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To see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

And Eternity in an hour.

William Blake, ‘Auguries of Innocence’
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I

This book brings to life some of the strangest and most troubling incidents

from the byways of Tudor and Stuart England. Through a series of linked

stories and close readings of local texts and narratives, it examines the ways in

which early modern society coped with cultural difficulties and dealt with

bewildering phenomena. Among the topics under discussion are bestiality and

monstrous births, seduction and abortion, ridicule and paranoia, mockery and

invective, symbolic violence and iconoclasm, atheism, excommunication and

irregular burial, nakedness and cross-dressing. These were issues that chal-

lenged the orderly, Protestant, hierarchical society of post-Reformation

England. They disturbed the margins, cut across the grain, and set the author-

ities on edge.

When incidents of this sort caught the attention of diarists, came before the

ecclesiastical courts, or entered the realm of printed discourse, they were often

surrounded by questions. What was the truth of the matter, what exactly had

happened, and what did it all portend? What were the limits of credibility, and

whose account should be believed? What did it mean, for example, when

Leicestershire villagers asserted that a woman in their community gave birth to

a cat? Why was a Sussex parish so divided over midwifery, plague remedies, and

religion, and why was the fate of their minister bound up with accounts of an

illegitimate birth? Why was an Oxfordshire woman refused Christian burial,

and why were her neighbours so uncooperative when their bishop tried to find

out who had secretly invaded the church to bury her at night? What explains

the mocking invective flung at a Yorkshire clergyman, the insults suffered by

Kentish churchwardens, and the venomous language some pastors directed at

their flocks? And what was at stake at Chester in  when the authorities gave

public execution to five empty picture frames?

Behind these questions lay stories and counter-stories that were rooted in

local struggles and shaped by contests over gender, authority, deference, and

belief. But each episode also touched issues of national significance, that

engaged the attention of the magistrates, the bishops, the crown, and the court.

Their telling embroiled the centre and the periphery, the mainstream and the

marginal, engaging both public and private spheres.

There are stories here about sex and violence, faith and folly, birth and death.

But this is not a conventional history of any of these topics. It is rather a project

in creative listening. Rather than constructing a standard historical narrative of



social and cultural development I have chosen to immerse myself in a sea of

stories. Rather than approaching my subject through the usual historiographi-

cal protocols of problem and hypothesis, I have allowed the voices of the past 

to whisper and beckon, and sometimes to rant and rave. Sometimes the

cacophony is excessive, but at other times the silence is intolerable. Part of my

project is to capture and calibrate historical noise.

My stories have a host of authors. They include people in distress, neigh-

bours in trouble, the anxious, the alarmed, the confused. They speak as preach-

ers of sermons, writers of letters, hawkers of broadsheets, and authors of

popular pamphlets. More often they are defendants or witnesses, litigants or

deponents, telling their tales to the secular or ecclesiastical courts. Each case

affected the teller’s reputation, and sometimes their lives depended on what

they had to say. Their voices are sometimes urgent and angry, more often faint

and distant. Their utterances are often allusive and indirect, laconic and indis-

tinct. Inevitably, they come to us filtered and redacted through the processes of

archival or textual transcription. They never tell us everything we want to

know. Some of my authors spin tales of deceit, all the time insisting on their

veracity. Sometimes they embellish the truth, sometimes they treat it with great

economy. What they say about their world can be arresting, illuminating,

shocking, or strange. The following stories come from the reigns of Elizabeth I,

James I, and Charles I, but they intersect only intermittently with the familiar

political history of Tudor and Stuart England.

I, too, of course, am the author of these stories. At least, each chapter is mine.

I have taken an incident, a tale, a dispute, or a dilemma as my starting point,

and have then read everything else that the archives and libraries can offer to

help me make sense of it. Sometimes it is like pulling on a tangle of thread to see

what unravels, though there is also an element of knitting or stitching whole

cloth. I am conscious of my own rhetorical strategies, as well as my academic

professionalism, in shaping and ordering the record. The process of research-

ing and writing is intended to clarify the past but it may also impose fresh dis-

tortions. My notes, I hope, are full enough for interested readers to reconstruct

my path.

