and the virtues to be cultivatedinpursuit of a good life. In 

Cebes five of the seven deadly sins - pride, lust, anger, covetousness 

and sloth - are named among the vices of the outer circle, while three 

of the four cardinal virtues - Boldness, Justice and Temperance - are 

included among the virtues of the inner circle, together with ~alities 

such as meekness, sobriety, continence and patient enduranc~which were 

also widely advocated in devotional treatises.Varnings against trusting in 

fortune or riches occurred in both pagan and Christian literature. The 

narrator's return to witness the punishment of those who had failed to 

pursue the virtue in Cebes is reminiscent of Christian visions of the 

other world. l046 Cb' . . t th d t' f d' ~ warmng aga:Lns e ecep lon 0 aca eID1C 

learning as opposed to true knowledge of virtue, which condemns many 

poets, logicians, arithmeticians, geometers" astronomers and philosophers 

to the house of evil, although it would not have been acceptable to the 

author of the Pastime, has a parallel in Thomas A Kempis. 1047 Leaving 

aside the specifically Christian virtues - faith, hope -and 'charity _- and 

religious duties such as public worship and private prayer, pagan and 

Christian authors were in general agreement on the virtues and behaviour 



required to live well. This pagan - Christian correspondence was 

made easier by the failure of many popular devotional authors to 

relate their teaching on virtue, morality and good behaviour to any 

theological understanding of man's nature and his relationship to God. 

If the morality of devotional treatises is freed from the religious 

overtones of its conventional framework, usually the ten commandments 

or the seven sins, it will be seen to be mainly secular in orientation. 

As far as this life was concer ned the good pagan offered as sound a 

guide to its conduct as the Christian. It was only with regard to the 

origin or ultimate purpose of man's _life that disagreement was likely, 

""' and the tht0ughtful Christian would probably not have accepted the self-
'-' 

sufficiency of Cebes' man of virtue: "For he that is ~~!s.d with 

this power and vertue, is made therby happy and welfull, and hath not 

the truste nor hope of his felicitie in other thynges, than in hymselfe".1048 

The three classical 'authors ,.:!-n whom English t~slators of the 

1530s and 1540s seem to have taken the greatest interest were Cicero, 

Seneca - even though a number of the works attributed to him were in 

fact by the sixth-century writer Martin of Braga 1049 - and Plutarch. 

Of course, few sixteenth-century authors, in whom knowledge of Latin 

may generally be assumed, were limited to works available in translation, 1050 

and thus English readers acquired indirect knowledge of a wider range of 

classical works than were actually translated. Moral soundness and 

practical utility seem to have been the main factors to have influenced 

translators and publishers in selecting works to put before impressionable 

school boys- many translations were issued in parallel English and Latin 

textS1051 _ and the general public. ThBa classical authors were pressed 

into Christian service to edify and instruct their readers, just as 

medieval Christian writers had sought to do. 



The most pbvious debt of Christian teachers to pagan 

philosophers is in the area of virtue as it relates to conduct, and 

1052 from Plato onwards their practical virtues were usually summed 
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up under the heads of prudence, justice, temper~nce and fortitude, and 

in popular medieval teaching thejrwere added to the three theological 

virtues of fai1;h, hope and charity . to make another group of seven, 

often in opposition to the seven deadly sins. 1053 But there were 

also many points of contact between Stoic philosophy, to which in 

varying degrees both Cicero and Seneca were indebted,and which even 

Plutarch, although he formally rejected their doctrinel, occasionally 

echoed,1054 and popular Christian teaching. For instance, the Stoic 

views that man should cooperate with the ~y,1055 that moral theory 

should be v"alidated by practical application,1056 that a life of 

sensual pleasure was to be rejected in favour of a useful life of moderate 

asceticism,1057 that death, disease, disgrace, poverty, fortune, riches 

. . a.s 1058 and such things were lndlfferent as fa~ ~ the good life was concerned, 

would all have been acceptable to Christian writers. The dialogues on 

friendship and old age,1059 both topics of enduring human interest, while 

using well known Stoics, respectively C. Laelius and M Porcius Cato~as the 

principal interlocutors to present Cicero's analysis of the true nature, 

the advantages and dangers of each state, have in them nothing overtly 

inimical to Christianity and a number of incidental points may be 
d 

paralleled in devotional treatises. A number of ars morie~ pieces 

stress the importance of a trusty, well-tried friend to support the 

d . 1060 d C· , d· th ed d to ele t and tr ylng man 1 an lcero s a Vlce on e care ne e s c y 

virtuous friend is echoed in a short piece on "The maner to choose and 

. 1061 cherlsh a freende". On the whole, however, the virtues of friendship, 

while they are frequently recognized by romance authors, are usually neglectec 

in devotional treatises. In contrast to Cicero's view of the nobility 
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and special virtues of old age, medieval authors tend to take a 
. 1062 . 

pessimistic V1ew, but they echo his assertion that death is not 

1063 . to be feared, that no-one can be sure of 11fe,and that youth is 

more vulnerable than is generally recogniz~,1064 and although 

death may be pai~~l~th~pain will not last long;1065 aRd Cato, like 

Sir Thomas More, looks forward to the liberation of his soul from the 

b d ' . 1066 d~b· . d . h hi 1067 o F s pnson an l e1ng relln1te W1t s departed friends. 

Christian teaching on death made considerable use of classical wisdom 

. 1068 on the subJect. 

Cicero's De Officiis1069 was a much more substantial work than the 

two dialogues. Philosophically there was nothing original about it; 1070 

what was significant was the way in which philosophy was .applied to 

human conduct and the pursuit of a steady and virtuous way of living. 1071 

The third book, for instance, is mainly concerned with the connection 

between honesty and profit in public and private life, and it condemned 

desire for power, riches and other forms of self-seeking as well as 

warning against hypocrisy: Christian moralists also warned against 

such vices. The second book discusses othe~op.ics of common pagan -

Christian interest including attitudes to fortune, the nature of glory, 

the right use of riches and,in some detail, the qualities and duties 

required of rulers and magistrates. But it was the first book which 

was characteristic of the sort of pagan - humanist " literature which, more 

than any other, seems to have appealed to the English translators and 

publi~.!!.~~s pf the first half of the sixteenth century.~, Taking as his 

point of departure the contention that man is distinguished from the 

beasts by his powers of reasoning, his capacity for love and his desire 
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to pursue truth, Cicero devotes this first book to an a~ysis of 

each of the cardinal virtues and to the duties arising from them. 

His treatment of the virtues is dominated by his emphasis on the 

importance of public duty and the necessity of maintaining and 

if possible of improving human society. Thus he places justice, 

O~O.ing good to human societY,above prudence or knowledge of 

truth. This idea of public duty was almost totally neglected by 

devotional authors - exhortations to almsgiving, to performance of the 

seven works of mercy and the necessity of obedience to superiors in 

Church and state were the only kinds of public duty recognized in their 

treatises. Medieval England, with its feudal hierarchy of Church and 

state, did not encourage the kind of impersonal and general view of 

the state of human society which Cicero assumed. More's Utopia, 

which owes much to pagan philosophers and moralists,1071 was one of 

the few works written by an Englishman before 1540 to present a view 

of the state rather than to encourage the reader's allegiance to 

his nation. The Utopian state too places considerable emphasis on 

public duty and the need for men to work together for the benefit of 

society, and in its social structures and the private virtues of its 

members it presents a way of life which is perhaps more truly Christian 

than anything to be found among the Christian nations of early sixteenth 

1072 Europe. 

Oth~r English translations which took as their main subject the 

exposition of the cardinal virtues - Seneca's Forme and Rule of Honest 
) I.~ 

""QM\~"''''~ ~'AY .. ""'nl~W\al .. vUtv.&$ 

lyuynge,107~iand Martin of Braga's Rule of an honest lyfe1075 - did not 

emphasize the equality of men in the same way as More's Utopia, nor did 

they stress the importance of public duty and service to the state to 

the same extent as Cicero in his De Officiis. The virtues are given 



a personal rather than a social or political application, but, 

even so, these treatises retain an air of impersonality which is 

very different from the strong personal interest reflected in most 

medieval devotional works. Seneca's Forme and Rule of Honest lyuynge, 

and the first part of Martin's Rule of an honest lyfe, which is no more 
are 

than another translation of the same piece, .... substantial collections 

of practical moral maxims disposed under the headings of Prudence, 

Magnanimity, Temperence and Justice. The fact that there is rarely 

more than the most casual conne~tion, if any, between the maxims; that 

the author addresses himself to no particular individual or type of 

person,and that he gives no clear indication of the final goal of his 

teaching - the type of individual. man or his role in society - all 

contribute to this sense of impersonality. Yet the very lack of any 

detailed delineation of the final product of such teaching made these 

collec~ of practical moral advice a useful handmaid of Christian 

teaching and doctrine. As Whittinton noted,this "trade of morall 

wysedome" concerned that aspect of philosophy which "standeth more in 

exercyse than in ~ulation" and showed "what maner of actes shulde 

issue out of vertue".1076 

Reason and self-control are the hallmarks of this moral wisdom. 

The man who wishes to acquire and practise prudence must follow reason. 

He must learn to value things according to their nature and quality, 

not after popular opinion. He must recognize that things which seem 

true are not necessarily so.. He must ,avoid hasty judgements and consider 

the cause and effect of everything: "Yf thy wyt be prudent let it be 

ordred by thre tymes, set in ordrell Thinges present, remembre Thynges 



paste, prouyde for thynges to come ••• ,,1077 - another application 

of the familar three-fold meditation of devotional literature. 1078 

Magnanimity comprehends at least two qualities valued by devotional 

authors, - perseverance and stability, and it sees true valiance as 

the ability to despise all worldly things. Temperance requires the 

cutting away of all superfluity, and the bridling of tongue, belly 

2..\$1' 

and bodily lust. Thus eating is to be without surfeit)and excessive 

and luxurious living are not to be indulged. Because man is made after 

the divine similtude he must forsake the flesh and cleave to spiritual 

things. Poverty, frugality and simplicity are not to be despised; 

humility, gravity and sadness should be cultivated, and presumptuous, 

proud and disdainful attitudes banished. A certain degree of flexibility 

in attitude and ability to adapt to circumstances is encouraged, but 

not wavering or lightness. Patience to endure reproaches or pain is 

regarded as valuable by pagan authors as well as in Christian tribulation 

treatises. The way to acquire justice, which is seen as a law of the 

human mind and of God and the bond of human society, is to dread God 

and to love Him by being willing to help all men. It is not sufficient 

to abstain from evil, but wrong must be res"isted and where necessary 

punished. The social implications of this virtue are obvious, even 

though they are not related to any particular social or political theory. 

Both the Forme and Rule of Honest lyuynge and Martin t s Rule of an honest 

~ conclude with a piece on "The moderation of ye.iiLvertues", which 
ClS 

proves -[devotional and contemplative authors stated repeatedly - that 

with these four virtues a mean must be kept and excesses controlled. 

Thus if prudence passes bounds it can make a man a crafty, suspicious 

busybody; magnanimity must steer ,a cpurse between cowardice and hasty, 



troublesome foolhardiness; temperance must avoid niggardliness, 

and justice must be neither too lenient nor over rigorous. The 
c. 

pr~icality, reasonableness, simplicity and moderation of this 

kind of teaching is likely to have appealed particularly to lay people, 

for unlike most of the devotional treatises written by and for 

religious, these four cardinal virtues applied directly to the duties 

and pitfalls of secular life. 

The books by Cicero, Seneca, Martin of Braga and l!tancinus on the cardinal 

virtues, to which may~ be added the summary teaching of The Myrrour or 

1079 1079A Glasse of Maners and the far lengthier Bake of wvsdome , even 

though the four virtues are not specifically listed, exhibit a remarkable 

uniformity of teaching. They cover similar topics such as fortune, 

friendship, riches, the relationship between outward appearances and 

inward virtues and the nature of honesty. Similar illustrations are 

often used; thus Cicero, De Officiis I:39,warns that while a man's house 

may enhance his reputation he should not seek to base his reputation on a 

fine house; Seneca states that a house should be known by itsO\\ner 

1080 . and not the owner by his house, and ManClnus warns against an over-

large or over-gay house. Mancinus, however, gives a more obviously 

Christian cast to his teaching,making more frequent reference to the life 

of the world to come, suggesting a more thorough going contempt for this 

world, and referring not only to God, but to Christ and the Blessed Virgin. 

Martin of Braga also adds a conventional piece of devotional teaching, 

entitled tithe encherydion of a spirytuall lyfe, teachyng the waye vnto 

perfeccyon. Wherin be opened and brought to lyght.ix.impedimentes 

whiche do interrupte and let those that c~th to walke in the waye of 

gOdtl~081 to his Rule of an honest lyfe. Yet although these authors 
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demand considerable powers of self-control, a high standard of 

behaviour and integrity and some measure of detachment from popular 

worldly opinions and aspirations, their requirements are not stated 

so uncompromisingly as in most devotional treatises and they do not 

demand that total separation from all worldly interests which is 

fundamental to the religious - contemplative tradition. Martin 

says of the Rule of an honest lyfe: 

it doth not intrete of the hygh and perfecte thynges, 
that a fewe contemplatyue & heuenly persons doth kepe, 
but rather it ioth teache those thynges, that may without 
the knowlege of diuine scryptures, by the naturall lawe 
of mans intellygens, ye of the lay people & craf~~men, so 
that they lyue well & honestly, b~ playnly vnderstand & 
kept. 1082 . 

The secular orientation of this teaching, its appeal to natural reason, 

its practicality and its deceptive simplicity find ~. an echo in the 

devotional writings of Lupset and Erasmus. 

Another group of classical-humanist treatises focused on various 

aspects of fortune, particularly the problem of how to bear ill-fortune. 

Roman thought seems to have regarded fortune as events outside the control 

of the individual, not subject to reason, tyrannical, merciless, mocking, 

and without principles or policy. 1083 A detailed analysis of the 

character of Lady Fortune was given in The Boke of the fayre Gentlywoman.?084 

The words of Fortune - and the warning against submission to her or trust 

in her which occupies the greater part of the work-all confinn that she is 

"Inconstaunte, sly.pp~r, froyle, and ful...l of treason". She claims that 

everything man desires , "Is all at my deueyse, and ordynauncel~ and that 

"Without my iau9ure, there is nothynge dorme". It is her fickleness 

and unpredictable v~iability which is particularly stressed; she gives 

and takes continually, and at her behest men rise and fall. No matter 
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how great her gifts, man is never ~Ml'_; "she kepeth euer in store) 

Frome euery man some parcell of hjswyll". The folly of serving her 

and the bondage to which it leads is stated directly and illustrated 

by many examples. Her attendants, "wery laboure", "pale fere", sorrow, 

disdain, hatred, danger, envy, flattery, deceit, mischief and tyranny 

are not a group to inspire confidence in their lady. For those who 

"wylt nedes medle with her tresure" the narrator warns "Trust not therin .•• 

Remembre nature sent the hyther bare(The gyft is of fortune, compt the~ 

as borrowed ware"; Skey are to be content '~ith such rewarde, as 

fortune hath you sent". Ibt it is better to ''Receyue nothynge that 

commeth from her hande". The only way to stand secure is to "Take 

pouerties parte, and let proude fortune go ", and to love ''maner and vertue" 

which fortune canno.t sieze. This portrait of fortune, and the remedy 

. d . h .. . b h . nal d 1 1085 suggeste a~a1nst er 1nJur1es, was. ot convent10 an commorrp ace. 

Two related works, Seneca's De Remediis Fortuitorum!086 and Petrarch's 

De Remediis Ultriusgue Fortunae,1087 which may be considered as a greatly 

elaborated version of Seneca's dialogue,1088 show the triumph of "Resoun" 

over, respectively, "Sensualyte" and "Adversite". Faced with every 

kind of calamity which can afflict . mankind, from various manners of death 

to loss of money or goods, children, friends or wife; from the harmful 

effects of enemies, theft, exile, a ruined reputation to sorrow, sickness, 

blindness or poverty, Reason coun~ers, not with rational argument, but 

by producing clever truisms, pious maxims and moral sentences. Thus 

to Sensualyte' s threat "Thou shalt dye" Reason answers "This is the 

nature of man", "Upon the condicion I entred that I shuld depart", 

"This lyfe is but a py 19rymage "; having gone one way you must then return 

and "I came for the end that I go about, euery daye ledeth me therto: 



1089 nature set me when I was borne that ende of my ryse and course". 

M f h . d b f d· Chr· . 1· d h 1090 any 0 t ese 1 eas are to e oun 1n 1st1an 1terature on eat. 

In Petrarch's dialogue Reason answers at greater length and makes 

considerable use of liblical figures as well as referring to Christ. 

Again there are numerous parallels to be found between these dialogues, 

especially those on sickness, poverty and loss of riches, and devotiol1al 

literature,1091 particularly the tribulation treatises,which are also 

related to the "consolatio" genre. 1092 Yet, despite the Christian 

references, Petrarch' s"remedy" is closer to the Stoic ans\"er of Seneca 

than to Christian thought. Both authors show how the man '''ho knows 

himself and "'no has his feelings and desires under the control of reason 

can be indifferent to accidents of birth, the threat of death and every 

external calamity. Such self-possession suggests a kind of self-sufficiency 

which is not encouraged by devotional authors. «ather than calling 

on man to separate himself from this world and to devote himself to 

the pursuit of a heavenly reward in the religious - contemplative 

tradition, these dialogues strengthen m<¥1 to face the world in which 

he must live, by accepting it rather than by condemning it. Their 

appeal to the layman, especially to courtiers and merchants, is obvious. 

TWo other treatises, Seneca's De Tranguillitate Anirnaa;093 and 

Plutarch's essay of the same title, translated by Sir Thomas Wyat as 

Quyete of mynde,1094 offered rather more constructive advice on how to 

preserve tranquillity: "how the mind may always pursue a steady and 

favourable course, may be well-disposed towards itself, and may vie", its 

condition with joy, and suffer no interruption of this joy, but may abide 

in a peaceful state, being never uplifted nor ever cast downll.1095 In 

contrast to the agitation of the Senec~anj Petrarchan dialogues, both 



these works seem to reflect something of the tranquillity they 

1096 seek to teach. Seneca's essay is perhaps the more obviously 

practical. While both authors advocate purposeful activity, preferably 

some form of public service, and emphasize the importance of self-

knowledge, so that man pursues a calling for which he is naturally 

suited and does not overreach himself, Seneca also sets out a detailed 

code of behaviour: 1097 "let us learn to increase our self-control, to 

restrain luxury, to moderate ambition, to soften anger, to view poverty 

with unprejudiced eyes, to cultivate frugality ••• to keep unruly hopes 

and a mind that is intent upon the future, as it were, in chains, and 

to determine to seek our riches from ourselves rather than from Fortune". 

These principles are applied to domestic life, to learning, to the pursuit 

of wealth and position, to amusements and relaxations. Man must 

learn to accept, helped by the good examples of brave and noble men and 

warned by: the fate of the rich and great, that the goods of Fortune 

and of Nature are only lent to him, and that he must be willing to 

return riches, position, and even his life when called to do so. Seneca 

believes that every man is chained to Fortune1098 and must learn to 
its 

accept"'" servitude, to grasp whatever good he can find, and by 

reason to mitigate his difficulties. Plutarch's tranquillity suggests 

a rather more positive sense of joy.1099 When attacked by ill-fortune 

he recommends recollection of all the good things which have been 

enjoyed in the past,and of present causes of thankfulness such as~ 

life, health, sight, peace, arable land to cultivate, seas to sail, 

liberty to speak or be silent, to be busy or idle. The torments of 

ambition, which i:never satisfied no matter how high a person climbs, are 

well described; "For trully vehement appetit of any thing/hath alway 



fere his felow of le sing it".1100 While he reiterates most of 

Seneca's views, for example on the need for indifference to the 

chances of fortune and for the ability to despise death, he does 

not seem to see man as being so subject to Fortune. If circumstances 

are unpleasant and hurtful,it is the result of "noughti loue of 

our-self" and "a naughty conscience in the soule" (which may be 

compared to the Christian remorse of conscience) which makes us 

unable to profit by them. As the abundance and providence of 

nature proves, man's life should "be full of surety and of 

ouerspred gladsonnesse", not stimulated by riotous sensual pleasures 

nor weighed down by anxiety, troubled by affections, sad, sour and 

frowning. If we were to listen to exhortations like the preceding 

treatise, ''we shulde", he concludes, "vse thunges present as they 

come without any blame/and shulde rest with the plesaunt remembraunce 

of thynges past/and at\\the last we shulde drawe towarde thynges to 

come/ vnferefully and assuredly/with sure and gladsome shyning hope". 