Sex and violence, faith and folly, birth and death: these are powerful themes.

All human life is there. Yet these stories are more time-bound than timeless.

However touched they may be by universal human concerns, they are also

rooted in the immediacy of their particular historical context. Each story

emerges from the contested culture of post-Reformation England, and each

reflects the strains and stresses of its local time and circumstance. From the

mid-sixteenth to the mid-seventeenth century, England was beset by moral,

spiritual, and religious difficulties, economic and demographic problems, cul-
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tural and political crises. It was, for all that, a literary golden age. The reigns of

Elizabeth I, James I, and Charles I saw tussles for power within the aristocracy

and arguments galore about the behaviour and beliefs of the common people.

Religion generated endless disputes. The shift from Catholicism to Protes-

tantism was traumatic for England, with many issues of belief and worship,

ceremony and discipline, left undigested. God and the Devil still fought for

people’s souls, in a world of providences, wizardry, and wonders. The hierar-

chies of gender, status, and authority were subject to test and question, while

parishioners negotiated the demands of family, Church, and State. A good

many people showed indifference to the religious and ideological struggles of

their era, and focused instead on the accumulation of wealth and the pleasures

of the flesh. They too are the actors and tellers of stories.

Whereas my last book, Birth, Marriage, and Death: Ritual, Religion, and the
Life-Cycle in Tudor and Stuart England (), dealt largely with routine rituals

and normal expectations, Travesties and Transgressions is concerned with

abnormal circumstances and rituals that went wrong. By investigating peculiar

occurrences, extraordinary phenomena, and what Shakespeare described as

‘maimed rites’,1 I hope to learn more about the workings of early modern

society. The stories gathered here shed fresh light on how early modern parish-

ioners construed their local universe and how they coped with crisis. Each

episode illuminates its actors’ enmeshment with authority and their myriad

entanglements with each other.

The keywords in my title require some glossing. They are not chosen only for

their phonic or alliterative grace. ‘Travesties’, by one definition, are literary

compositions which aim at exciting laughter by grotesque or burlesque treat-

ments of serious subjects.Another definition addresses the element of disguise,

of trans-vestment or cross-dressing, of assuming an alternative costume. For

stories that involve mockery and deceit, and the occasional misuse of clothing,

it seems an appropriate and felicitous word. The women who arranged the

birth of a cat, the boys who took beasts to be baptized, the manservant who

dressed as a woman, and the writers who gave us the Adamites and the suffer-

ings of Cheapside Cross, were all involved in travesties of one form or another.

Much of the behaviour they report was deeply transgressive, crossing the

bounds of propriety and offending religious, social, legal, or customary norms.

The villagers of Holton transgressed when they countenanced an illegal burial,

though they might claim that the church was at fault for its lack of accommo-

dating charity. Other parishioners transgressed when they bad-mouthed their

ministers, and clergymen exceeded the bounds when they returned the verbal

fire. Iconoclasts transgressed when they assaulted Cheapside Cross, though

they might argue that the authorities were at fault for permitting an idol in
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their midst. The advocates and opponents of Caroline religious policy, from

William Laud to William Prynne, were also guilty of transgressions, according

to one’s viewpoint, as much as the installers and breakers of altar rails. The

records abound with transgressions, great and small, though one person’s fault

could be another’s moral imperative.

Early modern society was governed by principles of order and consensus,

but countervailing tendencies of discord and dissension also gnawed at its

heart. The stories and incidents under examination here highlight these 

disruptive stresses. Many of my chapters feature communities in discord,

where harmonious relationships had temporarily broken down. The musical

meaning of discord is also suggestive, evoking the sounds of confusion and

clashing, in a project attuned to the recovery of historical noise. Social and reli-

gious dissension, as well as sexual and domestic discord, concerned the gover-

nors of Tudor and Stuart England. The following chapters indicate how well

they succeeded in bringing it under control.