A translator or reader pre-disposed to find Christian truth in classical 

writings would probably have found greater encouragement in Plutarch's 

than in Seneca's essay. 

The most important medieval treatment of Fortune and the related 

problems of the chief good, evil, provi~ce, fate, divine foreknowledge 

1101 and free will, whose influence extended well into the sixteenth century, 

was Boethius' De Consolatione Philosophiae. Its teachings are derived 

f hi fl . h Ar' li d N 1 . di ' 11 02 rom many sources, c e y 1n t e 1stote an an eop atOll1C tra t10ns, 

but it is possible to find similarities between the Consolation and a very 

wide range of literature. 1103 For instance, while repudiating the Stoic 

metaphysic, much of what book 11 of the Consolation has to say about 
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fortune bears a general resemblance to Cynic-Stoic consolations~104 

and the author clearly found much to admire in the Stoic characters. 1105 

Boethius himself, however, as he is first found, wallowing in self pity, 

unable to appreciate the good fortune he enjoyed in the past or what 

. him . h 1106 h· h remalns to even 1n t e present, represents t e Oppos1te to t e 

Stoic ideal. He is confused and grieved at fortune because he has forgotten 

himself, he has forgotten by what means the world is governed and what 

is the end of all things.ll07 The successive stages of Philosophy's 

argument expose the uncertainty, mutability and essential worthlessness 

of the gifts of fortune, and she goes on to show how all the happiness 

is found in God, is God. 1108 The remainder of the Consolation, books 

IV - V, endeavours to relate this truth to the problems of evil, of 

apparent injustice, fate, chance and free-·will - the fundamental 

problems to confront the thoughtful man who attempts to make sense 

of the" world in which he finds himself. Unlike Milton)who chooses 

to justify the ways of God to man in terms of salvation history, 

particularly the Genesis creation myth, Boethius bases his Consolation 

on reason and logic, not on faith or Scripture: "Boece adapte son 

,"" f 1109 christianisme a ses etudes pro anes" • Yet there is nothing to 

prove that Boethius himself was not a Christian,1110 and although 

1111 . specific doctrines were condemned by Christian commentators, his 

solutions - that fate and chance are ~imatelY subordinate to God's 

providence and that man does have free will - were acceptable to such 

influential figures in the formulation of Christian doctrine as Albertus 

Magnus and St. 'Ihomas Aquinas. 'llnls the logical and philosophical 

solution to the ultimate problems of human existence offered by the 

Consolation is taken up into the Christian tradition, together with 



many other classical-pagan ideas which helped to influence Christian 

concepts of and attitudes to such "Subjects as fortune and her gifts. 

The impact of classical and humanistic texts on educational and 

social theory, and th.:s indirectly on religious a tti tude s, which 

gathered momentum in England during the 1530s, was considerable. 

There were few translations of classical works specifically about 
i 

education - Plutarch's De educatione puerorum,translated by Sir 

Thomas Elyot in the first few years of the 1530~ seems to stand alone -
I 

I 

but classical and humanistic theories and precepts were widely disseminated 

through the works of humanist authors and teachers such as Guarino da 

Verona, Rudolph Agricola, Bude and Erasmus. 1112 It was during the 1530s that 

the works of classical authors began to be freely available to English 

readers, and no-one did more to popularize the results of humanistic 

scholarship in the vernacular than Sir Thomas Elyot. 1113 The Boke named 

the Gouernour,1114 his most substantial and influential work, was not 

an original work in the same way as Castiglione's Courtier; rather it 

provided a digest of classical and humanistic thought on political 

theory and educationll15 Quintilian and Plutarch formed the basis 

of his ideas on the education suitable for a gentleman, much of Book 11 

was indebted to the writings of Petrarch and Erasmu~while Book Ill, with 

. d" " f h f d" 1" 1116 h C" , ltS lSCUSS10n 0 t e our car lna Vlrtues, owes muc to lcero s 

De Officiis. In contrast to A Kempis and several other medieval devotional 

authors)who seem to condemn learning, or at least find it irrelevant to the 

follo~'ing of Christ,1117 Elyot like most humanists saw a vital link between 

" 1118 knowledge and vlrtue. But the virtues and moral philosophy derived 

from Plato, Aristotle and Cicero were not Christian, although they did 

not usually contradict Christian beliefs. 1119 A nominal Clrristian foundation 

was assumed for a gentleman's life, but rarely discussed,1120 and it was 

," 



not seen as the mainspring of action, nor was the imitation of Christ 

the ideal set before the would-be~entleman. Christianity was 

overshadowed by the pagan virtues, and pious actions lost any 

distinctive Christian motivation. The practical and secular 

orientation of Elyot's Gouernour and the various pagan moral treatises 

which became available during the 1530s, a decade of great religious 

change and uncertainty, may well have contributed to the breakdown of 
al 

the unity . of the traditio~ Christian-religious ideal of the life of 

perfection. Not even the increasing Protestant emphasis on the 

importance of biblical studies later in the century and their attempts 

to provide prayers to cover every aspect of human life l121 succeeded 

in restoring that unity. In the devotional treatises of Protestant 

authors from The 15:10s onwards the importance of the secular ,,'orld, 
is 

its social activities and obligations, _ fully recognized and accorded 

an independent significance, albeit under the general providence of 

God. 

Christianity seems to have left a stronger imprint in the works of 

Juan Luis Vives,who came to England in 1523 and lectured in ~hetoric at 

Oxford until banished in 1528 for his support of his compatriot, Queen 

. 1122 Cather1ne of Aragon. Whereas Elyot's treatment of the nature of 

knowledge, Of the knowled@e whiche maketh a wise man,1123 is cast in 

the form of five dialogues between Aristippus and Plato,where God appears 

as an abstract diety and the whole tone of the discussion is classical l 

Vives' Introduction to Wisedome1124 defines the virtues as ua reuerent 

loue towardes god and man, a ryght seruice and worshippyng of god, a right 

loue toward man". The work is dominated by Christian ideas and forms 

of expression familiar from medieval devotional literature. Thus life 



is seen as "a certayne peregrination", there are reminders of the 

vile body genre,"The fayrest body is nothyng els but a dounghyll 

couered in white and pourpre'~and of the medieval preoccupation with 

mutability, "beautie, strengthe, agilytie, & other giftes of the 

bodye, .shortly vanishe away, euen as floures". The body is to be 

regarded as the servant of the soul; things are to be recognized as 

"al vncertayn, short, chaungwable, and vyle'~ so that fortune, power . 

and wealth are not to be sought after. The chances of this world 

"must be pacient~ly _tjlken ••• as commynge of god the author". The need 

to ·test friends, to reverence superiors, to regulate speech, to control 

the passions, and advice for meditation morning and evening,again 

echo~ . many devotional treatises, as does the recommendation of the Lord's 

prayer as the best prayer. The treatise centres on the section "Of 

Christe"; He is "The attonement and reconciler of Mankynde with God, 

and the author of our saluation". Christ's life is the ideal example 

to be followed - the exemplary aspect is further stressed in the following 

section on the most characteristically Christian virtue, Charity:-

Christes life witnesseth his perfecte humanitie, 
his myracles declare the infinite power of his deytie, 
his lawe sheweth his heauenly wysedome: so yt of his 
perfect goodnesse of lyuynge, we haue example to folowe 
hym: of his power and authorite, strength to obey hym, of his 
wysedome, fay the to beleue hym. 1125 

V· .. . h A v • 1126 . h h . d 1ves J01ns W1t nemp1s aga1nst t e umanlst ten ency to see 

learning and knowledge of the pagan virtues as sufficient equipment for 

a virtuous life, declaring: "All hum~e wysedome, compared with Christis 

religion, is but durte, and very foolyshnes". Although the emphasis of 

the treatise is emphatical~y Christian and traditional, there are a few 

rP~ss of classical influence; Christian virtue achieves its fulfilment 

not in the conquest of vice or in mystical union with God, but "in 



continuall quietnes, and tranquilli tie of mynde ') and the clear 

exposition of the distinction between the parts of the soul and the 
(' 

idea of God as the prudent gov~or4 of the household of the world 

seem to owe more to classical thought than to Christianity. 

Another highly traditional treatise was John Colet's Ryght 

. 1128 frutefull monYClon. In comm9n with many other medieval devotional 

treatises there is no structural argument and no obvious development. 

After an opening declaration recommending to the reader "yt it is hygh 

wysdome and grete perfeccyon thy self to Imow/& than thy self to dispyse," 

the greater part of the treatise is devoted to "sentences/"and pious 

maxims, a mixture of practical advice and moral precepts which are, for :' 

the most part, familiar from numerous medieval devotional and moral 

treatises. The threat of eternal damnation is held over him that 

"IYfst out of ordre", and "the meruaylous & horrible punysshement of 

the abpminable great pockes, dayly apperynge to our sightes" is seen 

as the consequence of "the inordinate mysuse of the flesshe". The 

reader must "thynke thy self a wretche of all wretches, excepte the 

mercy of god"; such threats and self-ab~gation seem the antithesis of 

the dignity and independence of the humanist's image of man. Again, 

Christ is the perfect examplar of virtue and the wise man will fear 

God, keep measure in all things - from the exercise of judgement to the 

amount of food he eats: trust neither himself nor the world and avoid 

f · d' 1129 elgne V1rtue. The work has much in common with The Golden Epistle, 

but shows even less sign than Vives' Introduction to Wisedome of classical 

influence. Yet both authors were reckoned as humanists, and both wielded 

the greatest influence in the field of education. These treatises 



serye as a warning against assuming that all humanists allowed pagan 

literature and ideals to dominate their thought to the same extent 

as Sir Thomas Elyot, or that they were consistently classical at the 

• expense of their traditional religion, which Colet, Vivesl130 and 

Erasmus were so eager to purify and build up. 

Vives' interest in education is reflected in a number of works: 

the plans of study drawn up for the Prince~Mary and for Charles Blount, 

son of William Blount, Lord Mountjoy;1131 the Satellitium;132 a collection 

of over two hundred moral maxims and aphorisims with comments; and above 

all the Instruction of a christen woman,1133 which has been described as 

"the leading theoretical manual on women's education of the sixteenth 

centuryfl. 1134 A large number of medieval devotional treatises were, 
ta-ese WOIMt-I 

of course, address~1 to women andk although the .. [were usually conventual 

religious or recluses, ..., frequently contained practical instruction 

on manners, diet and health. 1135 Given the fact that Vives chooses 

to address himself to the \iOman in secular life, the ;uture wife, mother, 

and perhaps in time widow,1136 the practical advice on rearing children, the 

especial vigilance needed to combat the feminine tendency to instability of 

thought and ~ the need to protect a young girl's innocency is not 

unexpected. Indeed, the persistent emphasis on sobriety of dress, 
~ 

behaviour and pas~imes, on continence, modesty, silence, the avoidance 

of all wantonness and idleness and the need for moderation in all tlrings, 

can be parallelled in many earlier devotional treatises. Like the 

religious sister., the young lay woman should seek to follow the examples 

set by Mary the Mother of Jesus, ·by Christian saints and also by ~rtuous 

pagan women. 1137 The pagan virtues and classical literature are 
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recognized as capable of edification, but they are not allowed 

to dominate the woman's education or life. However, the emphasis 

on the desirability of the wife's involvement in the practical side 

of household management, spinning, weaving and cooking, may be 

parallelled by classical treatises such as Xenophon's Treatise of 

householde,which advocate the landlord's personal participation in the 

management of his estates. 

Vive~ debt to classical authors underlies much of his practical 

advice in the Instruction, from Quintilian and Plutarch, on the importance 

of the earliest influences on a child before it is weaned, to numerous 

sayings by authors as diverse as Plato and Juvenal which are used to 

support his arguments. Ibt the more obvious instance of classical 

and humanistic learning and influence lies in what Vives . had to say 

about the intellectual education of women. In the Introduction to Wisedome 

true wisdom was seen as the knowledge and following of Christ. For women 

he advocates "the study of wisdom, which doth instruct their manners, and 

inform their living, and teacheth them the way of good and holy life".ll38 

The girl is not to be brought up on chivalric tales of romantic love and 

war, but on the scriptures, on patristic authors such as SS.Augustine, 

Cyprian, Jerome and Gregory, and on "moral" classical °wri ters including 

Plato, Cicero :and Seneca. She is not to pursue knowledge in order to 

be able to teach, to bear rule, or to take part in public life, but as an 

aid to virtue - her own and that of her children. In addition to the 

listing of virtuous pagan women and holy Christian women,1139 Vives cites 

the contemporary examples of Catherine of Atagon1140 and ~ the daughters 

of Sir Thomas More, '~horntheir father not content onely to haue them good 

and very chaste, would also they should be well learned, supposing that 

by that mean they should be more truly and surely chaste". Learning, 



c 
classical as well as Christian, pr~ical manual skills as well as 

more academic pursuits, was valuable to lay women, and even to 

religious,1141 as a useful occupation which would prevent idleness 

and would increase their knowledge and understanding of virtue and 

so help them to lead a "good and holy life." 

Sir Thomas Elyot's thorough-going devotion to classical models 

and ideals was unusual in early sixteenth-century England: 1142 the 

combination of classical learning with a deep and essentially traditional 

Christian piety, found in Vives, Erasmus, John Colet and Sir Thomas More
1 

was more usual, and seems to have been characteristic of the Christian 

humanists. Thomas Lupset,1143 who spent some time as a member of Colet's 

household, _ worked with Erasmus on the Gre.~New Testament, knew More, 

was lecturer in Rhetoric at Fox's newly founded Corpus Christi College, studied 

in Paris and Padua, where he was intimate with Reginald Pole and Richard 

Pace, and who was described as "the flowre of lerned men of his tyme",1144 

reveals a similar mixture of new ideas .. derived from his classical 

studies and the familiar topics of medieval devotion in his three treatises: 

Of Charitie,1145 An Exhortation to yonge men and The waye of Dyenge well. 1146 

Much of what Lupset has to say in his Treatise of Chari tie and the 

Exhortation-about the need to be able to "dispise the vanite, that folishe men 

take, in the ~eceyteful pompe of this shorte & wretched life;,,1147 about 

the importance of controlling the ~assions and avoiding every kind of 

excess;1148 about the patient bearing of tribulation;1149 on the works of 

1150 mercy and the virtues of the body and soul1-

The vertues of the body be, as to faste, to watche, 
to goo on pylgremage, to traueylle with hande and fote 
for to helpe their neyghboures, to distribute youre 
goodes in almes dedes, to buylde vp churches, wherin 
the people may here the word of god, and com to gether 
to' pre.yer, to punysshe the fleshe with rough heer, to 
'slepe vppon the harde grounde, to socour the nedy, to 
ayde the miserable,and other such actes bodilye as men 
doo for the loue and honour of god. The vertues of the 



soulebe of an other sorte, as mekenes, pacience, 
abstinence, hope, faithe, charitie, pitie, mercye, 
and other lyke . 1151 

-the former exemplified in the lives of Lupset's contemporaries 

John Colet and Sir Thomas More,11 52 the latter familiar variants of the 

fruits of the spirit - would have been familiar to earlier writers. The 

language he uses to express the meaning of charity - the perfect lover of 

God is ''wedded to god", he has "his mynde inwardly ameled, baken, & through 

frred with the loue of god" and knows "the hotte feruente burnynge hartes 

affect towarde god" echoes the terminology of the mystics. Yet for 

all these superficial similarities, the context in which these ideas are 

set and the application they are given differs significantly from earlier 

usage. Contempt of the world is not absolute, but rather an ability to 

judge things aright, according to their usefulness and utility, which 

comes from the "redynge of these olde substanciall workes": Aristotle's 

Ethics, Plato's De re publica, the moral philosophy of Cicero and 

Seneca,and the New Testament with the commentaries of SS. Chrystostom 

and Je~.1153 Lupset does not require that ''we shulde forsake all 

the commodities of this worlde", but thetriches, honour and worldly 

power should be used aright as "instrumentes and toles" to the benefit 

of ourselves and our neighbours. 1154 The patient endurance of tribulation 

w is seen not as a means to an end - a heavenly re,ard - but as proof of 

true faith and hope in God and a guarantee of the integrity of man's 

"secrete mynde" and hi s "owne free wy 1 '!. The passions - emotions such 

as anger, envy, grudging, slander, coveting honour, preferment or riches, 

bodily pleasures and sensual lusts l155 - are to be controlled because 

they reduce men to the level of wild beasts; they are SymptoU5 of self 

love, which separates man from God. Earlier writers would probably have 

d . h T.. 'd' . 1156 b h lNwdL ti,dt b agree Wlt LUpset s ~agnos~s, ut t ey wou ten~ 0 0 scure 

the root cause of the passions by describing them according to such 



categories as the seven sins or the five wits, or by treating them 

,externally as matters of behaviour. Lupset does not ignore practical 

advice, but he is not content ld th practical advice alone nor with 

formal categories; he wants the reader to understand the causes and 

reasons on which his practical teaching is based. 

Despite the use of language reminiscent of the mystics, Lupset's 

treatises are devoid of the emotional fervour characteristic of much 

contemplat'ive writing and the affective piety related to it. He even 

avoids all reference to Christ's Passion, the emotional focus of most 

medieval devotion, and regards Jesus primarily as a teacher. His own 

skill as a teacher is demonstrated in the Treatise of charitie, addressed 

hi · 1157 to s slster. It opens in an engaging conversational manne~ with an 

amusing inver~ion of the usual apology for any shortcomings in the work 

to follow and with an outline of the subject to be discussed. He then 

breaks off to introduce a more formal opening, declaring "you shall 

with the mere ease gather the fruite of this lesson, and I shal the 

better se what is taught, if the sentences be layd in their due ordre". 

In contrast to earlier treatises which tended to rely on numbered 

categories or divisions - the numerous groups of seven, The.xii.profytes 

of tribulacyon, The tre &.xii.frutes - and to develop a point by variation 

and repetition, Lupset leads his reader on from one point to the next 

in a logical sequence. Repetition is controlled, the number of variations 

or examples given on one point limited so as not to obscure the structure; 

and explanations, whether the detailed consideration of charity \orhich 

drmvs on etyrnologicalevidence1158 or brief descriptions such as the 

nature of the passions,1159 do not take refuge in stock catechetical 

answers but seek to help' the reader understand their meaning. To make 



sure that the main points of his teaching have been properly 

understood and remembered, Lupset follows the summary conclusion and 

brief rule of charityl160 by a dialogue which reduces the treatise's 

contents to three easy lessons. The form in which this further 

summary is presented avoids any sense of dull repetition; the sister's 

evident boredom and slow wittedness are quietly amusing and provide 

a natural opportunity for further clarification of the teaching. 

Although the rational and .civilized tone of the treatise5is 

clearly intended to appeal to the intellect rather than to the emotions, ' 

they are not devoid of feeling. The majority of medieval devotional 

treatises '51 ! 4:miSn.~&a" ~:;a~ nothing more than the most general 

indication about the author or audience, such as whether the work was 

intended for religious. Rarely was teaching given so personal an 

1·· . Hil ' . 1 b 1· 1161 Th 1 app lcatlon as ln ton s eplst e a out scrupu OSlty. e etters 

of Erasmus and More are tangible evidence of the value they placed on 

human relationships. . 1162 Vives refers to his own parents; he even 

contemplated writing a biography of his mother, and mentions several of 

his contemporaries including the wife of lbde and the family of Sir 

Thomas More in his Instruction of a christen woman. lupset does not 

feel it irrelevant to begin his Exhortacion with a brief sketch of his 

own situation at the time of writing!163 and on other occasions he 

1164 refers to contemporary people and events. Personal and contemporary 

references of this nature do not o:c~UI: in earlier treatises, presumably 

because they were mostly written for religiOUS and recluse~who were not 

expected to value human relationships or to take an interest in worldly 

affairs. The Exhortacion is an expression of the deep affection lupset 

feels for his former pupil Edmund Withypoll - he also mentions another 

pupil,Christopher Smith) who "I euer toke for my sonne" - and its lesson 

is intended to profit the boy as he enters his adult life. As well as 
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describing friendship as more profitable than any worldly goods and 

recommending Cicero's De Amicitia as a full treatment of the subject,1165 

Inpset suggests something of the strength of true friendship in his 

b . ff t' f h f th f hi '1 1166 t·n.':le a number o VlOUS a ec 10n or ~ e a ers 0 s pUpl s. WIll 

of medieval authors admitted the importance of a true friend, especially 

d . 1167 h' f h' b d . d f h to a y1ng man, t ere 1S no sense 0 t e 'JOY to e er1ve rom suc 

friendship nor were religious encouraged to have close friends. Since 

Inpset's treatises are addressed to men and women who have not cut 
i 

themselves off from the world, it is natural to find more attention given 

to friendship, to the ways in which the Christian should love his 

. 1168 ne1ghbour, and how he must regard all men with equal affection whatever 

h ' 1 . 1 1169 t esmora or SOC1a status. 

The lesson: of Exhortacion is based upon the hierarchy of the soul, 

which comes first: 

seynge hit is a thynge immortal, that is created and 
made after the fygure & shape of almyghtye god. The 
nexte and seconde rome hath the bodye, as the caas and 
sepulture of the soule, and nereste seruaunt to the secretis 
of the spirite. The.iii.rome occupieth the riches & goodis 
of this world, as necessarie instrumentes or toles for the 
bodye ••• l170 : 

If this order of priorities is maintained in every activity and decision 

of life, then" 'you shall surely content god, nexte please your selfe, & 

thyrdly satisfye the worlde";but j.f the order is upset, and the common 

opinion of the world follotred which places worldly riches and bodily 

pleasures above the soul then "you shal runne into the vengeance of god, 

into the hate of your selfe, and into the indignation of al men".1171 

Within this, general scheme Inpset covers a wide range of subjects, from 

warnings against meddling in other people's business and lying1 172 to the 

importance of obedience to the Church in all matters ef faith, a point 

made by contemporaries such as Sir Thomas More and Richard Whi t ±'ord, as 



well as by earlier authors. 1173 Like Sir Thomas Elyot, he gives 

advice on the care of the body based on Galen, an edition of whose 

works he had seen through the press, and he emphasi~es the importance 

of maintaining honesty in all business dealings and the need to beware 
ous 

of speci. arguments or the evil example of influential,p~opl,.e, "popis, 

cardinalles, and priestes", "princes, lordes, lfnightes, gentilmen, and 

marchante s", and even monks and friar s : "You may by your self know, what 

is the right path: folowe you coragiously the same, & forsake the common hie 

way of siners". Fin~lly Lupset offers advice on what books Withypole 

should r~ad. Apart from the New Testament, which is to be read meekly, 

"with a dewe reuerence", most of the books recommended on general moral 

, topics are classical. There is nothing very novel about most of the 

list: Aristotle, Plato, Seneca,and Cicero's De Officiis, De senectute, De 

f De f · . b De A ':£' d .. d Qu' PI'I.. I 1'1'7<4 T h ato, 1111 us, Cta effi1'C1S an est10nes ~uscu anae. 0 t ese 
1../ 

he adds Epictetus' Enchiridion with commentary; Cicero's De Amicitia; 

Aristotle's Politics books VII-VIII on the bringing up of children, and 

Xenoppon's OecQnomicus, which Lupset says he has translated out of 

Greek,1175 on household management. To these he adds Galen's De bona 

valetudine tuenda and Erasmus' Enchiridion,"that in fewe leaues conteynethe 

sn infynite knowledge of goodness". What is more unusual is the author's 

warning against reading too many books superficially and without profit. 1176 

In The !re &.xii.frutes of the holy goost charity is the first of the 

twelve 'fruits. The reader is presented first with a definition, "Charite is 

a copleng of pe sou~e with god", which is subsequently expanded-"She is 

modir of al vertues~d elaborated in ten other definitions. 1177 The 

, e~fects of charity are seen in strengthening martyrs to face death and others 

to endure the present exile of this life. It must abide in words, works 

and the will, andcan tolerate no anger or other passion. Seven tokens 



are listed which may help a soul to judge whether it is in charity 

and four degrees of charity are listed and defined,and the chapter 

concludes with the four virtues of charity for a religious soul. 

Lupsetts Treatise of charitie does not rely on a numbered structure, 

nor is it addressed to religious, but much of what he has to say 

about charity, what it is and What it is not, may be parallelled in the 

earlier work. For Lupset the word charity "sygnifieth the hole 

perfection of a cristen man". It causes man to for=sake sin and to 

embrace virtu~, it renders the rehearsal of sin and virtues superfluous, 

and ideally it contains "al the law of god" and yet transcends all the 

laws and commandements which God has given to men,"for charitie hath 

no bonde". True charity, or perfect love of God,does not exist where 

any passions trouble the mind, where worldly cares and ambitions remain} 

and bodily pleasures and sensual lusts are not restrained. The 

antithesis of charity is self~love,which must be uprooted, and all the 

soults love and affection given to God alone. Chari ty is then shown 

to comprise various virtues which work together in order to draw the 

soul from worldly affections: 

who so e~r beleueth our master, he fereth his 
punyssbment, and he that feareth to be punisshed of 
Christe, refreyneth hym selfe from sensual lustes, 
the whiche be the cuases of punyss~ent: he that 
kepeth of suche camses, abydeth wel and suffreth 
tribulation: he that pacientllly sufif;.th tribulation, 
hath a blessed hope and trust in god, the whiche 
drawetreand pluckethe the mynde from worldly affections: 
and the mynde ones frely discharged of all loue to 
this worlde, streight taketh the pure burnyng charite 
toward god, and that maketh quietnes rest and peace 
in our consciences. 1178 

Lupsetts ability to relate these virtues to one another, to relate his 

definitions of true charity to the contrasting descriptions of those states 
\ 

of mind which preclude charity, to relate specific remedies to general 
\ 

truths, gives to his treatise a sense of unity and ~ortion not to be 



found in earlier works and makes the teaching easier to follow. 

Although there are many incidental similarities between the 

teaching of Lupset's treatise and earlier works, the differences between 

them seem to be more significant. Throughout the Treatise of charitie 

the harmful effect of the passions and everything which may trouble 

the mind is stressed. The ability to banish such distractions is a 

prerequisite of charity,and it is to be achieved by concentrating entirely 

on the love of God so that other affections have no place in the soul. 

At the heart of Lupset's conception of .charity lies , not the dynamic 

union with God envisaged by the author of The tre &.xii.frutes . but 

rather the Stoic concept of tranquillity~1179 

The perfyte loue of god hath in it a meruaylous 
quietnes & reste, it is neuer moued, styred, nor 
caried away by no storme of worldly troubles, but 
sytteth faste and sure in a continual calmnes, 
ayenst al wedders, al blastes, al stormes. No 
rocke is more stylle, then is the mynde of a 
charitable man when the worlde tumbleth, rolleth, 
& tosseth it with the fomy wawes of temptations ••• 1180 

This rest is the state enjoyed by the angels in heaven,1181 and the 

maintenance of "the myndes quietnes" is one of the chief effects of 

charity. Perhaps because Lupset discusses and defines charity in 

purely human terms it tends to sound rather negative by comparison with the 

restful quiet. of the mystic ab~bed in the loving contemplation of 

God. The man-ward focus of his thought is seen again in the Exhortacyon, 

where Withypoll is assured that no external agency, secular ruler, Fortune 

or even the Devil can harm him': "For .. surelyt.you can not be hurted but of one, 

in whom is power to do hurte: this is your owne free wyl. This wyl of 

1182 
y~urs, & nothing, eIs, hath power to hurt you •• " There is little 

sense here of human dependence on God; rather man appears to be arbiter 

of his own fate. The enhanced status enjoyed by man in Lupset's 

treatises, especially in c0mparison to medieval works, seems to be based 



on a fundamental optimism in the perfectability of man. Commenting 

on the petitions of the Lord's Prayer, "Adueniat regnum tu':llll" and 

"Fiat voluntas tua sicut in coelo et in terra", he declares that where 

God reigns, there is heaven "So that of this world, there might be 

made an heuen": 

Now then is as moche as I beleue, that Christ 
bid~eth vs aske nothynge, but the same maye be: 
I thinke it possible to make of this worlde the 
kyngdome of god, and to make men the kepers of 
godd~s ~ll: The whiche two thynges, to lyue in 
the ~ome of god, and to obserue and kepe 
goddes wyll, I recken to be a perfection -of aungels 
lyfe in heuen. 1183 

Such perfection cannot be won by man's unaided efforts, but~with the 

assistance of prayer and by determining to give matters of spirit and 

the soul priority over inclination and affections of the body and the 

world, Lupset clearly believes that man is capable of attaining a place 

among the angels. of heaven. 

Lupset's appreciation of classical learning and morality, his 

optimistic view of mankind,and his stress on the importance of the soul and 

spirit and the inw~d int~grity of man, are also to be found in the writings 

of the most influential and representative of the early sixteenth-century 

Christian humanists, Erasmus, de_scribed as the dominant figure of his 

1184 age. His contribution to the spread of classical culture, in 

editions of classical authors l185 and perhaps even more in his o~n 

collec~ions like the Adagia, his colloquies, satires and educational 

. 1186 works, 1S well known. He also did much to raise the intellectual 

and critical standards of Christian scholarship, notably in his edition 

of the Greek New Testament and in his editions and translations of the 

. 1187 Greek and Latin fathers. At different times in the centuries 

following his death he was acclaimed for his rationalism and for his 

religious and political toleration, and he continued to be used by 

both Protestants and Catholics for propaganda purposes. 1188 



Er~~us made three visits to England, 1499 - 1500, 1505 - 6, 

1509 -14,and three more 1515 - 7,1189 and he seems to have made 

the acquaintance of many who held influential positions in Church 
. . 1190 of 
or court, and", nearly all the English lrumanists of the time: 

Grocyn, Linacre, William Lily, !.upset, Colet and More, the last 

two becoming his close friends. It was a group capable of appreciating 

th.e wit and learning of Erasmus, and the Latin style in which he always 

chose to express himself,but it was by no means representative of English 

taste and education of the time. 
\\~l 

With the exception of two schoolboo~s 

none of Erasmusfs works seem to have been printed in England before 

C.1525. 1192 From that date until the IDxiddle of the century the works -. -

published in England were all printed in translation. 1193 From the 

selection made available to him the English reader of the 1530s and 

1540s had a very unbalanced view of Erasmus' work. His editorial 

activities on the Bible, the Fathers and the classics remained unknown, 

except for the colle~ions translated by Richard Taverner. 1194 A few 

COlloqU~es,1195 Julius Exclusus and The praise of folie,1196 represented 

his more satirical output; De Civilitate morum puerilium seems to have 

been the only educational work to have been' translated. 1197 It was 

as the author of sermons,1198 paraphrases of Scripture,1199 expositions 

of the creed and Lord's prayer and devout treatises on such traditional 

topics as contempt of the world and preparation for death,that: .. Erasmus 

was presented to the English reading public. Over half of the treatises 

translated in the 1530s were first published 1521 - 36, a pe~~od when 

he was in conflict with both reformers and humanists, during which he 

seems to have modex:-ated so~e of his views, and been mOR concerned to 

stress the orthodoxy of his beliefs. 1199A . Many of these treatises went 

through two editions, but rarely more, and they are concentrated in the 

1530s although reprints occurred during the following decade and on 
\ 
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, 1200 into Edward VI's relgn. However, the emphasis seems gradually 

to shift from the devotional treatises to the more classical-

educational works. file number of translations to appear durL~g the 

1530s and their conce~tration on the content and practice of devotion 

does seem to support the view that such works were agreeable to and 

probably encouraged by the government - the fact that the king's 

't B hIt 'bl fIt' di' 1201 pr1n er, ert e e , was responsl e or near y Wlce as many e tlons 

as any other printer seems to bear this out. 

In view of Erasmus' resolute refusal to become involved in the 

doctrinal controversies of the reformation, it is ironical tllat the 

Enchiridion and Paraclesis ,,"'ere probably trnaslated into English by 

120') 
radical reformers whose works were proscribed in England, '" and another 

reformer, Miles Coverdale, subsequently produced a shortened version of 

the Enchiridfon. 1201 Three themes which occur tl~oughout Erasmus' work 

had an obvious appeal for the reformers: his criticism of conteruporary 

clerical life and learning, particularly the monastic life and scholasticism; 

his condemnation of the undue importance attached to outward observations 

and ceremonies at the expense of the inward, spiritual qualities of religion; 

and his emphasis on Scripture as the only foundation for Christian life 

and doctrine. They are the fMailiar ammunition of reformers frem 

Wyclif and the Lcllards to Savonarola, Luther, Tyndale and Zwingli. 

Tyndale, fer insta..'1ce echoes many of Erasmus' views in his Wicked Hammon 

and Obedience of a Christian Man. He attacked scholastic philosophers 

for leading men astray and failing to understand the simple truth of 

Se ' 1204 h dd" , 1 d' h . , rlpture; e con enme superstltlouS customs lnc u lug t e worsmp 

f ,1205 . d" d '] 1206 h o salnts; ceremorues were lSffilsse as mearung .ess, t ey were 

understood by neither priest nor people and were used by the clergy to 

keep the peeple in darkness "and be theyr captiue to honor theyr cere,.. 



· ,,1207 momes • He was also critical of clerical ignorance, of the 

Church's materialism,1208 her secular powers which made the king 

no more than the Pope's hangman~209 and her involvement in international 

politics. Both authors were deeply concerned to teach high stand~ds 

of practical morality, for they saw a good life as the necessary 

expression of true faith. Like Erasmus, Tyndale sought to restore 

the simplicity and purity of biblical Christianity, to make Scripture 

the foundation of life and doctrine,and to bring the individual to a 

true, spiritual understanding of God. But other catholic authors, 

whose orthodoxy, unlike Erasmus', was not challenged,were also critical 

1210 of contemporary abuses: ._ Dionysius Carthusianus on the secular clergy; 

Whitford on the monastic life;1211 A Kempis and Gerson on scholasticism 

and the folly of trusting in academic learning.1212 It was not just 

his criticisms of contemporary religion which made Erasmus distrusted 

by the Catholic Church he sought to purify. 1213 

The Enchiridion and Paraclesis offer a representative and serious 

view of Erasmu~f religious thought;~and both were of importance in the 

development of English devotion. The Enchiridion, although it enjoyed 

considerable success in its English t~slation, was not perhaps so 

outs~ingly popular as has sometimes been suggested. 1214 Its greatest 

success was among the educated,who could appreciate the refinement of its 

La . 1 1215 . 1 . 1 all' 1216 d' f d t1n stye, 1tS c aSS1ca uS10ns, an 1ts use 0 para oxes 

and contrasts1217 which posed questions rather than answering them. 

Thomas lAlpset's recommendation of the work as one "that in fewe leaues 

conteynethe an in[ynite knowlege of gOOdnes,,1218 was probably characteristic 

of the reputation it enjoyed among the largely court-based circle of well 

educated humanists. 1219 Erasmus described the origin of the work over 



. 1220 twenty years after it was wr1tten
J 

and he also comments on its 

failure to effect the desired reform in its recipient. 1221 He 

summarizes its purpose tlms: "Conatus autem sum velut artificium 

quoddam pietatis tradere, more eorum qui de disciplinis certas 

. 1222 rationes conscr1psere". There was nothing new in the idea of 

a manual setting forth" ye way to good ~yuynge",1223 or in Erasmus' 
.", \.. 

words: "a certeyn ,craft of vertuous lyuing/by whose helpe thou 

myghtest attayne a vertuous mynde/accordyng to a true chrysten man~'. 

Superficially at least, the Enchiridion has many links with medieval devout 

treatises - but behind the traditional fa~ade t~ere are significant changes. 

The structure reflects the arbitrary division, the repetition and 

variations. characteristic of medieval treatises rather than the rationally 

developed argument of Lupset's caref~constructed pieces. There is 

no detailed setting, little sense of any personal relationship between 

the author and his reader, and none of the humour which enlivens More's 

Dyalogue of comforte or Lupset's works. The figure of the Christian 
....d 

knight ,1224 [his armour, and the warfare of Christ~225 which dominate the 

opening chapters of the _Enchiridion,were derived from biblical and 

patristic sources and were frequently found in late medieval tribulation 

treatises. The endurance of tribulation and the need to combat 

temptation are endemic problems of the Christian life. Much of 

Erasmus' teaching recalls the earlier tribulation treatises, and his 

advice on ways to overcome temptation~by defiance, by prayer or 

concentrating on some holy occupation, by uprooting vices as soon as 

they are recognized and refusing to overlook any sin, by fighting to win 

and preVenting despair by trusting in Christ's strength or uprooting 

pride by ascribing the victory to Him - all , these have their counterparts 

. 1226 in earlier treatises addressed to nuns and contemplat1ves. &lffering, 



the common condition of life in this world, becomes mer.itorious when 

accepted for Christ's sake as a proof of His 10ve. 1227 Virtue too 

must be proved by adversity,1228 and although it should be pursued 

for its own, or rather for Christ's sake, there is the expectation that 

suffering in this life will be recompensed a hundred-fold to good men. 1229, 

However, the reward - usually undefined in earlier treatises - is 

described in characteristically humanist terminology as tranquillity 

of mind!230 and it is contrasted with, the punishment of a gnawing 

conscience which Erasmus considered to be one of the pains of hell. 1231 

The promise of reward and the threat of punishment do not dominate the 

Enchiridion's teaching to the same e_xtent as they did the earlier 

triQulation treatises, nor is their dispensation so mechanical; the 

fact that rewards and punishments are experienced, at least in part, in 

this life helpg to break down the rigid scheme of post-mortem reversal. 1232 

In common with many earlier treatises the Enchiridion seems to 

regard the world as transitory and corrupt, and the Christian is warned 

not to trust its perverted values, 1233 its false learning1234 and its 

hypocritical hOliness. 1235 However, it is not to be hated for itself alone, 

but in contrast to the love of the true and eternal; "As moche as thou 

shalt prfyte in ye loue of Chryst so moche shalt thou hate the worlde". 1236 

Erasmus tempers the thorough-going contemptus mundi attitudes of earlier 

authors123~ by introducing the concept of neutrality, things which in 

themselves are indifferent, neit~e~ good nor bad, 1238 but which like 

wealth or knowledge may be put to good use, or abused. Similarly the 

traditional opposition between body and soul, which seems to be reflected 

in the Enchiridion, owes as much to Plato as to St. Paul. 1239 The 

affections and fleshly lusts - avarice, ambition, pride, wrath and 

vengeance1240 _ are condemned because they ~bscure the reason and 

reduce man to the level of a beast rather than because they are 



innately sinful. In common with other humanists, he sees man as 

essentially noble: 

In our myndes veryly we be so celestial and of 
godly capacite that we may surmount aboue the 
nature of aungels/and by ~/knyt & made one with 
god. yf thy body had net ben addedl\to the/thou haddest 
ben a celestial or godly thyng. yf this mynde had not 
ben graffed in ye/playnly thou haddest ben a brute 
beest. 1241 

and he who accepts the rule of "kyng Reason,,1242 will be able to 

overcome nature and all that is visible, external and sensual,and mount 

up to celestial things, to the eternal, tbLgood and the true. Again, 

Erasmus introduces a third category into his analysis of man, and 

between the flesh which couples him with the Devil and the Spirit 

by which he reflects and is knit to God lies the soul "a meane & 

indifferent thynge/ neyther good nor bad". 1243 The soul in fact 

seems to become the arbiter of man's fate according to whether it chooses 

to ally itself with the flesh or the spirit. 