Chapter , ‘Agnes Bowker’s Cat: Childbirth, Seduction, Bestiality, and Lies’,

examines the claims and confusions when a woman in Leicestershire in 

allegedly gave birth to a cat. We have testimony from midwives and market

women, servants and shopkeepers, clerics and magistrates, and from Agnes

Bowker herself. The story so troubled local officials that they referred it 

to higher authorities, the case eventually reaching the attention of Queen 

Elizabeth’s Privy Council and the Bishop of London. One of the investigators of

this incident declared that ‘there is nothing so secret it shall not be made open’,

but the convolutions of the story raise challenging questions about credulity

and credibility, and the processing of doubtful information.

Chapter , ‘Monstrous Births and Credible Reports: Portents, Texts, and 

Testimonies’, pursues the themes of natural and supernatural childbirth by

examining popular broadsheets and pamphlets from the mid-sixteenth to the

early seventeenth century. Often luridly illustrated and laden with sensational-

ist religious verse, these printed texts took great trouble to establish the 

authenticity of the phenomenon they were describing. Though readers and

viewers might be fascinated by gynaecological catastrophes, they were repeat-

edly instructed that England’s monsters were messages from an angry and

judging God.

Chapter , ‘Mercy Gould and the Vicar of Cuckfield: Domestic and Clerical

Pleading’, examines letters written from a deeply divided Sussex community 

to officials at court between  and . The crisis that began with an un-

married servant’s stillbirth or abortion (or perhaps her illness and treatment)

grew to involve the local clergy, rival gentry and their wives, rivals in the iron
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business, the Bishop of Chichester, and Queen Elizabeth’s secretary Francis

Walsingham. Depending on which story prevailed were the honour and repu-

tation of both men and women, control of the parish church, and the fate of

local evangelical Protestantism.

Chapter , ‘Rose Arnold’s Confession: Seduction, Deception, and Distress in

the Heart of England’, rehearses the story that another unmarried servant told

to a Leicestershire magistrate in . Its ingredients include power and depen-

dency, sex and violence, attempted abortion, attempted murder, suspected

infanticide, and the construction of an exculpatory narrative.

Chapter 5, ‘The Essex Abortionist: Depravity, Sex, and Violence’, probes

deeper into these issues through stories told to the Colchester borough magis-

trates in . Lydia Downes gave a damning account of her sexual adventures

and partnership in crime with the cunning man, abortionist, and poisoner,

Richard Skeete. Corroborative testimony from witnesses, and evidence from

the archdeaconry court, reveals a five-year spree of sexual depravity, infanti-

cide, and murder, for which both Lydia and Richard were hanged.

Chapter , ‘Another Midwife’s Tale: Alcohol, Patriarchy, and Childbirth in

Early Modern London’, is a story of sexual dalliance, jealousy, and female socia-

bility that came before the London archdeaconry court in . It is a tale of

strong drink and strong women, made all the more remarkable because its

central character was employed as a midwife, and made claims about her mid-

wifery practice to bolster her reputation. Here again we have tales within tales,

and contested claims to the truth, as women argued in public about affronts to

their honour.

Chapter , ‘Cross-Dressing in the Birth Room: Gender Trouble and Cultural

Boundaries’, begins with the extraordinary case from  of a young male

servant discovered in female disguise in that most gender-segregated environ-

ment, the birth room. The midwife, her daughter, and the servant himself testi-

fied before the Oxford archdeaconry court. Other discourses that shed some

light on this case include godly reformist complaints against cross-dressing,

scenes of male cross-dressing on the early modern stage, and kindred cases

from the archives. An issue of some moment was whether cross-dressing was

an abomination unto the Lord, whether it undermined gender boundaries, or

whether it was harmless fun. These are matters more commonly treated by 

literary scholars than historians, so problems of interdisciplinary discourse

also arise.