Over half the length of the Enchiridion ~ is devoted to rules 

for Christian living, which are intended to banish "thre euyl thynges 

remaynyng of original synne" namely ignorance, the flesh and weakness 

or lack of constancy. Thus the soul is to be weaned from attachment 

to the flesh and transitory things,and taUght to contemplate celestial 

things, the invisible and eternal things 0f the spirit. 1244 The 

"craft of vertuous lyuing" outlined in the various rules of the Enchiridion 

is a practical product of a process of Christian education. This covers 

the formal elements of educati on, such as the importance of the child's 

early environment and the responsibilities of those who hold public 

office, described byot~er classical-humanist authors. 1245 Erasmus 

considers that classical authors can help to prepare the Christian for the 

study of the Bible, and he encourages moderate "exerc!se & sporte ••• in 

werkes of poets and philosophers whic~were gentyles/as in his Abc. or 



introductory to a more perfyte thynge". 1246 'With the proviso that 

all learning was to be referred to Christ and loved for His sake, 

the confident reader was at liberty to study any classical work, so 

long as he found it "profytable to good lyuyng,,: 1247 the use of allegory 

and determination to profit from what was read made even "poetes which 

1248 wryte vncleJ!ly" acceptable. Although theoretically subordinate 

to Christian writings Erasmus in fact allows the best pagan authors 
) 

such as Plato almost equal authoritY,and in some of his works such as 

De contemptu mundi the enjoyment of classical literature is in danger 

of becoming an end in itself. 1249 In common with other humanist 

authors,Christ is regarded primarily as a teacher and as the only true 

exemplar of good living.1250 Unlike Lupse~who avoids all reference 

to Christ's Passion, Erasmus encourages his reader to follow Christ's 

cross}251 but h~ . does not provide the practical assistance given by 

later authors. 1252 Although he avoids, and indeed criticizes, the 

promi~ence given to Christ's Passion in so many late medieval devotional 

treatises -:- for instance mechanical repetition of the Passion narrative 

and superstitious trust in symbols and relics of the Passion1253 - he 

penetrates more deeply into the meaning of the Christian faith in his 

discussion of the meaning of love1254 and in his sermon on God's mercy1255 

than most writers of medieval handbooks outside the mystical tradition. 

The basis of Erasmus' criticisms of contemporary religious regulations, 

ceremonies and institutions, is that they obscure the invisible and 

eternal things of the spirit; "God is a mynde/and veryly mynde most pure/ 

most subtyle and perfyte/therfore ought he to be honoured most chefely with 

a pure mynden.1256 The bondage of ceremonies is a denial of the spirit 

of God, ''whiche is the aJ%or of charite &: lybertye".1257 Other authors 

had appealed for a more spiritual understanding of religion!2S8 but the 



\ 

Enchiridion s~resses the inward and spiritual interpretation 

repeatedly, rising to a climax in the longest chapter of the book, the 

thirteenth. Erasmus' criticisms are substantiated by the evidence 

of many late medieval devotional treatises. Superstitious customs and 
..... ..... "c.s (oft--n _b)u.t"0J pit.9~':-~")~.!..:n. o...L~~"'-r' c.s.p",;"\l~ .... ~;v. t 

prayers associated with the veneration of saints1259~and with occasions of 

human significance,especially death,1262 are reflected if not encouraged 

in many works. He also challenges the general assumption of the superiority 

of the monastic life.~263 Not only does he criticize the contemporary 

standards of regular religious~264 but he implies that it is neither 

the only, nor even the best, expression of Christian living. He makes 

use of a historical argument to show how monasticism has grown away from 

. .. l' d al b d' . 1265 '1 h ltS orlglna 1 e s to ecome corrupt an parasltlc, untl now e 

regards obedience to the baptismal vows, the willing service and chaste 

marriage of the secular man as a better reflection of "the religyon of 

the gospell" than "the relygyon of blacke monkes or grey freeres" with 

their man-made vows and enforced submission to so many regulations and 
o 

ceremonies. Just as ceremonies and vows ob~re the simplicity of 

Christ's gospel and hedge it about with regulations, so does contemporary 

scholasticism, with its barbaric language and irrelevant subtleties, 

beeause it does not "instructe vs to lyue well and after a christen 

" 1266 maner • 

Unlike the reformers, however, Erasmus did not regard these abuses 

as totally corrupt. He was pr~pared to allow a limited usefulness to 

. . 1267 d h - . d ha . d +-u d f monastlclsm, an e recogll1ze t t ceremOll1es an ou~war orms were 

useful to beginners~268 but,like Hilton, he would not have men bound to 

their obervance. 1269 He again echoes the mystics in exposing the danger 

. ( 1270 
of trusting in human knowledge 07 strenth. Erasmus' insistence 



on the impor~an~e of the individual being able to recogni~~ . _ hi.s own 

spiritual sickness ~ reflects the commonly advocated virtue of self-

1271 
kn~wledge, but he does not require the same depth of introspection 

demanded by the Scala Perfectionis. It is possible that Erasmus' 

emphasis on the imitation of Christ, on practical morality and on the 

basic simplicity of the Gospel may owe something to his early contacts 

with the brethren of the Common Life, 1272 but he encourages the individual 

Christian to achieve a degree of independence that orthodox mystical 

authors, for all their individuality, would not have allowed. The 

Enchiridion makes hardly any reference to the Church - as opposed to its 

institutions and ceremonies - and nowhere enjoins obedience to the beliefs 

1273 . 1274 of Holy Church. Even in the introductory eplstle where he presents > . 

the apparently hierarchical image of the three concentric circles, clergy, 

princes and common people, around Christ, he emphasizes the mutual 

responsibility of eaCh to other in Christ rather than thesuprememcy 

of the clergy over the rest. 1275 Every man, no matter what manner of 

life he follows, is able to aim at the one mark) ''whiche is Christe and his 

mo ste pure lernynge". The clergy and the schoolmen have betrayed their 

trust,and rather than communicating the faith to their neighbours they 

are like Philistines, intent on stopping up "the fountayn~ of the gospeU".~276 

It is for the individual to believe the promises of the Gospel, to learn 

the wisdom of God from the Scriptures and through self knowledge, 1277 and 

thus learn to know right from wrong,1278 to love what is good and true and to 

cleave to it, no matter what great men, philosophers, divines, popes 

or kings or the majority of people may do.127~ The inability of the 

majority to pursue such an independent course~and the possible dangers 

to Church and State from those who were confident that they were a part 
\ 
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of that small but blessed flock who alone agree !~ith ye fyrst 

'ensample of Christ" were a far more serious thre .1.t to the established , 
order than Erasmus' criticisms of superstitious ceremonies or monasticism. 

Although the Enchiridion claims to be a manual setting forth "rules 

of true ~hrysten lyuynge" - in fact much practica.l advice of a general 

nature is included - the pract.ical teaching is an incidental though 

necessary product of Erasmus' theory of the Christian life. His 

precise views on particular issues are often ambiguou:::. His personal 

1 d · 1280 hi d . f . . h h h1281 to erance and me erat1on, s eS1re or Ulllty 1n t e C urc and 

. 1282 for peace between men and nat1ons) and his preference for indirect 

criticism and satire rather than dogmatic statement~make l~ seem weak, 

vacillating and adaptable to the point of contradiction - he was capable 

of writing In laude '"nd prayse of matrymer:r and, \o;ith every appearance of 

sincerity, he could also praise th~ religious vocation of virginitJ' in 

h hi hJ d·· 1 Co . f V . d ' 1 1283 t e g.y tra 1t1ona . maparat10n 0 a yr .e:1n an a ; art yr. 

Erasmus does not reveal the strong personal conviction a.'1.d zeal fer r eform 

of Luther or Tyndale; his faith was more intellectual, less personal 

than theirs, he appealed to the mind and reason rather than to the heart 

and emotionsi but his sincere concern to elucidate the philosophy of 

Christ is not to be doubted. This distillation of the wisdom of Olrist 

was to be sought primarily in Scripture, especially in the Gvspels ~~d 

Epistles and in the life of Christ: !TW~t ot.her thynge is all the lyf~/ 

ye death/& the resurrection of Christ than a moste pure and cl ere m:yrr0ur 

or glasse of the euangelical philosophyll.1284 He declared that "all t he 

trewe fountayne and vayne of Christes philosophy is hydde in the gospell 

and the epysteJ.s of the apostelsll,1285 but he recognized that Script ure W<.:.G 

obscure and difficult and needed interpretation: 

Thcrfore in rnyne oppinyon the bes t ,,'ere that some bothe 
well lerned mer. and gcod ofl/lyuing shuld ••• make a cJllect yc)!1 
and .•• gather t he somll1e_~; f C~·:i .ste s phylosophy ou t of t he pur e 
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interpretours/and so playnly that yet it myght be clerkly 
&. erudyte/and so breuely that it myght also be playne. 1286 

The Enchiridion was perhaps Erasmus' earliest attempt to provide such 

1287 a summary. Ham.:.? described the Christian's filII armour, "set onely 

• . out of the Cl..L""lIlory of holy scripture,,1288 although supported by classical 

works, he offers, as a handy substitute for the umdeldy "hole and complete 

armure and harneys of holy scripture", "this lytell treatyse called 

Enchiridion/that is to saye/a certayn lytell dagger". This summary 
I 

teaching, coupl~d with faith)will enable its user "to withstande the 

fyerse &. ragyng aSS<l.wte of thyne ennemy". 

l~1hereas the Enchiridion concentrated 011 the manner of life which 

should grow from the philosophia Christi,the Exhortacyon to the dylygent 

study of scripture (the Paraclesis) and the .. _Exhortacyon to the stu.dy of 

the Gospell1289 (Preface to the Par~tphrase on Matl:hew) represent an appeal 

to "entyse all mortall men vnto themoste holy &. holsome studye of 

Chrystan wysdome/and pure phyloso~". This "very pure & naturall 

phylosophye of Christe",1290 "this vnlerned Phylysophy lf,1291 "this 
I 

doctryne of Christe!!,1292 "this Phyloscphy of the Gospellesll1293 was 

the means whereby Erasmus sought to recover the simplicity, liberty 

and purity of the apostolic faith. But he was so concerned t:o free 

the Gospel of Christ, "Ye quycke & lyuyng yrnage of his most holy myndc/ 

ye and Chryste hymselfe spekynge, healynge, deyenge, rys.ynge agayne .•• 

In so moche that thou couldest not so playae and frutefullye se hym. 

~~ 120 4 . 
'r,,~ughe he w.e~e present before thy bodely iyes", ,/ from the accretions 

of human tradition, external ceremonies and scholastic subtleties, that: 

he fails to give any positive personal or theological content to the 

Christianity on ,v-hich his ethics are based. Ha\~ng neither an object 

of fait:h - the sufferir..g Jesus of medieval devotion or the Risen Lord 

of the ReforIllCrS - not' a satisfactory intellectual framework, .. 
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the philsophia Christi is an essentially negative concept. 1295 

But although its content was am~igucus, the philosophia Chr isti 

was pDsitive in its requirement. that the Bible~ should be made freely 

available to everyone ':;0 that all might profit from it: "there is 

nothynge perta)rnynge vnto mannes felycyte/other elles vnto any oper~cyon 

expedyent vnto this presente lyfe. But it is declared, ~3cussed, and 

, 1296 absolutely touched". In his edition of the Greek New Testament 

Erasmus addressed himself to scholars, but in its preface and in ~~s 
I 

para.phrases he sought "plus propres cl emouvir le sentiment religieu.."X, 

exposer cette philosophie du Christ que son exegese erudite et critique 

"., 120'7 degageai t de la lettre sacree". " He renewed his attack on the 

scholastics and theolOgians for obscuring the truth, for theiI ignorance 

of Scriptllr~ and because they prevented access to it. 1298 Other sects 

• - PlatOJllists, Arist0tfLlians, Stf.i€ps - know the teachings and traditions of 

their masters, and indeed much of what the pagan philosophers taught 

corresponded to Christian teaching, 1299 but Erasmus is emphatic th~t Christ 

is the only perfect teacher. 1300 The clergy too are ignorant and have 

failed to provide a living example of Christ's philosophy or to teach 

it. 1301 They mislead the people with human vows and ceremonies, 13C2.: 

entice them by plays1303 and provide entertainment rather truul instructicn 

1104 in their sermons. v The true divine is one who lives according to 

Christ's teaching, "thoughe .he be a weuer/yea thoughe he dygge &:. delue lT 

and who, being inspired by the Holy G10~t, teaches accordingly and draws other 

to follow Christ. 1305 But when the official clergy are lax or ignorant, 

then every Christian is entitled to "fede &:. norysshe hjs o;.me mynde wt 

. 1306 
priuate redynge of the Gospell!:. · Bu't for the Bible to be freely 

ava.ilal)le to every bapt ized Christian1307 it must be first translated. 1308 

is 
Christ.' s empire has been diminished and His C!.l'llrch L torn by str i f e because 

His word is not lmown;1309 He desir ed "that his ccunceylles and Il!ys~ezfs 



shuld be spred abrode, as moche as is possyble,,~310 and rather than 

mumbling their psalms and Pater in a language they do not understand1311 

Erasmus would rejoice to have the ' Bible 

so comenly spoken of, of all maner men in all maner 
langUages/that ye ploughman holdynge ye plough/dyd 
synge somwhat of the mystycall PsalmesU in his owne 
mother tonge/yea and yf the weuer, syttyng. at his 
worke, did synge somwhat of ye gospell, for his solace 
& conforte in his labours/& more ouer yf ye mayster of 
the shyppe, syttynge faste at the sterne, do synge also 
somwhat of the same/and for to make an ende yf ye wedded 
wyfe, when she sytteth at her dystaffe, haue some companyon, 
or kynneswoman vrito her, whiche dothe reade and reherse somwhat 
herof vnto her. 1312 

According to .·.Erasmus "The fyrst poynte of christyanyte is to knowe 

what ClDlgste hathe taught,,;313 and he devotes considerable attention to 

the way in which the Bible is to be .read. To derive profit -from this 

reading, learnin&in the sense of academic knowledge or intellectual 

prowess, is not necessary;1314 no-one is so unlearned that he cannot 

learn "this vnIerned Phylysophy" ;1315 what is needed is a simple and 

pure mind or faith and a desire to learn,1316 and perhaps a brief 

prayer for the illuminiation of the Holy Spirit. 1317 The right 

attitude of mind is all-important, and Erasmus warns against the common 

dangers of presumption (of the ignorant as well as of the learned), 

credulity, or rigidity of opinion, curiosity or idle speculation,and the 

temptation of forcing scripture to fit~pr!vate opinions, from which springs 

stiffness, brawling, debate, heresey and discord in the Church. 1318 In 

view of Erasmus' consistent emp~sis on the importance of the inward 

and spiritual element, it is not surprising to find that he advocated and 

uses allegorical · interpretation of Scripture, although by 1516 he has 

begun to moderate the excessive emphasfs on the allegorical sense found 

~ the Enchiridion ca.ij.1319 He also recommends the Gospels and 



Epistles as the best source of Christ's teaching rather than the 
~ 

more obscure, so~imes offensive or foolish, histories and prophecies 

of the Old Testament - but he does not forbid the latter to any man. 1320 

? Characteristically Erasmus goes on to insist that the knowledge 

derived from the diligent study of Scripture must bear fruit in life,1321 

and he makes some specific recommendations in the Exhortacyon to the 

study of the Gospell on how Christ's philosophy should be taught publicly. 

In addition to small books summarizing His teaching, which could be 

carried about.he recommends similar books for preachers. 1322 His 

most novel suggestion is the imposition .of a "catechetical discipline 

upon children,who should attend these sermons, learn the meaning of 

their baptismal vows, be examined in them,and then personally make 

public affirmation of their vows: 1323 

wha; a goodly and a royall syghte wolde it be, to 
here ye'~oyces of so many yonge men, dedycatynge and 
gytwng themselfe wholly to Iesu Chryst: of so many 
yonge souldyars, swerynge to do and fulfyll his 
commaundementes, forsakyng and renounsynge this worlde •••• 1324 

In these Exhortacyons Erasmus reflects something of the humanist optimism, 

that the effects of the Fall can be repaired through a Christian 

upbringing and education;1325 he echoes the Brethren 'of the Common Life 

in his call for simplicity and inwardness of belief, and he foreshadows 

the Reformers in his appeal for a r<:.~~n to Scripture as the source and 

standard of Christian life and doctrine. 

. 1326 
As noted above, the selection of Erasmus' works made available to 

W') 

English readers was~epresentative of his total output, since it ignored 

most of his scholarly editorial work, his satires and his educational 

treatises. Wi th the exception of t~e Enchiridion none of his works 



was. conspicuously popular during the 1530s, but the large number .. 
(ni~een) of different devotional treatises made available in 

translation during the deca~e suggests that his influence was extensive. 

Common to all his expository - devotional treatises was a reaction 

against external forms and traditions7 and a stress on'the imIftance of the 

individual's inner apprehension of the truth of Christ's teaching which 

should find expression in his manner of life. The simplicity of his 

view of Christ's philosophy and his preference for a few practical 

principles of life rather than a multiplicity of detailed regulations 

would have appealed to the unlearned,while those with more intellectual 

training probably appreciated his use of classical allusion, ,his historical 

arguments and the significance of the contrast between Erasmus' teaching 

and that of the schoolmen and religious. His treatises contrived to 

combine the secular viewpoint of the humanis~s with the older topics of 

traditional devotion,to present for the first time in English a truly 

lay devotion. 1327 Because he never in so many words condemned the 

institutions and customs he criticized, and because, superficially at least, 

_he retained many of the categories of traditional devotional instruction,1328 
r 

most of his work was probably acce~table to more conservative readers 

as well as to those who desired reform. His exposur,e of human and 

eccle~ia~tical shortcomings was ~ade indirectly, often by means of 

cont~ast or sat~~rand_ the attractiveness of his ~iting may have helped to 

disarm some ' of his critics. He avoided dogmatic statements which would 

provoke violent reactions or inflame the passions of either sid~and he 

appealed rather to the mind and reason of his readers. '!he philosophia 

Christi, his appeal for purity, simplicity and liberty in Christian faith 

and life, was a conspicuously neutral ~dea amid the warring Catholic -

Protestant factions of the early sixteenth century, and it ~ew supporters 



from both sides. In England this rather ambiguous neutrality 

.matched the mood of the government to a remarkar·le extent. \llhile 

tolerating, and in certain specific areas actually furthering reform, 

Cromwell,and even more Henry VIII,were unwilli~ to abandon most of 

the doctrines and customs of traditional Catholicism. Erasmus' 

treatises favoured· the same kind of reform as seems ne have been 

envisaged by Cron&ell: a refonnation of superstitions and abuses 

(monasticism and im.ages and relics, especially those which were the 

object of pilgrimage were uprooted during the 1530s) and the introduction 

of a more simple, bibli'cal religion (vernacular translations of the Bible 

were officially ordered in 1538). Erasmus' popularity may well have 

. been offiq:@l rather than truly popular, his influence greater among 

those of some learning . rather than the entirely unlearned, and he 

probably appealed to laymen rather than religious. This suggests that 

he would probably have appealed most to the middle classes, a hitherto 

neglected but rapidly increasing audience, who were to become the main 

supporters of that reform which Erasmus in so man.y ways foreshadows. 



PROTESTANT TREATISES 

The differences between the late medieval devotional literature and 

the Protestant treatises of the 1530s and 1540s are substantial and 

obvious. The affective devotion of the later middle ages is almost 

entirely superseded by doctrinal and ethical instruction and polemic. 