Chapter , ‘Who Buried Mrs Horseman? Excommunication, Accommoda-

tion, and Silence’, explores the problem that confronted an Oxfordshire village

in  when the corpse of an excommunicated recusant gentlewoman was

illicitly and secretly buried inside the parish church. At issue was the sanctity of
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consecrated ground, the flexibility of ecclesiastical discipline, and the clash

between neighbourliness and law. ‘God’s blessing on them that buried the

dead, it is fit the dead should be buried’, remarked a sympathetic observer; but

it took the bishop of Oxford several months of frustrating inquiry before he

could guess who had performed the deed.

Chapter , ‘Mocking the Clergy: Wars of Words in Parish and Pulpit’, pre-

sents an array of incidents in which laymen berated and insulted their minis-

ters, and a smaller number of cases when clergymen poured verbal venom on

members of their congregation. These altercations shed fresh light on commu-

nity discourse, and expose the strains in lay–clerical relations. Laymen some-

times mocked their ministers in jest, in anger, or in hopes of reforming their

conduct. Some clerics, on the other hand, accepted ‘tongue-smiting’ as part of

the price of their calling. Honour was once again at issue, along with matters of

pastoral style and social discipline.

Chapter , ‘The Atheist’s Sermon: Belief, Unbelief, and Traditionalism in

the Elizabethan North’, concerns a Nottinghamshire landowner who was

accused in  of a slate of offences including atheism, slander, brawling, and

conjuring. Perhaps his gravest offence, which set him at odds with the parish

minister, was his reading of a midsummer sermon or homily which perpetu-

ated an unreformed Catholic theology and a discredited devotion to the saints.

The incident raises questions about the progress of the Reformation and the

practices of popular religion.

Chapter , ‘Baptized Beasts and Other Travesties: Affronts to Rites of

Passage’, collects together a number of incidents in which cats and dogs, calves

and horses, were profanely taken into church and mockingly administered the

sacrament of baptism. Some of these cases reflect youthful high spirits, while

others in the early s were connected to assaults on the established Church

by sectarian reformers and parliamentary soldiers. Reports of these incidents

are sometimes inflammatory, sometimes apologetic, as they position them-

selves for legal or polemical effect.

Chapter , ‘The Battle of the Altars: Turning the Tables and Breaking the

Rails’, comes closest to the mainstream concerns of modern historians of

the politics of religion. It addresses the local parochial consequences of the 

Caroline altar policy, and examines objection and resistance to the relocation

of communion tables as altars and to the erection of communion rails. While

thousands of parishioners willingly collaborated with the Laudian–Caroline

regime, thousands more objected to changes of liturgical custom. When the

political world shifted in  the ceremonial altar furnishings came under

attack, with widespread destruction of altar rails. Court records, petitions,
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sermons, and memoirs document this zone of cultural and religious con-

tention, and capture the voices and stories of many of those involved.

Chapter , ‘The Portraiture of Prynne’s Pictures: Performance on the Public

Stage’, continues to examine reactions to government policy in the reign of

Charles I. It focuses on the sufferings and triumphs of the polemicist William

Prynne, and pays particular attention to the political theatre enacted through

his body and his image. This is a story of mutilation and martyrdom, victim-

hood and vindication, that mobilized large sectors of public opinion between

 and . One of its high points was the public ritual burning of the frames

from which Prynne’s portraits had already been removed.

Chapter , ‘The Downfall of Cheapside Cross: Vandalism, Ridicule, and

Iconoclasm’, studies a spate of physical assaults on one of London’s most vener-

able civic monuments. It combines satiric and religious pamphlets from the

early s with earlier accounts of iconoclasm to explore a variety of sensitivi-

ties and passions. When the Cross was finally dismantled in , with public

ceremony, it was treated as heathen idol and as a sentient being that could also

suffer pain and dishonour.

Chapter , ‘The Adamites Exposed: Naked Radicals in the English Revolu-

tion’, examines one of the most startling phenomena of the English revolution,

the appearance, or alleged appearance, of a sect of revolutionary fundamental-

ist nudists. Stories about this group appeared in the popular press in ,

with reports of their sexual and religious perversions. Other authors discussed

their antecedents in ancient Christianity, medieval heresy, and the more recent

radical reformation. Adamite elements appeared among the Ranters and

Quakers of the early s, though it is doubtful that any such sect as the

Adamites actually existed. Like many of the stories in this book, the tale of the

Adamites involves engagement with highly dubious information. Questions

arise not only about the truth of the matter, but also about the moral, political,

and religious climate in which the Adamite phenomenon was discussed.

Most of this material will be new to most readers, and some may wonder why

an historian of Tudor and Stuart England should attend to such marginal phe-

nomena. One answer would be the pleasure in encountering historical actors

like Agnes Bowker and Lydia Downes, Thomas Salmon and John Whippe, and

the delight that comes from remarkable stories. A more serious answer would

advance the claim that the margins illuminate the centre, and that the cultural

history of early modern England is incomplete without hearing from people

on the edge. Each episode provides a point of entry, a moment of leverage, for

exploring a world we have lost.2 I have certainly acquired a richer appreciation

of village discourse and domestic politics, popular religion, and popular
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culture, in the period between Reformation and Revolution, and I hope 

to share that with my readers. Fresh insights and new information can be 

found about a complex and fascinating society by detouring along roads less

travelled.

I am not, of course, the first to venture into this kind of territory. One of my

Cambridge teachers, H. C. Porter, used to say that the history that most inter-

ested him was the history of ‘the quirky bits’. By paying attention to curious and

unusual phenomena, to oddities, puzzles, and aberrations, one might find a

path to the past that other historians may have missed. Another, the great G. R.

Elton, pioneered the practice of micro-history, though he would have been

horrified to have been saddled with that reputation. Elton’s Star Chamber
Stories (), threw light on ‘the lives, the habits and the speech of men and

women in the sixteenth century. . . who would never ordinarily make the head-

lines’. And their stories in turn illuminated the legal and administrative history

of their day. Star Chamber Stories is the most neglected of Elton’s books, but it

may outlast the controversies of his others.3

A more recent generation of European historians has examined the margins

of early modern history to expose all sorts of relationships, beliefs, and ten-

sions. Natalie Zemon Davis, for example, revealed the religious, social, occupa-

tional, and sexual tensions behind carnival processions in sixteenth-century

France.4 David Sabean was able to show how the sacrificial burial of a bull in 

an eighteenth-century German village exacerbated strains between local and

regional authorities, between official and popular religion, and competing

views on public health and sympathetic magic. Sabean’s stories in Power in the
Blood: Popular Culture and Village Discourse in Early Modern Germany ()

allowed him to probe ‘the dynamics of power and hierarchical relations’ among

peasants and officials from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century.5 Robert

Darnton likewise deployed stories about eighteenth-century France as a means

of entering a lost symbolic world. Darnton’s quarry was the mentalité that

underlay the so-called ‘Age of Enlightenment’, and his stories in The Great Cat
Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History () enabled him to

expose ‘an alien system of meaning’ and to explore its complex ‘ways of think-

ing’.6 Italian historians have adopted the label ‘micro-history’ to describe a

technique of extracting large and demanding questions from small and

unpromising beginnings, and English historians are adept at case studies and

incisive accounts of particular episodes.7 The archives are full of surprises,

stores of stories, and almost any point of entry can be chosen for building a

world from a grain of sand.
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This is a story about stories, about versions of evidence and fragments of infor-

mation that circle around the telling of an historical tale. It begins in the village

culture of Elizabethan England, detours through the realms of gynaecology,

midwifery, and ecclesiastical justice, spills over into ephemeral pamphlet litera-

ture, and ends up in the files of Elizabethan Privy Councillors. Along the way it

raises questions of truth-telling and evidence, credulity and credibility, authen-