The visual stimulus and imaginative appeal of meditations on Christ's 

Passion or the Last Things, the lives of Christ and the Saints, gives 

way to solid biblicism and substantial doctrinal content - a change 

reflected even in the format of the books.1329 Descriptions of people 

and events tend to be replaced by historical surveys, biblical exposition 
; 

and discussion of the fundamental tenets of Protestant theology: faith 

and works, justification, the law and grace. The work of pure devotion 

is replaced by the edifying treatise. The secular government rather than · 

the Catholic Church becomes the final arbiter of doctrine, the King 

displaces the Pope, and authors assume a secular audience, subjects of 

the King,rather than an audience of religious vowed to obey their 

superiors. Religion becomes more obviously a national and political 

concern, and the civil and social duties of the Christian are regarded as more 

important than the . tr~di~ional religious obligations. Yet despite all the 

changes it is possible to discern some continuity of form and subject 

matter between the traditional Catholic treatises and the new Protestant 

writings. 1330 

The ymage of loue1331 was one of the first English books printed 

that was openly critical of some of the traditional Catholic customs and 

institutions which were to be the chief targets of the Reformers)MDd 

several of which had been already condemned by the Lollards. 1332 
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Expensive images, vestments and plate, over~elaborate services and too 

much trust placed in outward ceremonies were criticized,and the author 

suggests that there are better ways to serve God than in the monastic 

life,which has become corrupted over the centuries; but like .Erasmus 

he usually avoids outright condemnation. The work seems to have 

been addressed to nuns, and . sixty copies were sent to each of the nuns 

of Syon Abbey. 1333 This might suggest attempted subversion of an in-

fluential and conservative community, or exploitation of de Worde's known 

contacts with Syon,1334 but de Worde and John Gough were reprimanded by 

the ecclesiastical authorities for printing it. 1335 The work describes 

the ~thor's quest - a spiritual one rather than the moral-intellectual 

quest of Haw~'. Pastime of pleasure or Exemple of vertu - for the image 

of true love. 1336 It is . so~ght first in natural love, in the bond of 

kin or friendship or the love between man and wife;but discord mars these 

relationship~ ,and the b~dy and its senses (the five wits) desire transitory, 

worldly pleasures that can be enjoyed in this life but merit no heavenly 

reward. The image of the world, so alluring from a distance, is unpleasantly 

destrctive when scrutinized more closely;1337 once enSnared by its false 

promise man will soon forget God>and at last will receive not reward but 

punishment in proportion to his pleasure; "so moche sorowe &: turment shall 

ye deuyll gyue hym therfore agayn". The image of a beautiful woman is 

also dangerous: from the long train of her dress "appered out ye tale of a 

stryngynge serpent" ~and "a lytell from her WaS d~tl1. &:, hell mouth gapynge 

to receyue her &: all that were wt her". Again he is warned, mainly by 

examples from Scripture,1338 to flee her. He is tempted then to turn 

to some man-made substitute for the true image, but he is told that 

rather than purchase some image or statue to serve as "the bokes of lay 

people symple &: vnlerned/that be vnperfyte in goostly lyfe" it is better 

to set a good example of livinp: "se thy conuersacion be holy &: meke 



and thy doctryne holsome yt shall stere p~ople to deuocyon". Rykes 

,the~ voices one of the most characteristic pleas of the reformers, 

that money should be spent on "ye lyuynge temple", on the people 

of Christ, not on the glorification of inanimate church buildings: 

"That that is not necessary neyther to ye necessary sustenaunce of the 

body/nor be the honest & reasonable maynteynyng of the degre & state 

of a person ~ can not well be ordred but to axfll ende/excepte it .. be 

bestowed vpon poore ~eople", although he does allow that provision 

should be made t; the Church's necessary maintenance. The quest having 

so far proved fruitless, the author is instructed to abandon his search 

for a physical image and to seek a spiritual one - just ' as the Enchiridion 

encouraged its readers not to be content with the physical and external~ 

ceremonies and regulations ,' f but to seek spiritual truth. The spiritual 

sight, made dim "wt dust &: humour of vanite & carnalite" is to be 

cleansed, not by ente~ing religion which encourages self love, but by 

following the Protestant ideal of active service of Christ's body: 

charite sayth saynt Paule/is to edif~our neyghbour/to 
thynke ourselfe membres of one body/& so to use one 
another/as ye membres naturally do in ye body/& so 
to vse ourselfe one to another/ consyderynge our self~ 
as one body in Chryst/to be as glad of our neyghbours 
profyte as our owne/to helpe them in theyr distresse/as 
they wolde be holpen in theyr owne/louyngly to re forme 
& correcte thernyt do amysse/to helpe & releue them 
yt be fallen in dekay bodyly or goostly/to comforte ye 
heuy/to helpe ye syke/to socour the nedy •••• to referre 
al our rychesse/labour/study and care to this ende/that 
we might profyte & do good to many in our sauy~ur Chryst ••• 
the more we profyte to many/the more 'is- otir -auayle and 
meryt~. 1339 . 

Earlier authors had, of course, made use of the Pauline image of the 

body of Christ and had reminded their readers - the minority who were 

not contemplatives or religious - of their social responsibilities. 1340 

But as ~ong as the monastic.' idea of perfection was dominant and the 



Church's emphasis on the need of the individual to accumulate merit 

by the prescribed means was accepted, the active .and social dimensions 

of the faith received comparatively little attention. The Refonners 

did not acknowledge the superiority of the religious life nor did they 

accept the divine authority of the visible Church; their ecclesiology 

was more dynamic and personal and carried a far stronger social 

h . 1341 
emp aS1S. 

The author of The ymage of loue seeks to separate the true image 

of charity from its conventional fonn, "these gay outwarde thynges 

&: obseruaunces ••• all the gay syngynge &: playinge/or multipyinge of 

orysons". Charity is a reflection of the living and invisible God 

made visible in Christ,who "teke a glasse/that is our nature/whiche 

wel may be compared vnto a b~ell glasse/wherin he shewed vs this 

ymage of loue/that is hymself". fut as "a glas can represent nothyng 

but yf somwhat be present vnto it. So in lpaIl. can be no charite but 

yf god be present vnto his soule". ~~s devotes the remainder of his 

work to the practical implications of this image of love. He describes 

five different types of love, for kindred, for all people, for enemies 

and for God,and places them thus in ascending order according to the 

five wits: the lowest being fleshly touch or feeling and the highest 

and most spirit~~l sense being sight. The image is reflected not in 

"paynted clothes &: carued ymages", in external and physical things, but 

by inward virtues: "contynuall perseueraunce in loue &: pacience/yt is 

true golde surely proued in ye fyre of trouble &: aduersite". The 

other virtues which clothe "the spouses of Christ" are for the most 

~~aJ •• i6:uaia Lal~' diligence and obedience, meekness and chastity, 



pa~ience and poverty, skill and humility, mercy and justice, benignity 

and gravity, and discretion in .all things. Godly wisdom, however, 

consists not only in despising all earthly things, in compunction of 

heart, contrition for sins, charitable works and contemplation, but in 
Ba..t.Lf 

"study of holy scriptur & in the lawe of god". ~ in the articales 

of the faith and the gifts of grace, a pure heart, a good conscience 

and a sure hope "wt dewe of grace from aboue" complete the clothing of 

the image of love. For the most part the virtues are those of countless 

medieval treatises written for religiOUS, but the reading of the Bible 

hints at a new order. So too do " thecr~ ticisms of "the supersticyous 

obseruaunces & vayne customes "which burden contemporary monasticism 

and hinder the true following of Christ. 1342 He also includes a 

comprehensive indictment of the dangers of hypcrisy in the monastic 

life~343 and seems to value personal contrition more than confession 

to a priest. Such criticisms, with his general warning against 

placing too much faith in outward ceremonies,point towards reform, as does 

n ~ 
his advice "gete you le~e bothe by doctryne & gracelwherbYj may worke/ 

teche & shewe examples of lyght". The author goes on to encourage his 

readers, to love God above all, showing thernhow they should learn to 

give themselves freely to God and how to judge when they act against 

that love. He paints a fearsome picture of the Devi~ - perhaps the 

most vivid and detailed description to be found in the literature of the 

periodl~- and the work concludes with an ~~tatic celebration of charity, 

based on Hugh o{ St. Victor, and a prayer "besechyng ye to comme in to my 

soule for to kyndle it in loue/to lyghten it wt grace/to dilate my hert/ 

to stretche out ~y desyre/to open the bosome of my mynde/to. emarge & 

stablysshe thy dwellyng place in my soule".1345 For the most part the 



author is content to use conventional authorities and to praise the 

conv.entiona~ virtues of the medi_e_v""l~_r:.~ligi~us tradition, but in his 

desire for a more spiritual and active faith Rykes foreshadows the 

Reformers. 

The, Lytell trea~yse called/or named the (Myrrour or lokynge glasse 

of life),1346 whose author John G. it is tempting to identify with the 

printer John Cough who was involved in the publication of many reformed 

works,1 347 balances ideas which suggest reformed views with traditional 

. I 1348 materl.a . ' Frequent contemplation of the "Myrrour of lyfe", which 

is explicitly identified as the New Testament, has brought this author, 

like John Rykes,1 349 to see "my selfe what I was/& what d~lger/& case 

I lyued in many yeres/moste lyke to lodge my poore soule in helle".1350 

Seeing himself "farre out of the trewe ryghtewaye", he felt bound by 

that sense of Christian responsibility so characteristic of the Reformers 

not only "to enlumyne myselfe: but also to enduce my brethren & neyghbours/ 

and charytably to socour and counceyll them perceyuyng that they were so 

farre from the trewth by ygnoraunsy". The remedy for this ignorance and 

the means to cleanse "theyr deformytes and abhomynable fowle spottes of 

stynkyng fylthne~seu were to be sought in the same mirror that exposed 

them. 

A good deal of the extant teaching1 351 - for it is a work that seeks 

to instruct rather than to provide topics for devout meditation - echoes 

the form and content of earlier works. He arranges his topics according 

to the traditional catechetical lists of sins, virtues, works of mercy, 

five wits,etc.,and even includes lists of the names of the devils and 

the pains of hell. Usually, howev~r, he does not merely list the sins 



or wits, but he attemp.t~ to use them as an opportunity for instruction. 

For instance, on the seven corporal works of mercy he urges his readers 

to give only to those whose need is genuine and who deserve support -

teaching spelt out in more detail in the chapter • Jxiiiil" of almysse 

dede",Wrich reflects the Elizabethan horror of the "lusty & sturdy 

vacabondes" and laments the fate of others: 

in euery p~sshe in London specyally in alyes & 
lanes inn~erable: the whiche hunger and thwste/and 
suffre nede and penury importunat/ye and doth perysshe 
dayly for lacke of comforte the experyence therof causeth 
my herte to blede for pyte/to se the pore ymage of god 
perysshe/and so many ryche & wel~thy persones so nere. 1352 

Such sympathy for human suffering, rarely expressed in medieval works, was 

common in the writings of the Reformers,1353 and made many of them critical 

of social conditions1354 and ecclesiastical administration. 1355 It is 

not unusual in works of the 1530s that incline towards reform to find a 

characteristic concern of the reformers pushing out through a traditional 

form of topic. Chapter:s on the dangers of drunkedness or lechery, the 

fate of the covetous and echoes of the memento mori, vile body and quid 

profuit motifs}356 were all solidly traditional,and the authorities cited~ 

SS. Augustine, Ambrose, Bernard, Gregory, Hugh of St. Victor, Richard of 

St. Victor, Pope Leo and Nicholas of L~a-might have come from any 

me.dieval treatise. But there are signs of change, new ideas breaking 

through the old forms. Humanist influence is to be seen in the inclusion 

of a chapter (viii) providing "A good rule for a man to brynge ~youth" -

although threats of "the moste horryble paynes of hell" to enforce 

obedience would not have been welcomed by Erasmus - and in Colet's 

translations of the Pater and creed (ca. iii); perhaps also in the 

collection of maxims that comprise "An ordre of Crysten lyuynge" . . (~a. ix),1357 

although this seems to represent the traditional religious view of life. 



The author is still prepared to allow pilgrimages as "profytable to 

the soule/so that it be done accordynge to the lawe and wyll or pleasur 
I 

of .god", but like the Lollards and Reformers he also exposes the 
""l • . ' ' M ' 

~uperstition, idolatry and hypocrisy which often surround the pilgrim) 

and he would seem to prefer that the time and money were devoted to 

"the lyuely ymage of cryste/which was bought wt so precy~)Use a pryse ••• 

whiche peryssheth dayly vnder oure noses". 

There are more positive signs of reformed teaching to be noted 

in the frequent use of biblica~ quotations, to which references are given, 

and in the recommendatiop. "that scryture is very ~e and profytable 

to rede" (ca. vi). Like Erasmus, the ' author reminds his readers of what 

was promised at their baptism and rehearses the vows - a full explanation 

of ~ll the ceremonies of the baptismal rite was provided in A declaration 

of the Seremonies a nexid, to the sacrament of the Baptyme, what they 

sygnyffie and how we ought to vnderstande them. 1358 By means of the 

familiar three-fold recollection,1359 the readers are reminded of man's 

natural state "Fyrste we were borne in orygynall s~e and naked in to this 

n 1360 worlde/moste pore of our selfes of all creatures that beryth lyfe"; 
'-' 

this is contrasted with the new birth and regeneration of baptism and the 

infini te mercy of God~ The author, in common with others who inclined 

towards reform, is clearly concerned to give not only the rather impersonal 

moral - ecclesiastical instruction characteristic of the catechetical 

tradition, but to provide more personal teaching of the meaning of the 

Christian faith. The opening chapter of The Myrrour "contayneth the 

dyffynycyon of fayth, and of good workes" - two of the most common topics 

of reformed treatises. He bases his definition of faith on Hebrews XI:t 

as does William Bonde in The Pilgrymage of perfeccyon1361 - and argues that 
\ 



it kn~ts the soul spiritually to God, enabling it to believe in the 

goodness of God as revealed in salvation history (again Protestants 

wherever possible include a summary of man's redemption from the creation 

and Fall to the Incarnation and death of Christ, which is here described 

in familiar medieval terms1362 ) and to trust in His word. The author 

goes on to show that, although good works are necessary, they are not 

the chief cause unless the soul is ,in a state of grace; good works cannot 

b . . 1363 e mer1tor10US. Works done Qut of fear or in over-confident 'trust 

of salvation are not acceptable; they must be done out of love for "God 

and a desire to serve Him. The doctrinal teaching of The Myrrour is 

not sufficiently developed1364 to make the gulf between this kind of work 

and that of an ~rthordox Catholic like Bonde absolute, but taken in 

conjunction with the author's concern to give the Christian faith and life 

a personal and social emp4asis rather than the impersonal, formal and 
e.s 

ecc~astical quality of traditional teaching, the signs of reform are 

unmistakeable. 

John Frith's Mirroure to know thyselfe1365 again echoes a number of 

views familiar in medieval devotional treatises, but it is a more 

obviously Protestant work than The ymage or The Myrrour of lokynge glasse 

of lyfe. Like many earlier treatises Frith's was written at the request 

of a friend who wished to "be sumwhat enstructed to knowe himselfe/&: so 

geue God thankes for the benefytes which he hath ~ abyndantlye poured 

vpon hym". The preface echoes earlier contemptus mundi pieces in its 

exposure of .ae vain and transitory objects - riches, honours, position, 

beauty, strength - but rather than condemn man's vanity in negative terms, 

by use of the vile body genre for example, Frith is concerned to make the 

more posi~ive point that every outward gift, such as ~ng life, riches or 

honour; every gift of the mind, such as wisdom and eloquence;and above all 

the gifts of the soul, predestination, election, vocation and justificat;ion-



all come from God and are gifts of His grace and mercy. All 

gifts are to be used to the mutual benefit of the Body of Christ1366 _ 

again the Reformed concern that faith should find active expression 

in love and service of the community. This service is not limited to 

physical assistance, but every Christian '~hich hath the lyght of Goddes 

worde reuelated vnto hym" is under obligation to share his spiritual 

knowledge, to preach God's word and to save his neighbour. The ministry 

of the Word is not .c.onfin~d to the . ordained ministry of the Church, who, 

Rrith believes, have betrayed their trust; "And therfore I afferme that all 

oure holy hypocrites & ydle belyed Monkes/Chanons & Prestes whether they be 

regulare or seculare/yf they laboure not to preache Goddes worde are theues 

& also murtherars".1367 He condemns, clergy, monks and friars both for 

their failure to preach the pure word of God and also because they spend 

money on idle ,pleasures such as hawking, rich clothes and large palaces 

rather than giving to the poor. Alms are better spent helping men set 

up or maintain a t~ade rather than on those who live off society and 

contribute nothing to it. Frith includes a story of Abbot Silvan 

from Vitae Pat.um. a highly traditional source of illustrative material, 

to show that even pure contemplatives must work to live. Faith demands 

works that,. are socially and spiritually useful, not pilgrimages to . . 
F r itL.'. 

Walsingham or Canterbury. lOpen criticism of Roman customs and ,cler~, 

and of their chief apologist S~r Thomas More, whose ."paynted p,?etrye" 
his 

obscures the truth of God's word, and n .r',. extensive use of biblical 

paraphrase and quotation, his concern that God's word should be widely 

preached and faith expressed in useful social activity, leave the reader 

in no doubt of his reformed position. 

. 1368 The Summe of the holye scr1pture contains rather more anti-



catholic polemic directed against the monks!369 and makes still 

clearer the characteristic concerns of those who sought to spread 

reformed teaching: ""that eu~ry man may knowe what ys the foundacyon 

of all scriptures/and what thinge they do teach vs •••• to thintent 

that euery man may knowe/wha~ he shall beleue".1370 Accordingly there are 

chapters dealing with faith and justification, with the meaning of baptism 

and the content of Christian belief, with salvation, grace and works. 

There is the usual Protestant emphasis on the need for personal faith 

in Christ's promises, and the importance of trusting in His grace and 

mercy and not relying on works and merits is made clear. The following 

confession illustrates the alternation of self-abasement and hopeful 

confidence ~~quently found in Protestant prayers: 1371 

10 ..... o deretGod almyghty/I pore synnar confesse byfore 
thy dyuine puyssaunce/that by my synnes I haue deserued 
the euerlastynge deth of helle by thy greate iustice. 
But alwayes I take hope and comfort in thy godly promesse 
wherby thou saydeste in thy gospel. He that beleueth in 
the sonne of God shal haue euer lastynge lyfe/for this 
cause I pore synnar come to warde the dere lorde Iesu 
Christe whyche are the onely fontayne of mercy not 
trusttnge in my goodlworkes (whiche be but stynkyng 
before the) nor in any worldly .thyng but onely in the 
alone, for thou alone are the way the trouth & the lyfe. 
And I pray the that vnto me poore synner thou· wilt do 
thy grace & mercy. Amen. 1372 

Chapter xv raises the familiar devotional topic of the Christian's 

attitude to death. The author ranges himself cl~~ly with other 

Reformers1373 in emphasizing that faith in Christ removes all horror 

of death and that a willing death isa sign of faith and triumph over 

sin: "they that die with suche a courage and suche a trust in God it is 

a certayne signe that they be saued". To sorrow over death, or to make 

provision for an elaborate funeral or an expensive tOnib, "is more 

institute for~the profit & aduauntage of the lyuyng/then to helpe the 

deed" - Lgrand, Vives and the outspoken Protestant Gnapheus all condemn 



exfensive monuments. 1374 Equally familiar was his advice that 

"the best preparacyon vnto deth is to loue nothing in this worlde" 

and to live a godly life1375 - that same point was made by the 

humanist Lupset and in more traditional ars moriendi books. 1376 

The last section of The Summe, from chapter xxii pnwards, is the 

most practical and probably the most significant. It seems to be one 

of the earliest contributions to the substantial Protestant and Puritan 

literature on the domestic and civil duties of the Christian. In 

his Obedience of a Christian man Tyndale outlines the offices of 

fathers, husbands and masters according to biblical precepts and 

reminds them of their responsibility _for teaching their charges to 

know and obey the Lord's commandments. The Christian landlord was to 

be as a father to his tenants, and keep peace and justice tempered 
i 

with. mercy among them. The same qualities together with absolute 

integrity were required of all secular officers from kings and judges 

to sheriffs, bailiffs and constables. Spiritual rulers, however, were 

not .expected to exercise their powers in secular affairs - as so many of 

them did.1?Qp . The civil aspects of. Christian responsibility were 

subsequently elaborated in books like A ciuile nosgay~378 which dealt 

with the nature of justice, the authority of magistrates, the balance 

between equity and rigour in enforcing the law and voluntary or invol-
I 

~tary offences; but the attention given to the domestic and social 

ddties was more influential for the development of devotion.l~79 The 

Summe considers the contrast between spiritual and secular government. 

The Christian's duty to obey the temporal laws is stressed; subjects, for 

example, must pay their taxes but ~~~~s should not pppress then. .In 

addition to the qualities of justice and mercy required of rulers ~d 

officials, the author seeks practical action to stop begging; the ablJ-
I 

bodied should be made to learn a trade, while pleasant hospitals should 



be provided at the charges of the parish where the elderly might 

find relief and edification in a daily sermon. Again, the Protestant 

sense of concern for fellow C~istians suggests particular social 

reforms. The rich are to use their wealth to give practical assistance 

to the needy, not to pay for masses and obits, offering& to saints and 

wax candles,or to endow chantries, chapels or altars; as another author 

put it: "as touchynge to the spyryte it is nothing nedefull to bielde 

chirches".1~O 

The author's main interest in this last section, howev~r, focuses 

on the life of ordinary citizens and householders. The relationship 

b " d 1 "d" d "Pr " 1380A etween marr1e coup es - a tOP1C 1scusse 1n many otestant treat1ses -

is to be grounded in ChristJnot based on lust or possessions. The 
\ 
widow is to model herself on the precepts ,of I Jimothy V - the pastoral 

epistles were a popular and obvious source f~r .this kind of teaching. 