ticity and verification, and the elusiveness of historical narrative. It is a story

that links the concerns of local worthies and central governors, lay and ecclesi-

astical magistrates, and the intersecting spheres of men and women. It is also

one which challenges the historian to think creatively and humbly about the

possibility of ever making sense of the past. Whatever else we may learn from

this material, it forces us to think about the foundations of knowledge and the

criteria of ‘credible report’. One of the participants in this story concluded,

‘there is nothing so secret it shall not be made open’, but even he was uncertain

what actually to believe.1

In telling this story, and the others in this volume, we face several problems

of procedure and rhetoric. We could summarize the incident, gather what

seems most interesting from the record, and attempt to relate it to the main-

stream history of the period; in this case the story throws an unusual sidelight

on one of the most troubled years of the Elizabethan regime. We could impose

a specialized interpretative framework on it, and relate the evidence to local

history, legal history, the history of childbirth, the history of sexuality, and so

on. Or we could lay out the information, in as complete a form as possible, and

follow it wherever it leads. We may then find ourselves dealing with a fractal

narrative, with endlessly multiplying connections and connotations, thicken-

ing layers of significance, and no clear sense of closure. Madness may lie in that

direction, but so too might a richer sense of the complex culture of early

modern England.

The story starts simply enough in the late s, with the unwanted preg-

nancy of an unmarried domestic servant. The circumstances, to begin with,

were unexceptional. Most young women were employed in household service



in the years before they were married, and some of them, at some stage, became

sexually active. If a servant became pregnant and was unable to conceal her

condition, two considerations usually followed; first, her dismissal or removal,

to safeguard the honour of the house; and second, investigation of the identity

of the father. She might then take to the road or return to her family; she might

hope for a miscarriage or attempt an abortion; but eventually, in most cases,

she would be in need of a midwife. Not enough is known yet about the social

and cultural history of bastard-bearing, about pregnancy-management and

the availability of abortifacients, but the church court records contain frag-

ments of testimony which illuminate various parts of this process. It is well

established (by historical demographers) that up to  per cent of all live births

were illegitimate in mid-Elizabethan England, and a goodly proportion of

these were born to servants. Literary and cultural historians may think this 

per cent figure is surprisingly low, but the measured percentage was even lower

in eastern England and fell further in the generations that followed.2

This, however, is not a story of statistics (themselves beset by varying degrees

of uncertainty and confidence) but rather of a unique and unsettling incident.

It concerns the Leicestershire servant Agnes Bowker who in , at Market

Harborough, gave birth to a cat. Whether this really happened, whether such a

delivery was physically possible, what it portended, and what other wickedness

was attached to it, became matters for local and national authorities. The great

cat delivery became a short-lived cause célèbre, attracting popular, clerical, and

political attention. The case originated before the court of the Archdeacon of

Leicester within the Diocese of Lincoln, a court that was normally occupied 

by minor violations of ecclesiastical discipline and good order, but also had

jurisdiction over local midwives.3 The church courts dealt frequently with 

fornication, bastardy, and sexual incontinence, but rarely with humans who

gave birth to cats. So strange was the testimony, and so troubling, that the 

archdeacon’s commissary sent a full transcript to the Earl of Huntingdon,

along with his own notations and commentary; Huntingdon sent it to the

queen’s principal secretary, William Cecil, for consideration by the Council,

and he referred it to Edmund Grindal, then Bishop of London, for further

advice. Eventually the packet was filed in Lord Burghley’s papers, now British

Library Lansdowne Manuscript . The account was further embellished with

a life-size, blood-red depiction of the cat, rendered on parchment and attached

to the sheaf of papers.4

Agnes Bowker became pregnant some time during  and after some wan-

dering adventures, some of which will be related, came to term at the beginning

of . After something of a false start the ceremony of childbirth apparently
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proceeded normally, with midwife and other mothers in attendance, until the

horror of the monstrous feline birth. I am quoting the testimony in the order

that it was heard by the court, rather than reconstituting it into some kind of

master chronology, in order to better understand how the story unfolded to its

original hearers and readers. By laying this out with minimal processing, I hope

to capture some lost voices and anxieties from early modern England. I will

then suggest some analytical avenues which may help us to understand this

amazing and convoluted tale.