There is a summary instruction, based on humanist ideas, on how parents 

should bring up their children;138 1 it emphasizes that it is the parents' 

responsibility to see that their children learn and are brought up in the 

true faith. The duty of church-going, particularly to hear the sermon, 

remains, but ~hristian life and instruction centres on the home, not the 

Church. The occupations, social ethics and devotion of the householder are 
in 

dea~t with in greater detail thanianything previously available in English. 

He must endeavour to act as' he would wish to be treated (Matthew VII:l2). 

He must help , or procure aid for his neighbour in need, but never strive 

against him. The wrongdoer must not be provoked, but efforts should be 

made to reform him gently. Money earned is to be used in God's service 

- 1382 and to help the poor, not to beautify the house or buy costly clothes. 

The servant is to remain content with his position!383 and to remember 



2.~O 

that he can serve God as well by willing service to his master 

as by gping to mass or praying in church. Instruction on the 

rel~tionship between masters and servants, the choice, character 

and training of servants was alaborated a few years later in Cousin's 

Of the office of seruauntes. 1384 Although addressed principally to the mastE 

i! reflects the widely held Protestant concern that every order of society 

should be taught their duty - social and religious. Not only the servant , 

but every artisan is to work joyfully in the knowledge that he is serving 

God, and while at work he should from time to time lift up his heart to 

God in a short prayer - a practice also recommended in The Pomander of 

prayer. 1385 It is significant that of the five classes of society 

distinguished by the author1386 ,it is the common Christian)who earns 

his own living and helps to maintain ' the lives of others, that is seen as the 

most worthy. The monastic ideal and the monastic-based devotion of a 

leisured nobility that had dominated the later fifteenth - early sixteenth 

century was replaced during the 1530s and 1540s by the ideal of the 

sanctified life and labour of the ordinary householder. 

The Reforme~ determination to s~~, ~hat everyone was taught the 

true biblical faith of Christ was complemented by their desire to expose 

the errors of ,traditional. ~at~o~ic doctrine and customs. Catholic 

authors had tended to adopt a devotional approach to vernacular instruction 

and had relied heavily on particular settings - confession, expositions 
. " 

of th~ religious or ~ontemplative ~fe or narratives of Christ's life and 

Passion - to provide the context for spiritual, general moral and 

rudimentary doctri~~ instruction. The polemic and didactic zeal of 

the Reformer~ and their distrust of the emofional and superstitious piety 

! 
f 



encouraged by traditional authors led them to abandon the devotional 

approach to instruction, and in any case they condemned th~ .dQctr~nal 

errors and superst~tious abuses of precisely those institutions -

confession, the mass,monasticism - which had in the past been the usual 

occasion for instruction. It is possible to distinguish three elements 

in the .Protestant literature of the 1530s: a polemic tendency, a preference 

for a didactic - doctrinal approach to the Christian faith, and constant 

reference to the Scriptures,which were the basis of all their teaching. 

The three elements do not occur in isolation - polemic invariably has 

some doctrinal implication; the didactic treatise may well launch into 

polemic and certainly relies upon Scripture; and the Bible itself, 

whether translated, summarized or used as the basis of devotion,is made 

to reflect reformed doctrine in its glosses and the arrangement and choice 

of its selections. The polemic intention, the Bible and didactic 

material do, however, suggest sufficiently distinctive emphases by 

which to group the material. There was an enormous quantity of Protestant 

literature - pol~mics, doctrinal treatises, biblical expositions, sermons 

and devotional treatises - produced during the 1530s and 1540s,which, 

despite a number of studies on the period,1387 still awaits adequate 

theological, historical and literary analysis. 

The best known Protestant polemics from RedCfe and be nott wrothe 

onwards1388 tend to focus on the mass,and most of those extant date 

from the 1540s and 1550s. .But, during the 1530s the polemic tended to 

be less specifi~and on the whole .less scurrilous and more political 

and doctrinal. The most obvious characteristic was the depth and extent 

of the division the Reformers saw between themselves and the traditional 



doctrines, beliefs and practices of the Catholic Church. The 

opposition between God's laws and man's inventions, between the 

authority of Scripture and that of the Church, between those who follow 

God and those who submit to the Pope)and between those who believe in 

justification by faith alone and those who hope to secure salvation 

by works and merits, was as absolute as the gulf fixed between right 

and wrong, truth and error, Christ and Antichrist. Regius' Comparison 

betwene the Olde lernynge & the Newe1389 presents a systematic contrast 

between the traditions of the Catholic Church, "the new learnynge", and 

the old or biblical teaching, which proves that while the Protestants 

follow God's word on the sacraments, faith and works, the worship of 

saints, fasting, vows, prayer, ceremonies and matrimony, the Catholics 

are .guilty of innovation and departure from Christ's teachings. Joachim 

von Watt's Of ye olde god & the newe/of the old fa;tth & the newe, of the 

olde doctryne and ye newe/or orygynall begynnynge of Idolatrye~390 however~ 

adopts a historical approach, showing the way in which the Church gradually 

abandoned its primitive purity and the rule of. the Bible and became 

involved in secular power and increasingly hampered by regulations, 

riches and ceremonies. During the early stages of the reformation in 

England it is not surprising to find that the powers and prerogatives 

f h h I f f ·· 1391 o t e papacy and t e c erg~. ~er~ requent targets 0 treatlse-wrlters, 

some of whom. may well have enjDyed tacit official approval, for a 

number of their works were published by the King's printer Thomas 

Berthelet. 1392 

The Reformers made the fullest possible use of the printing press 

and used a wide variety of techniques in their attempt to reach people • 

. Their approach varied from the clear parallels of Regius' Comparison 



to the publication of useful historical docume~ts such as John Le 

Maire's Abbv-reuyacyon of all generall counceylls.1 393 Dialogues in 

verse like Rede Me and be nott wrothe or in prose like Occam's Dialogue 

betwene a knyght and a cl~rke - the dialogue form was later to be used 

extensively in the devotional treatises of Thomas Becon - offered some 

variety and helped to sharpen the debate, although they seem stilted by 

comparison to Erasmus' COllOquies or More's Dyalogue of comforte. 

Protestants were also willing to make use of the kind of legal forms 

and terminology which had been popular during the previou~ century 

in the med~eval charters of Christ and in various literary wills and 

testa,ments. 1394 The wyll of the Deuyll and William Ha~ar~ 's The 

general pardon,1395 .the one a vehicle for Protestant polemic, the other 

teaching reformed doctrine, were not only ingenious applications of 

legal forms; but the familiarity of the form, especially in the latter 
. - ~ 

case, may have deceived the' reader into expecting something more 

orthodox. But the principal appeal seems to have been the legal form ._ 

itself, rather than its deceptive uses. A proclamacyon of the hygh 

emperour Iesu Christe1396 provides a legal framework for the teaching, 

which is expressed entirely in biblical quotations and paraphrases, the 

references duly noted in the margin in the approved Protestant manner. 

Despite the emphatic contrast drawn between the few who follow God's 

word and the majority who accept "ye doctrines of men, with their lawes, 

customes and constitucions" and . "~epe their Ceremonyes") .~h~~e , are echoes 

of medieval treatises and Erasmus' Enchiridion in the martial imagery of 

the Christian's call to arms1397 and Christ's appeal to His people to 

Him . •. f 1· 1 t 1398 return to ~s rem1n1SCent 0 ear 1er amen s. A heauenly Act 

concernrnSe how man shal lyue139P begins, after a brief legal preamble, 
j 



with a summary of man's redemption from the Creation and Fall to 

Christ's coming; Protestant authors took every opportunity to recount 

the history of man's salvation. To those who will keep God's 

covenant " and liue in our lawes and statutes that we haue set 

forth by our high court of parliament" is held out the promise of 

eternal rest. The laws are based on the Decalogue supplemented by 

the words of Christ , and of "the lord secretary Ihon the euangelist" 

and "Paule, the lorde chauncellor",. Other precepts ~e added to 

encourage wider knowledge and daily reading of the laws: "it is our 

wil & godly pleasure to haue our moste sacred worde go forth whiche 

in the comforte for man to guyde hys whole lyfe with all"_but it 

must be received spiritually. While those who rebel and refuse to 

repent are threatened with eternal punishment, those who willingly 

obey God's laws and faithfully endure temptation can look forward to 

a material as well as to a heavenly reward. Similar teaching appeared 

in a more novel ferm in A spirituall Almanacke~400 which offered a 

summary of God's laws to be followed by the Christian through various',' 

seasonal situations. A f hf 11 d ' .. 1401 1· ay! u an true pronostlcatlon exp 01ts 

the usual format of the prognostication even more effectively, to 

criticize contemporary, including Catholic, abuses and to recommend the 

true faith to its readers. Catholic authors, however, seem to have been 

content to leave their defence in the hands of their official apologist, 

Sir Thomas More, and perhaps to trust to the superiority of their numbers 

and th~~~~lesiastical hierarchy to contain the spread ' of reformed 

teaching - but neither Church nor government was effective in preventing 

the circulation of prohibited books. 1402 

Lamentations on the present state of the world were a common feature 

of Catholic dev~tioD!403 and as we have seen Cat~olic authors of the 



1530s were not uncritical of the contemporary state of life and 

devotion among religious, secular clergy or lay people. 1404 It 

is interesting to find that Protestants, as well as being hig~y 

critical of Catholic ceremonies and institutions, could be critical 

of their own party and deplore the slow progress of the truth. The 

translator of A goodly treatise of faith, hope and charite1405 regrets 

that "ther are many now a dayes that vse greate disputacions and 

reasonynge of fayth'j thinking that if they can argue about justification 

by faith they will have faith. He laments: 

what small fayth is founde in the world now a dayes 
and how l~ell declaracyon of the same: specialy 
of those that can and do moost reason, & dispute of it. 
Thys I saye, and that in verbo domini that I wolde of 
go~ they vttered lesse wordes of fayth, hope and charyte: 
but declared ~hem more by outward dedes of ye same. 
To speak diui~~e maketh not a diuine, but to lyue diuinite.1406 

"Yeittrue fayth can better be felt inwardly, than it can be expressed 

with wordes". The early Reformers, like many contemporary humanists, 

seem to have thought that they could convert people by teaching them what 

they should believ~ and consequently, especially in contrast to the late 

medieval devotion, they neglected to engag~ their readers' feelings and 

imaginations as well as their minds. Like Sir Thomas More,1407 this 

translator feels that the real meaning of the faith has been obscured 

by the contemporary debate. In urging his readers to throw off the 

tradi tional customs 1408 and false teaching of Rome, and to test them~. 

against the Scriptures now made available in English, Nicholas Wyse 

praises Henry VIII for allowing the Lord's temple - the figure has 

. 1 11 . d· ·d al· 1· t · 1409 t b b · It th natlona as we . as ln lV1 u 1mp lca lons - 0 e re Ul on e 

foundation of Scripture despite opposition. The king is likened to the 

Old Testament reformers, Hezekiah and Josiah, and Wyse believes that the 

English never had greater cause to honour, obey and pray for their king, 



who has gi~en them the English Bible and eradicated idolatry; "And 

yet it is a straunge rekenyng to here the vnwyse sayenges of many 

of the people, say they not, why shulde we not lyue as our fathers 

haue done before vs, ••• ,,1410 In the past, without the Bible to guide them, 

men followed the dead ceremonies of the Bishop of Rome out of ignorance, 

but those who are so unthankful and obstinate as to refuse the light of 

the Gospel can expect no heavenly reward: 

also for pytye, the greate punyshmentes where with God 
doth and wyll punysh vs comme vpon vs because ther is 
no faithfulnesse, ther is no mercye, ther is no knowlege 
of god in the lo~de ••• 1411 

The most elaborate celebration of Henry VIII's part in restoring 

God's Word and overthrowing the Antichrist of Rome was in John Pyl.barough's 

expo si ti.on of the Benedictus, A commemoration of the inestimable graces 

1412 and benefites of god... Although the King's own attitude to reform 

remained ambiguous, or rather seems to have fluctuated according to his 

personal and political circumstances, it was to him that the Reformers 

turned for help in their struggle against the tyranny of the Bishop of 

Rome, and between 1536 and 15391413 there seemed to be considerable 

official. support. The Ten Articles of 1536 were sufficiently ambiguous 

in their formulation to admit of Lutheran interpretation, while the 

First Royal Injunctions attacked superstitious worship of saints and 

pilgrimages, and ordered curates to See that children and servants were 

taught the Pater, Creed and Commandments in English. Accordingly a 

number of small boo~ets were printed,1414 setting forth not only the 

Pater with a number of expositions, the Creed and the Commandments, but 

also including the familiar catechetical lists of the five ghostly and 

bodily wits, the seven ghostly and bodily deeds of mercy, the four 

cardinal virtues and . the seven sacraments of the Church. Transgressions 
·f";~~ 

against the Commandments were spelt out in detail, including a condemnationl 
(t\tot 

and prognosticatio~under the first comman~,1415 while traditional warnings 



to remember the Last Things helped to enforce obedience. 1416 At 

the beginning three basic principles "necessary to be knowen to 

obteyne eternall lyfe" suggest reformed teaching,in their emphasis 

on man's inability to do what should be done or avoid what should 

not be done and his dependence on God. The. collection ends with 

summaries of the official acts on "Thabolysshynge of the bysshop of 

Romes pretensed & vsurped power & iurisdiction within this Realme" 

and "thacte made for thabrogacion of certayne holydayes" as well as 

"An ordre and forme of byddynge of the bedes :,1417 This mixture of 

the traditional contents of confessional-catechetical manuals with 

moderate reformed views and official , legislation was carried further 

in the first of the official primers, Bishop Hilsey's Manual of prayers!418 

which in fact owed much to the earlier Byddell-Marshall primer and to 

others printed in 1538. The Protestants were quick to seize on "the 

possibilities of the traditional layman's prayer book as an instrument 

for the inculcation of approved opinions in the public mind".1419 The 

Reformers' main debt to the Crown, however, was in the provision of the 

E,nglish Scrip.ture~which were authorized for public use in 1538. 

In addition to the Crown's support for reform,reflected directly 

in its articles and injunctions . and indirectly in the books .conta~ning 

the Pater, Creed and C\lmmandments in English and in the idea of an 

official primer, the need for reform was recognized by many within the 

Church. Treatises such as Whitford's PIpe or Tonne and Dionysius 

Carthusianus' The lyfe of prestes1420 had called for the reformation of 

religious and clerical life;and John Colet, preaching on Romans nI:2 i .n 

his convocation sermon of 1511;421 declared that the Church was more 

harmed by "the facion of seculer and worldly lyuynge in clerkes and 

prestes" than by any persecution or here.lY. Hugh Latimer in his first 



convocation sermon, 1537,1422 accuses prelates and clergy of 

adul~.erating the Word of God, teaching the dreams of men and 

garnishing~ images while Christ's lively images ~ hUngry and 

untaught. Like Colet he sees the clergy as children of the world, 

fathered by the Deviliand in his sermon he calls on them to reform 

Roman customs and ceremonies, the worship of saints and pilgrimages 

which hide much money-grubbing and~uperstition, the abuses of the 

ecclesiastical courts and the doctrines of purgatory and works and merits. 

But in addition to such pulpit polemics1423 the official representatives 

of the clergy in convocation were attempting to find a formulat;i.gn ,.of 

doctrine that would admit of some declaration of reformed views without 

completely alienating the more conservative clergy. The .Ten Articles were 

taken up into a much lengthier wor~, _ The institution of a Christen man,1424 

which seemed to leave many traditional doctrines apparently untouched 

but makes extensive use of Lutheran material. For three years, however, 

it was regarded as the official catechetical summ~ of doctrine and its 

ambigui ti..es enabled both parties to claim it as the fulfilment of their 

programme. 

The English Reformers received far more radical and vigorous 
.' 

support from th~ writings of ~nd .contact with continental reformers. In 

1530 the works of such well.known continentpl authors as Luther, 

O.ecolampedius, Zwingli, Melanchthon and Francis Lambert .'Yere prohibited 

in England. 1425 Richard Bayfield, a Benedictine of Bury St.Edmunds, 

was burnt in 1531 for bringing in to ~ngland books by such authors as Luther, 

Oecolampadius, Pomeranus (Bugenhagen),.Francis Lambert, Melanchthon, 

Brunfels and Zwingli,and for possessing prohibited English books by 

Tyndale and Frith, A proper dyaloge/betwene a Gentillman and a husbandman,1426 



a Primer and a Psalter in English. 1427 The previous year Thomas 

Patmore, parson of . Hadh~had been accu$ed of going to Wittenberg, 

meeting I.uther, . and reading reformed books, apparently in the company 

. 1428 1429 of other Engllshmen. Merchants such as Humphrey Monmouth 

helped to maintain contact between England and Reformers, English and 

foreign, abroad, but although he gave Tyndale money and shelter he also 

made gifts to orthodox > divines and institutions. A surprisingly large 

number of books by continental Reformers were available1and a number of them 

were pril';lted in England p.uring the later 1530s. The names of Bugenhagen, 

Francis Lambert, Luther and Er~smus Sarceriu~,~lso the Augsburg Confession 

with Melanchthon's Apologie,1430 were announced openly on title pages. 

In addition Bucer, Brunfels, Calvin, Johannes Campensis, Wolfgang Capito, 

Gnapheus, ~ Pederson, Urbanus Regius, the Strassburg preachers and Joachim 

von Watt either had their works translated or made substantial contributions 

to a numbe~ of English treatises, which did not always acknowledge the 

source of their material. 1431 Contributions by I.uther, for example, 

appeared without any indication of their provenance in several English 

primers of the 1530s and in Prayers of the Byble and its derivatives. 1432 

Finally there were a number ~f .translations whose origins, though not 

declared, are known or may b, surmis~d to have been among the continental 

and exiled English reformers. These varied from the .polemic of Roy 

and Barlow's .Rede me and be nott ' wroth,based on Manuel's Krankheit der 

Messe,to a collection of biblical extracts like The fountayne or well 

of lyfe; from works where instruction veers towards polemisas in 

The Summe of the holye scripture,to instructional treatises of a more 

devotional nature,such as A goodly treatise of faith, hope and charite 

or A Treatyse to teche a man to dye/and not to ·feare deathe. 



Yet a!though use was made of writings by continent~ Reformers, 

the English reformation pursued a separate, though at times parallel, 

course. Initially it was set in motion by political rather than 

doctrinal motives, and the acts and writings directed against the 

power of the papacy - and the clergy, institutions and ceremonies 

associated with it - helped to foster a growing sense of . n~ti~nal 

Od tOt 1432A 1 en 1 y. One of the most constant criticisms the. ,R.eformers 

had to face was that their teaching was new and lacked the authority 

of continuous tradition possessed by the Catholic Church. 1433 They 

countered this not only by appealing to the past, just as the humanists 

appealed to the authority and customs of antiquity - pagan and Christian -

to support ~heir views, but more particularly to the English past. Despite 

the fact that the Lollards continued to be persecuted during the early 

sixteenth century, and on into the 1530s,1434 the Protestants in fact 

made use of Lollard treatis.es. Even though the~r Lollard origins were 

not advertised many in authority must have known their source and some 

were in fact prohibited,1435 but the publishers must have reckoned that 

the teaching and criticism they contained would find considerable 

popular support. They claimed that a number of the works were written 

one or two hundred ye.ars earlier, 1436 well before the time of the new 

heresies of Luther, and they pointed to the fact that the true followers 

of God's Word had always suffered the kind of persecution inflicted on 

the LollarQs and on those who now favoured the kind of reform advocated 

by Luther: 

Euen as the olde pharysees with the bysshoppes and 
prestes/prisoned and persecuted Christ & his Apostles/ 
that all the rightuouse blode may fall on their hedes 
that ha1dl ben sheed from the blode of Steuen the fyrst 
martyr/to the blode of that innocent man of god/Thomas 
Hy~ton/whom Wyllyam Werham ••• & Iohan Fyssher ••• murthered 
at Maydeston in Kente. Anno.M.a,.xxx. for the same trouth. 1437 



Some thirty years later John Foxe undertook to demonstrate in 

extensive detail that the true followers of Christ have always been 

persecuted. 1438 

A number of .Lollard-Protestant treatises were published during 

the 1530s. They included The examinacion of master W •. TIlorpe,preste ••• ) 
1 

which particularly attacked the sacrament, of penapce; TIle dore of holy 

scripture, Purvey's prologue to his revised version of Wycliffe'sBible; 

The p~ayer and complaynt of the Ploweman vnto Christ!439 which draws 

a contrast between the "lewde men" for whom the ploughman prays,Jwho 

believe in Christ and endeavour to keep the seven commandments of the 

Gospels144~ and "Christes vyker in erthe") "that maketh men worshippen him 

as god on erthe", and his followers who blindly follow "his lawe and his 

hertes". TIle particular points of criticism are common-place enough) 

and include auricular confession, tithes, simony, the exclusive power 

of the keys, lustful chastity, the ease of the monast~c life, the 

failure of the clergy to teach their flocks,and the widespread perversions 

of all the virtues Christ taught. The Lanter~e of lyght l441 again 

criticise.s contemporary abuses}including monasticism and the building of 

expensive churche~and it. appeals to the reader to follow the small 

band of the true followers of Christ's Gospel,not the adherents of Anti-

. Chris~ who accept the tr~ditional teaching and customs of the Roman Church. 

As well a~ helping the Reformers to establish historical roots in ~land, 

these treatises also suggested that since persecution was a sign of truth 

in the past the same could be true with regard. to the Reformers of the 

1530s. 

The causes for which Wycliffe and his followers had campaigned1442 as 
J 

Miss Deanesly has said, "also led logically to the demand for a translated 



Bible". 1443 , Eight years before the English Bible was officiafly 

permitted, Lollard arguments were revived in A comp~ndious olde 

treatyse/shewynge/howe that we ought to haue ye scripture in 

Englysshe. 1444 Again, Antichrist, the king of the clergy,and 

his prelates, who since the time of archbishop .. Arundel have forbidden 

translation of the Scriptures and delighted to keep people in igno~ce, 

are condemned. 1445 But the work is more concerned to present an 

~ccumulation of historical evidence in support of the vernacular 

Scriptures : than to indulge in the usual kind of anti-clerical polemic. 

It argues that Goq's law was given to Moses in the vernacular~and 
In 

that people presentlJerusalem at Penteco$t heard the Gospel preached 

each in hj. s own . languag~ • The compilers of the Septuagint and Church 

Fathers,including Origen arid Jerome,had translated Scripturejand in 

England Bede and King Alfred, and later Archbishop Thoresby and Richard 

Rolle1446 in his glossed psalter are cited as examples of a native 

tradition of translation. The examples of the holy virgins, SS. Katherine, 

Cecilia, Lucy, Agnes and Margaret}who knew and preached the Gospels)are 

used to show that women too should be allowed access to the Bible. In 

t~edeuteronomic style the present plagues, wars and famines are blamed 

on the absence of God's word ,from England, although it is available in 

other vernaculars including French, Spanish, Italian and Flemish. 1447 

Characteristically, it is to the king that the author appeals for the 

restoration of . Gqd's word. Rea is asked to disregard the counsel of 
1011 

antichris~prelates)and to act for himself to give the people the 

Scriptures in!. English and thus ~cure rest and peace in his realm. A 

similar plea is made in "A prayer for the modifying and suppling of 

our hard hearts" in the Byddell-Marshall primer. 1448 , . 



e 
The English Reformers bel~ed that pure faith and the true 

doctrine of Christ were to be found in Scripture, and the very 

title of Alesius ! Of the roacborite of the word of godl449 indicates 

their exclusive source of authority, as opposed to t he late medieval 

view which te~d to regard the tradition of the Church as being 

of equal if not superior authority. 1450 Although the Bible was 

not official~y made available to English readers until 1538 various 

partial translations and extracts,1451 even a concordance,1452 were - ~ . 

printed before that. Illegal translations had been produced about 

a century and a half earlier by Wy~liffe and his followers 1453 but 

there were other translations and paraphrases produced during the 

late fo~rteenth - fifteenth centuries. 1454 However, the lack of 

complete or any extended literal _translations did not prevent popular 

knowledge of many biblical events and characters. Characters such 

as the prophets and the evangelists took their places alongside non­

biblic~l saints in church decorations, carving and stained glass. 1455 ~\ 

The mystery play cycles were, of course, ultimately based on Scripture, 

so toowere the various lives of Christ available in prose and 'verse, and 

sermon collections such as Mirk's Festial and the Legenda Aurea also 

contained biblical material beneath extravagant allegorical interpre­

tation and blended wi~h more legendary material. 1456 Dev~tional 

authors long before Erasmus had woven biblical paraphrases and allusions 

into th~ir treatises, although they did not draw attention to the fact 

by citing their references. 1457 A Kempis ! De Imitatione Christi l 

for instance,paraphrases and quotes Scripture extensively,1458 and 

even in the English versions includes a chapter "Of the redynge of holy 

scripture~which encourages the reader to approach the Bible with 



"great fervour of spryte", in ''mekenes and confidence", diligently 

seeking charity and "profitable fedyng for owre soule") not for elegant 

speech or out of "desire of, curiosite or name of excellence".1459 In 

fact, he uses Scripture in much the same way as some earlier Protestant 

authors such as Frith, blending its words with his ,%n; but .... unlike the 

Rrotestants,A Kempis does not seem to make the precepts of the Bible 

the starting point of his teaching. Catholica authors tended to use 

Scripture as a quarry for illustrative material,and to consider it as one 

source among .. lJlany rather than as the exclusive source of all doctrine 

d d . 1460 L~ h d h N T an evotlon. nuereas t ey concentrate on t e ew estament, 

particularly the life and Passion of Christ) and usually interpreted the 

Old Testament typologically or allegorically, the Reformers, theoretically 

at least, demanded a literal interpretation1461 and gave much more weight 

to the Old Testament. The Reformers' use of Scripture tended to be 

doctrinal, to be authoritative rather than illustrativeJand to mQve 

away from narratives ~d personalities towards theology. 

A large number, probably the majority,of Protestant treatises 

printed in English during the 1530s were in some sense biblical compilations. 

Apart from various translations there were a substantial number of 

commentaries and expositions of individual books and Psalms. 1462 A 

number of these were explanatory-doctrinal introducttions,which served 

the same kind of purpose as Erasmus' paraphrases1463 but tended to link 

reformed doctrine more closely to the text. The most popular during 

this decade was Savonarola's Exposition after the maner of a contemplacyon 

!pon ye.li.psalme, published in association withv~ious editions of the 

prtmer,1464 whose cu]~~ative effect is a powerful, strongly personal, 

appeal to God for mercy. Here, rather than in the prayers or the more 



general devout treatises of the Reformers one finds the kind of emotive , • - > 

impact .which previously had been particularly associated with meditations 

on Christ's Passion. The first English edition of Sa~narola's Exposition 

appeared in connection with the publication of the first Byddell-Marshall 

primer1465 _ a work which illustrates a number of the changes reflected 

more generally in Protestant devotion. Firstly, the entire primer is 

in English, whereas previously printed Horae ,although they had contained 

rubrics and occasional prayers in English since 1494,and ' during the 

1520s forms of confession and "The maner to lyue well" were sometimes 

added,1466 were basically in Latin. 1467 

'" 
Secondly the calendar and 

hours)which had been the main content of the medieval Horae,were 

reduced in the Byddell-Marshall primer to about a quarter of the 

volume's total length; and although the devotional content was increased 

by the Savonarola exposition, by a Gospel harmony on the Passion of 

Christ,and by "A deuoute frutfull & godly remembraunce of the passion" 

(based on a sermon by Luther)1468 and a number of prayers, there is 

still a far larger instructional-didactic element than in the traditional 

Horae. Most of the material preceding the actual hours and the traditional 
\ 

. ...., 0. ~ d roJ.o.ll'l 

groups of pslams Lin part from Luther' s Betbflchlein aI:1d partly from Joye '8 

Hortulus Animae. 1469 Nevertheless, although interpreted according to 

the doctrines of the Reformers and relying less on stereotyped lists)~4.t~~ 
n."~-(,e __ """_~ 1-tIM ,,, .... cl, ~ .. Lor"·s ~ .. ~ _.l ,«\v .. c.."wdJ. os t\M.l'ro.,t~"i'" of-

~xpositions of(a general confession based in part on the decalogue and seven 

works of mercy) are those of the traditional confessional-catechetical 

books. There is also "An instruction how_~~ o,ught to praye",which 

characteristically insists on the necessity of knowing and believing 

God's promises, warning that doubt makes prayer ~n~ffectual and dishonours 

God; it also warns against prescribing "any terme, time, place, or forme, 

and maner" for the fulfilment of prayerJand repeatedly stresses that prayer 



is in no way dependent on the worthiness of the petitioner. In 

addition, echoing the later Protestant-humanist concern for the 

correct upbringing of children and the popularity of the question-and­

answer catechism,1470 there is "A fruetfull and a very Christen 

instruction for Chyldren"Jfoll~wed by a dialogue between Father and 

Son)which had previously been printed in Joye's Hortulus. 1471 

A considerable number of the items found in the Byddell-Marshall 

primer were subsequently reprinted in later editions of the Primer, in 

Redman's Prayen of the BybleLand in.,Certeine prayers and godly 
_boe 

meditacyons. 1472 However, a considerable amount of the material 

derived from Lutheran sources had been printed the previous year in 

John a.au's , The richt vay to the Kingdome . of heuine. 1473 Another 

indication of the way in which texts passed from one author or printer 

to another is shown in Gau' s "Schort disputacione apone the pater nos·ter 

betuix god and ye saul",1474 a piece of Lutheran origin, which is 

reprinted at the end of Gough's 1536 Primer1475 and appeared separately 

printed by Godfray as The pater noster spoken of · ye sinner: God answerynge 

him at euery peticyon. 1476 Gough's primer1479 also included, again 

without a~knowledgement,part of Patrick Hamilton's pyuers frutful 

gatherynges of scripture. 1478 Under four main headings, the La~ the Gospel, 

Faith (includ~ng hope and charity) and Works - co~trasted pairs which 

occur frequently in Pretestant treatises - Hamilton sets out various 

propositions, proofs, arguments, answ~rs, disputations and comparisons 

in sentences drawn for the most part directly from Scripture. He 

provides a brief and. clear summary of Reformed doctrine,emphasizing 

the fundamental importance of personal belief in Christ's mercy and 

His power to save contrasted with the condemnation of the Law and 

s~ing how man is justified by faith alone, not by good works. A 



longer and more regularly systematic work, which again uses 

Scripture to prove and illustrate reformed doctrine~was Erasmus · 

Sarcerius' Common places for scripture. 1479 But although it 

discusses a number of topics relevant to devotionJsuch as prayer, 

confession, faith, hope and charity) the work is doctrinal, not 

devotional. A number of other works) such as Francis Lambert's 

The summe of christianitie gatheryd out almoste of al places of 

scripture,or joye's letters to John Ashwell, Prior of Newnhan Abbey 

on justification, or the more doctrinally neutral Answere to a letter, 

which describes the course of the reformation in England regarding the 

abolition of papal power and questions such as the worship of saints, 

the mass, pardons and the declaration of Scripture, to an exile 

thinking of returning home 1480 - these are likewise primarily concerned 

with matters of doctrine,which they discuss in a rather impersonal, 

intellectual manner or else with polemic fervour. 

Although there are no objective criteria by which to judge, some 

authors, although their instruction may be solidly doctrinal, adopt a 

more personal address,and 1heir selecti~n of topics or perhaps the 

practical application given to their teaching suggesua more pastoral 

concern, an interest in the life and soul of the individual Christian) 

which sometimes has devotional overtones. George joye's Compendyouse 

somme of the very Christen relYgYon~481 for instance, partly by its use 

of the first person, partly by its unobtrusive organization and great 

simplicity, presents the truths of the Christian faith in such a way 

as to encourage the reader to 'follow Christ confidently, trusting to 

obtain His mercy. The facts--the one all-sufficient God, the Fall . 

whereby man was bound to the Devil and sin, the law given in the Old 

Testament whereby sin is known and the promise of redemption fulfilled 
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in the New Testament ;.- are presented as so reasonable and certain 

that they seem to encourage belief. The second part of the treatise 

goes on to show what it means to be a child of Goc1j how faith banishes 

fear of hell, how those who believe Christ will wish to follow His 

example and , serve Him in works of lov~and how those who have been 

faithful -and lived well in this life can look forward to a heavenly 

reward at the Judgement. Joye reminds the reader that he ,is justified 

by faith alone, not by works or ceremonies, but he does not blur the 

appealing simplicity of his work by theological elaboration of these 

articles of belief. It seems to persuade the reader that faith in 

Christ is both reasonable and desirable. 

A few treatises touihed on topics familiar from earlier works, 

suggesting that some continuity of interest remained. The declaracyon 

1482 and power of the Chrystenfayth was very obviously reformed in its 

stress on the need for individual repentance and faith in God's mercy 
, Glt\d 

to obtain remission of _ Sins~ o'n the need for rebirth, and t'!lere is the 

familiar warning against putting works before faith, although faith 

must be proved by good works. But other concerns which find expression-

including a longing for the life to come, the need for, th~ .. Christian 

t~ battle against the world, the , Devil against whom he must be armed with 

God's armour, and the necessity of subduing the flesh-were all to be found 

in earlier as well as later treatises, for they are the common concerns 

of the Christian profession in all ages. The author uses medieval-

sounding symbols, the heart, heaven and a scourge, in his elucidation of the, 

character and meaning of faith, hope and patience - topics frequently 
\ 

' discussed by earlier authors. Love too was frequently regarded by them 

'" as one of the f~ts of faith, although r.ighteousness and perhaps peace) 
~ ~ 

the other two qualities of faith noted in The declaracyon,were not 



characteristic categories of medieval authors. Nor would they 

have relied so heavily on biblical quotation for their definitions, 

or encouraged the individual Christian to approach God so directly 

and confidently: "Let vs therfore go boldely to ye seate of grace 

for fayth perteyneth to god onely, & charyte to her neyghbour, yt 

we all may fynde grace & mercy of ye lord our gOd".1483 John 

Johnson uses similar headings in his Confortable exhortation of oure 

mooste holy Christen faith~484 where he discusses faith and unfaithfulness; 

peace,love and patience) and adds a section on the highly traditional 

subject of ~'the mortification of the fleshe". Again the work is a 

tissue of biblical quotation and paraphrase,and the reformed teaching 

on faith and justification is clear. But the section on Patience 

stresses the inevitability of tribulation and cites biblical examples 

familiar from medieval treatises, as well as reminding the reader of the 

trouble and pain endured by Christ, concluding: "Wherby I suppose that 

he is: moost happy_ that suffre moost". Working from rather different 

premises - the Christian's freedom from the bondage of the law - the 

section on mortification still echoes medieval authors in warning against 

excessive mortification and recommending that due measure be kept. But 

these echoes and similarities are rare and superficial. The Bible 

dominates the ·thought , and governs the expression of Protestant authors. 

Imaginative description and narrative writing are replaced by doctrinal 

exposition;and there are few emotive appeals or attempts to frighten 

the reader into obedience. 

A goodly trea~ise of faith hope and charite1485 illustrates a 

number of the characteristics of the Protestant treatise which, while 

containing a good deal of doctrine, relates subjects to the needs and 



experience of the individual in a way that suggests some 

devotional concern. The three subjects around which the treatise 

is built -faith, hope and charity - frequently occur together in 

P . 1486 d hr f d I I f rotestant treatlses an sum up t ee un amenta e ements 0 

the reformed faith: the importance of a strong and knowledgeable 

personal belief, a confident expectation of mercy and salvation, 

and love of God proved in active service of mankind. While medieval 

authors rarely discussed the nature of f~th, but simply demanded 

assent and obedience to the teachings of the Church, reformed Authors 

regarded faith as the foundation of religion: "It is not sufficient to 

saye: I beleue that the holy church beleueth, or as myne elders haue 

beleued, but a man muste searche and proue how he beleueth. For by 

his rwene fayth shall a man be acceptable to God". 1487 Accordingly the 

author not only quotes Scripture, including Hebrews XI:1, to define what 

faith is, but emphasizes that the individual must grasp this faith for 

himself. As the author of A very declaracyon of the bond and free wyll 

of man reminds his readers, God will compel no man against his will, 

but He seeks to persuade man to turn to Him. 1488 The sinner must 

submit himself to God, repent of his sins)and pray fo~, mercy and for 

faith, which requires 'knowledge and brings assurance: 

Whan man fyndeth rest, and quietness in his conscience 
by fayth beleuynge that all that is in God, is to mans 
behefe, that is a stre token that such a man is come to 
t~e faith whiche geueth health.. For fayth certifyeth 
hym that ClIRISTE hath ouercome death, hell, synile, and 
the ·deuyll for hym. 1489 

The keynote of the reformed faith is assurance or confidence: 

suche fayth, and confydence, wherebye we are assured 
that the goodnesse, and mercye of God is oures, and 
that., .al~ is .9ures that is in God: that he is mercyfull 
vnto vs: that we can-reioice in him, and wali!98onfydently 
in hym, all thys is the operacyon of fay the. 

Such faith is an intensely personal experience and it involves a sense , 



of hope, security and deep joy whictl,while it is rarely stated 

.or expressed in the emotional language of medieval writers, underlines 

th b t Pr t t t d . al .. 1491 e es 0 es an evotlon wrlt1llg. 

If faith is to be real and strong it must be grounded in knowledge -

not extensive academic knowledge,but knowledge of God and of the Gospel. 

The Christian must know what God has promised)and must know the story 

of salvation history from the creation and Fall to Christ's incarnation, 

death and resurrection in which His promises are fulfilled. Thus 

Protestant authors repeatedly summarize the history of man's salvation. 

But,more than that, the Christian is expected to understand the difference 

between the law and the Gospel, between justification by faith and trust 

in works and merits, to know in what the bondage or the freedom of the will 

consists. The reformed faith places the responsibility for his salvation 

in the hands of the individual rather than in submission to holy Church. 

Men must know what faith is about and where~in their salvation consists 

if they are to be able to choose whether to follow Christ or the teaching 

of men., and if they are to be strengthened to persevere in the right way 

once chosen. According to the author of the Goodly treatise of faith, 

hope and charite,lack of knowledge encourages unbelief and all the evil 

consequences of sin. 1492 Those who persist in following their own will 

and desires cannot come to the saving knowledge of Christ. But in the 

preceding chapters the author,: stresses God's mercy and His de~ire to 

help the silUler; "God wyll of pure mercye forgeue the synnes, requyrynge 

but onely stedfaste fayth of vs". But he recognizes that man will 

frequently be depressed and his conscience grieved by his sins,and 

although he can find no comfort in himself the reader is reminded of the 

profit of Christ's Passion and of the immense mercy of God. 1493 



Bu~ faith cannot stand alone, despite the apparently popular 

tendency to think that faith or knowledge of faith will secure 

salvation with no further effort: 

there be in these days many that haue a hurtfull 
seduce able opynion, that is to say, they do affyrme, 
that so soone as they haue perceyued, byleued, and 
knowledged godes worde, yt then by & by they thynke 
to be the chyldren of god all hole, and freeA in all thynges/ 
and that they can synne no more vntyll death/& also that 
shamfulnes, sy~~e, and iniquyte muste serue them to the 
best. 1494. 

"Fo} , the lybertie of a Christen man/is nat a lycence to do what soeuer 

he lyste".1495 Inward conversion must be proved by a Christian manner of 

living, which means obedience to God's commandments, fulfilment cf the 

seven works of mercy and active service of the Body of Christ: 

It is not snfficiente that we can bable muche of the 
worde, and haue many treatyses and bokes therof: but 
we muste also be chaunged and renewed in" the spirite 
through faith of the worde in oure lyuyng •••• 1496 

Good works are as necessary to the Protestant as to the Catholic, but the 

Reformers emphasize that works are a consequence of, are dependent on, faith; 

whereas the Catholics often seemed, as they were accused of doing, to 

make works all-sufficient because they idid not stress the priority of 

faith,1497 which they saw more in terms of assent and submission than 

as an experience of conversion or knowledge of God. The second part 

of the -Goodly treatise on love and charity _ again reminds the reader 

that God's promises, His love and mercy, and Christ's redeeming work 

comfort the soul- and give him every reason to rejoice. In return 

the soul, should long for GodJ498 and "so must ye same loue worke in 

vs alsv toward God & our neyghbourc, wherby loue is vttered what she is". 

But love ~dependent on faith and knowledge of God: 

No man can vse ctile loue in God, without he be sure 
fyrst by fayth i m-,ardly how wel God doth loue vs, 
reioycyng in the s~~e loue, and puttynge al his 
saluacyon therjn. Thus doynge he shall pa.sse by 
all creatures, estymynge then as donge, count)l~e 
- - ---- "'".. -- , .-~__ 0 '- __ A- __ ..1 .- __ .. __ u_ 



now that vttereth ye loue, (for true loue can notl\ 
be ydle) he vttereth it, ye which God the louer of 
loue wyl haue ye lo~yng man to do. 1499 

But such love, though it is as world-denying as the medieval contemptus 

mundi - this the chapter on '~owe hurtefull the loue of the worlde is, 

and howe we maye despyse it" makes abundantly clear1500 - and demands 

mortification of the flesh like earlier ascetic treatises and centres 

as intensely upon Christ as any contemplative author, is somehow less 

emotional and more dynamic than the medieval concept-of the love of 

God. Compared to the exclusively God-ward love manifested in the 

physical love of the soul's compassion for the sufferings of the Son 

of Man or in the higher degrees of the contemplative's union with 

God, which tended to dominate medieval devotion, Protestant authors 

suggest a more spiritual love grounded in faith and knowledge of God 

as Creator and Redeemer, which naturally requires active expression in 

love of and care for others, especially those within the Body of Christ. 

Protestant treatises in which doctrine was interpreted in such a 

devotional, personal and persuasive manner as that Of faith, hope and 

charite were not common during the 1530s. However, the Reformers were 

aware of the importance of providing edifying and doctrinally sound 

works of devotion,if only to counter the errors of popular Catholic 

prayers and devotions su~h\ as the Garden of the Soul, the Paradise of 

the Soul and the XV Oes of St. Bridget named in the Preface to the 

Byddell-Marshall primer. 1501 Interestingly the former two titles 

°al 1502 b were taken over by Reformers to introduce Protestant materl, y 
- - , 

no means the only occasion when Reformers took over titles or the 

beginnings of traditional Catholic works and applied them to very 

different contents. 1503 The same prefac~ also condemns the legendary 



and imaginative accreti~ns in books of the Passion and Saint~lives 

such as those in !he ~genda Aurea, and the lengthier version that 

appeared the following. year, denounced the blasphemous and vain 

promises offered by indulgenced prayers and objected violently to 
....... 

the honour paid to the Bl~ssed Virgin and associated idolatpry excused 
'-'" 

under the distinctions of Latria, dulia and hyPerdulia. 1504 Not 

surprisingly the Reformers looked to Scripture as their source of 

devotion, just as it was the exclusive authority for their doctrine. 

, The fountayne or well of lyfe1505 was a collection of brief 

biblical quotations which offered the reader "compendiously gathered 

togyther/the thynges that parauenture thou mightest_ s~ke , ~f~er in the 

Bible a gret while". In fact the collection was not very clearly set 

out. The headings were too general~506 and the sections too lengthy 

to enable the reader to use it to meet specific needs in the same 

way that he could use Frith's collection of Scriptural quotations against 

the different temptations of the Devil. 1507 
, - , But in recommending the Bible 

as the answer to every human need and in its emphasis on the love and 

mercy of God it clearly reflected Reformed teaching. The quotations are 

given (unusually for a Protestant treatise) without comment,and they are 

not structured into prayers or meditations so that the collection could 

serve equally as a source - book for doctrine or devotion. The following 

year Coverdale' s translation of Campanus t Paraphrasis vpon all the Psalmes 

of David150B was published,a~d fourryears later Taverner translated 
0-

another work bYl Ge~an author, Wolfgang Capito, An Epitome of the Psalmes 

or briefe meditacions vpon the same. 1509 In the latter all the psalms 

are included in order, adapted to ,the form of a prayer and provided with 

a descriptive title summarizing the prayer's intention. There was no 



attempt made to reproduce the whole of a psalm,and the prayer is 

usually based on the suggestion of one or two verses. For example, 

Psalm C is headed "For the true seruys of God": 

Lorde God take thou yet mercy .on vs, graunt ,vs thy 
grace, so as we maye be glad, and fresh in spirite to 
serue the purely, syncerely, & hertely, but not to the 
boastyng and settynge forth of our owne selues in mens 
eyes. Declare thy selfe to be a frende to vs thy propre 
people sore oppressed, and the forsaken shepe of thy folde, 
stablysh thy goodnes and trouth on vs 0 lorde for euer. Amen. 

But the volume also contained the Lord's prayer, creed and decalogue, 

a number of graces, a general confession of sins,and several prayers 

including a lengthy one for the peace of the Church by Erasmus.1509A 

There was also a substantial collection of prayers entitled "'Ih,e pz:oincipal 

prayers of the byble moste necessary for christen men'~ which belong to the 

Prayers of the Byble type, a few of which were also included at the end 

of The fountayne or well of lyfe. The Epitome of the PSalmes might also 

be a Protestant substitute for the devotional elements of the traditional 

Horae,but without the didactic or contentious matter of Joye's Ortulus 

or the ~ddell-Marshall primer. 

A work which seems to look backwards rather than forwards in time 

1510 was A boke of prayers called ye ordYQary fasshyon of ~ood lyuynge , 

which. dates from the early years of the 1540s,when the King tried to 

enforce more conservative doctrine and limit the use of Scripture. 

Like the Pomander of prayer and many earlier treatises in English it was 

compiled for the "erudicion of the simple", but it is also recommended 

as useful to idle clerics who habitually neglect God. The exhortation 
Qr\d 

to the reader reminds him of God's judgements on sinnersA tells him to 

avoid blasphemy and swearing and to Jollow .virtue. He is to thank God 

for creation? fear the Lord's judgements, know and love Him for His 

redeeming work)and to follow the examples of Old Testame~t figures like 
\ '. 



David and Daniel, and Christ Himself, and pray to God. With the 

exception of the prayer of Solomon, a paraphrase of the u5ual version, 

there are no other biblical prayers,and brief biblical quotations are 

provided only on repentance and~as Erasmus had counselled,1511 for a 

sick man at the point of death. Otherwise the morning prayers and 

lengthy evening confession, the prayers provided for mass {at the 

beginning, in kissing the pax, in taking the holy bread and holy water} 

and for a sick ~an at the point of death are the forms and occasions most 

often provided for by medieval authors. The last section of the work 

is taken up by twenty brief rules of wisdom and virtue. They offer the 

same kind of summary teaching as "An ordre of Chrysten lyuynge" in "The 

Hyrrour or lokynge glass- of lyfe, Bonaventura's CrosrO\ve or A.B.C. 1512 

or Pico della Mirandola's "Rules of a Christian lyfe,,151~ only,whereas 

the Bonaventuran alphabets are dominated by the religious ideal and Pico's 

are concerned mainly with the problems of temptation, these range more 

~~dely to cover secular and domestic duties and how to answer serious 

questions and rebuke swearers as well as the more farniliar injunctions 

of medieval treatises to avoid idleness, to beware of pride- in prosperity, 

to be patient in adversity and to remember your last end. The work as 

a whole suggests that although Protestant authors preferred a far more 
) 

biblical type of devotion, the older forms and occasions of devotion were 

not entirely forgotten and might well have remained popular "d. th the type 

of reader who, a few years earlier, had bought Whitford's Werke for heus-

holders or hl.slverke of preparacion.~ ••• vnto communion. 

But it was the Bible that dominated the devotion of the closing years 

of the 1530s ani which was to be the dominant factor in the prayers and 

devotional treatises of later Protestant authors such as Thomas Decem. 

Another work which seems intended as a Protestant anS\'ler to such Catholic 

~ ... vnt-;nn.ql books as illustrated Passion narratives and rosary books was 



StOryS and prophesis out of the holy scriptur/garnyschede with faire 

ymages/and with deuoute praiers/and thanck geuings vnto God. 1514 In 

contrast to the medieval devotional works which focused on the life and 

Passion of Jesus this, like many Protestant works, concentrated on the Old 

Testament. It provides a selection of incide~ts, each illustrated by 

a woodcut, with a brief narrative drawn directly from the Bible and 

followed by a lengthy prayer largely made up of biblical quotation and para-

phrase, which summarize Old Testament history from the Creatioa to the conquest 

of Jerusalem by the Maccabees. Unlike the rosary books, for instance, 

the illustrations have no devotional purpose; they are not intended 

to stimulate or to compleme~tdevotion. Also, although the work 

mentions characters including Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, Daniel and 

Jonah and touches on incidents such as the sacrifice of Isaac" David and 
... 

Bathsheba, Ifaam and his ass, many of which were likely to have been 

familiar to the reader from the Legenda Aurea or in dramatic or icono-

hi " 1515 h "I "d " grap c representat1on, t e COmp1 er, 1n 1rect contrast to someone 
)n 

like Jacobus de Voragine,shows no interestLeither the dramatic possibilities 

of the incident~ or the characters concerned. Towards the end of StOryS 

and prophesis there are sections on St. John the Baptist, each of the 

four Evangelists and St. Paul, followed by a Song of David (Psalm CXVII), 

"A veritable confession") and "An instruction & confortacion/of a good 

sheepherde ~to his sheepe/in the confession". In the section on St. 

Mark n~thing is sud about his person;-he is described in te.rms of his 

traditional symbol ' and the narrative is occupied by prophecies relating 

to th4 symbol, such as the lion of Judah~while St. Luke is described 

only in terms of his writings) which are praised as the virtuous medicines 

of the soul~ On the other hand, the legenda Aurea concentrates on St. 

Mark's life, his ministry at Alexandria, his mart yrdom, and miracles 
I 

associated with his name and tomb; but the chapter -on St. Luke concentrates 



mainly on the interpretation of his symbol, the ox, and on the 

qualities of his Gospel, including its medicinal virtues as well 

as its authority and truth. Among all the saint' lives and legendary 

material there is a considerable amount of biblical material and 
/"'.. 

edification to be found, in , the Le.genda Aurea. But it is not directed 
l.,...-

so earnestly and exclusively to the "vtilite and profit" of the reader 

as the StOryS and prophesis,of which the prologue says "some geues 

knowledge/how fibel yt man is/and how lytell he may of himselfe/and 

som shoeth/that ther is nothingh heuy/but that man shall wel fulfill it/ 

aS ,fare as he be holpen of God" ••• 1516 

Up to the middle of the 1530s the few prayers to have been printed 

in English were mainly translations from Latin, and the majority were 

addressed to Jesus and usually referred to some aspect of His Passion, 

although there were death-bed prayers, prayers to the Blessed Virgin and to 

the proper angel. Most of them appeared in the collection of miscellaneous 

., p~ayers with ,which the Latin Horae often ended, but some of these, such as 

the "Two deuout prayers in English to Jesut" and "The xv Oes and other 

prayers~ from a 1494 Horae by de Worde, seem to have been published 

separately. 151V In 1529 Robert Cop land printed another edition of 

The.xv.oos and other prayers in English,1518 and these were probably the 

most widely known collection of English prayers available before the 

publication of Deuoute prayers in englysshe of thactes of our redemption, 

a translation of Jordanus : of Quedlinburg's Meditationes. 1519 It is 

significant that the only two collections of prayers known to have been 

published separately before 1535 should have been Passion pr~yers,1520 

and both series contain many references to the physical spfferings, of 

Jesus. Despite Hilsey's justification of the XV.Oes as "a goodly and 



godly meditation of Christ's passion'~ once the prefatory indulgences 

were removed . 1521 traditional devotion to Christ's Passion was, in the 

Reforme~ view, inseparably bound up with doctrines like the sacrifice 

o'f the mass, the release of souls from purgatory,and other superstitiOQS. 

But in choosing to base their prayers on Scripture the Reformers were 

not being entirely original. As early as 1502 a de Worde Horae 

contained nineteen Latin prayers drawn from the Old Testament and 

introduced by explanatory English rubrics such as: . "This prayer following 

is the prayer of the sinful King Manasses, that shed the blood of Innocents 

and of Prophets, and did l!1any other sins, as Scripture witnesseth, more than 

any other that was afore him or after following, reigning. And yet after 

all this, he be sought God of mercy entirely, and did penance, and had 

mercy •••• ,,1522 Most of the English biblical prayers - but not those of 

StOryS and prophesis - were translated from a Latin collection compiled by 

Otto Brunfels,. Precationes Biblicae. The earliest to appear in English 

were the four included in Joye's Ortulus animae, 1530!523 and the most 

extensive collect~Qn ~as ~that to appear 1irst, in ,Redman's Prayers of the 

Byble (1535) and subsequently with various alterations in An Epitome of the 

Psalmes,and,Praiers of Holi Fathers~1524 
bbbo 

The prayers tended to be rather 

lengthy and shapeless, they were not modelled on any liturgical structure, 

d h .. f h . . 1525 an t e maJor1ty 0 t em were pet1t~onary, . often seeking protection 

and deliverance from sin and tribulation or praying for increase of faith; 

they contain no emotional description,and Christ's Passion is not mentioned. 

They 'look forward to the kind of prayers that Becon helped to make so 

popular in his Flower of ,godly prayers and his Pomander of prayer •• 

Of the religious literature available in England before the 1530s 

by far the largest proportion may be described as devotional - saints' lives, 

Passion narratives, works of general instruction and purely contemplative 

pieces can all be ' included under this heading. Not only was this balance 



overturned by Protestant authors who, unlike their predecessors, were 

eager that every type of religious literature - theology, doctrinal 

discussion and polemic as well as biblical exposition and prayers -

should be available in the vernacular, but devotion in the sense of 

prayer, worship and contemplation is overshadowed by the concern for 

edification, doctrinal i~struction and social responsibility. Elements 

of the traditional devotion survived in the Protestant treatises - the 

need to turn away from the world to God, and instruction on the art of 

dying,for instance - but the contemplative attitude is replaced by 

the desire for edification, which pervades treatises and prayers alike, 

and frequently makes the devout treatise indistinguishable from the 

doctrinal treatise. This change in the relative importance and the 

altered content of devotion ., may be conveniently illustrated by a 

summary survey of the output of one of the most prolific ~lish 

Protestant authors pf the mext generation, from the middle decades of 

Be 1526 the sixteenth century: Thomas con. The majority of his works are 

devotional - that is,edifyi~ treatises intended to explain doctrinal 

and spiritual truths,which encourage the reader to give practical 

expression to what he has been taught by his manner of life and general 

conduct. Beconts. theology is ref?rmed, cautiously expressed in ~he 

earlier treatises such as The Potation for Lent,1 527 more openly, 

emphatically, even violently hammered out in his later polemics. As 

with the earlier Reformers, his chief authority is the Bible, but he also 

quotes a number of p.atrist~c authors, of whom St. Augustine is cited 

most frequently. The excellency, authority, utility and power of the 

Bible is clearly stated in The glorious triumphe of gods most blessed Word. 

Becon is also cDncerned to make his readers familiar with the Bible and 

help them to use it effectively: he~ides a Summarie of the Newe 

Testament,and a harmony of the Gospels, Christes Chronicle,which avoids 

the imaginative detail and Catholic teachi~ of a traditional life of Jesus. 



He again reflects the earlier Reformers in coupling the teaching 
ooo-l 

of reformed doctrine with biblical exposition. "Probacions out 

of the holy Scripture". A simple cat~chetical question-and-answer 

form is employed in The demaundes of holy Scripture, while The common 

plac~of the holy Scriptures and The Principles of C~istes Religion 

use biblical quotations to prove points of doctrine, the former 

dealing with theological issues such as the nature of God, Christ, 

election, Holy Scripture, the Church, Men's traditions, free will, 

justification, faith and works, the latter being more concerned with the 

commandments and practical issues such as the duties of all estates in 

society. 

But Becon was not just a literal-minded teacher of God's Word. ~ 

In common with others of his age and experience (Bale, Barlow, Coverdale, 

Grindal, Poynet, Turner and Whittingham)1528 he was determined to fight 

for reform. He was capable of producing sustained, scurrilous and 

extremely bigoted .invectives against Catholic doctrines and customs, 

such as The displayeng of the Popish Masse, A comparison betwene ye Lordes 

Supper & the poppish Masset The Monstrous marchandise of the Romish Bishops 

and The Religues of Rome - many of which provided a detailed description 

of the customs they condemned. A number of these polemics, such as 

The Diuersitie betweene God's worde and Mannes inuentions and The Actes 

of Christe & Antichrist,relied on the same kind of contrast as the earlier 

Lollard tracts, that between the small but true band of God's followers 

and the ,great mass of the people who follow the doctrines and traditions 

of men, more particularly the customs of Rome. Although to modern 

readers many of the Protestant polemics . seem pitter and destructive, their 

authors clearly regarded them as a positive contribution to the establishment 

of reformed religion in England. In the preface to The Religues of Rome 

Becon asserts: ''My desire is to do good to all men, to hurte no person", 

and pe expresses the hope that the work will enable its readers "to 



discerne good from euill, swete from soure, lyght from darkenesse, truth 

from falshode, Religion from superstition, Christ from Antichrist, God 

from Baall, &c, and from hence forth serue the Lord our God not as blind 

reason fantasieth, and filthy fIe she imagineth, but as Gods word 

precribeth ••• ,,1529 The more positive aspect of Becon's desire to 

teach his children and other readers Christian doctrine according to 

reformed principles is to be seen in his lengthy New Catechism, which 

is divided into sections on repentance, faith, law, prayer, sacraments 

and the offices of all degrees. The social and educational concerns 

which were hinted at in the earlier reformed treatises received more 

extended treatment . from Becon, not only in his New Catechism but in 

the fourth part of his Boke on Matrimony - itself a characteristic topic 

of reformed authors - and incidentally in a number ,of his other 

. 1530 treatlses. He also produced a number of Latin anthologies, 

presumably intended for school use. 1531 

However, it was as a devotional writer that Becon was most 

successful during the middle decades of the sixteenth century. His two 

collections of prayers, The floure of godlye prayers and his Pomander of 

prayer, some of whose briefer prayers appeared in a number of Primers and 

other collections,1532 ~D.ot only ' contain ibasic Christian doctrine, but 
. --

moral instruction and spiritual and social virtues are set forth in the 

form of prayers: edification has entirely displaced the more contemplative 

mood of most medieval devotions • However ,in the ·prayers, as in the 

. treatises, the traditional topics and occasions of devotion are not 

entirely abandoned. Thus prayers for use morning and evening and 

before and after communion provided in The floure mark occasions when 

devotion was traditionally encouraged, although actual prayers were 
\ 



rarely provided. The occasion of death had also, of course, been 

a traditional focus for devotion, and Becon's most popular work, The 

§ycke Mans Salue, which went through at least twelve editions by the 

end of the century, represents an extension of the familiar ars mori endi 

treatise. A much briefer treatise, which seems to be intended for use 

as a Protestant ars moriendi book, was The Solace of the soule. The 

topics of many of Becon's treatises were traditional enough: The prayse 

of Death, which draws together many of the themes trad~tionally associated 

with death; 1533 prayer, abstinence and penance, and fasting were discussed 

in A newe patheway vnto praier, A potation ••• for ••• Lent and A fruitfull 

treatise of fasting; while A pleasaunt newe Nosegaye included such 

familiar virtues as humility, obedience and charity. &It the exhortator y 

tone of their address, and the reformed doctrine which is insisted upon, 

make the devout treatise of the Protestants very different from the 

medieval devotional treatises. Becon's treatises also reflect humanist 

influences, not only in their concern for education, but in their dialogue 

form, in their personal interest - derived from the dedicato!)' prefaces 

and relating to Becon's own life and to his patrons - and in their setting. 

They are usually constructed on a rational plan,and his method of 

teaching seems to have been popular among his contemporaries. Becon's 

output indicates the three main areas in which Protestant authors 

interested themselves: roughly half of his works were edifying 

doctrinal devout treatises, and the remainder were biblical or polemic 

~orks, with a substantial collection of sermons, A New Postil. A 

survey of Becon' s works, then, suggests the way in which the earlier 

reformed treatises were developed by the following generation, and 

ultimately helped to influence Puritan authors. 
; 

It also helps to 



correct the lack of balance which inevitably follows any attempt 

to extract for discussion a few of the more devotional treatises 

from the body of biblical and general doctrinal treatise~ which 

represent the characteristic Protestant devout treatise. 