This is what we are told. Agnes Bowker, aged , daughter of Henry Bowker

of Harborough, appeared before the archdeacon’s court on  January  and

reportedly said as follows: ‘That she was delivered of this monster (for so she

called it) the th day of January between the hours of six and seven at night;

and further sayeth that one Randal Dowley, servant to Mr Edward Griffin, had

to do with her at Braybrooke over the porter’s ward at Michaelmas was twelve-

month.’ Agnes reported further sexual encounters with Randal Dowley in the

porter’s ward, in the maltmill, and, most recently, ‘upon the grange leas as she
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was gathering sticks one month before pease harvest last past’. This appears to

be remarkably candid information about servant sexuality,5 with telling details

about the time and place of sexual congress and calendrical prompts to

memory, and it would seem to pin down Randal Dowley as the father of the

child. But, as we hear, there was no child born, but rather a monster or cat, and

other putative fathers enter the picture as the story unfolds.

Agnes, it is clear, was no wandering stranger but belonged to the 

Harborough community. She had worked as a servant in several local house-

holds. Her father was dead but her mother was close enough to consult at the

time of her delivery, and her godmother came to see her soon after. Neighbours

may have found the story especially disturbing for coming from one of their

own.6

Agnes explained to the court ‘that a cat had to do with her six or seven times

betwixt Michaelmas was twelvemonth and a month before Harborough fair

last past.7 Further she saith that on a time she willed Randal Dowley to be good

to her in her great necessity, being by his only procurement brought thereunto,

who utterly forsook her and departed from her. She being greatly amazed with

these his words, went into a certain wood called Boteland and there with her

girdle would have hanged herself, but the girdle brake.’ Wandering the lanes in

midwinter, distraught and suicidal, she ‘came to Little Bowden, and there went

before her a beast in likeness to a bear . . . and a little after she came into the

street and to her seeming the same bear went before her into pond, and she fol-

lowed it and was almost drowned.’ (Her rescuers later testified that they pulled

her out from water that was barely waist deep, and that she showered them with

falsehoods, including the claim that she was already married.)

Eventually Agnes returned to Harborough, in urgent need of a midwife, and

met with Margaret Roos, a gentleman’s wife who supplied informal gynaeco-

logical services.8 Mrs Roos told the court that she ‘handled’ Agnes Bowker soon

after New Year’s Day, , ‘and found somewhat to be in her body besides the

natural course thereof, but what it should be . . . she could not tell or well

discern’. A few days later Agnes came to her again, this time ‘in extreme labour’.

Searching her body, Mrs Roos said, ‘she did feel a thing but whether it were

child or water she could not tell’, but, rather ominously, whatever it was pricked

her finger. Mrs Roos’s opinion on this occasion was that Agnes already ‘hath

had a child of late, and this is the afterbirth’. Perhaps she had attempted to

induce an abortion. Whatever it was, the labour apparently stopped, and com-

menced again eight days later under the guidance of a different midwife.

This introduces a key witness, Elizabeth Harrison, aged , midwife of

Bowden Parva, and either colleague or competitor with Margaret Roos.

Midwives were women of wisdom and authority, supposedly ecclesiastically
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licensed, who normally took charge of the business of childbirth. They com-

monly attended bastard-bearers as well as respectable married women, and

they were answerable to the court and the community for improprieties in the

birth room. In contemporary literature their reputations ranged from interfer-

ing crones to competent helpers, but only in the imaginations of misguided

modern writers were midwives associated with witchcraft.9 Ecclesiastical court

records provide a remarkable window into midwives’ routine activities, and in

this case there was plenty to explain. We have already met with sexual conduct,

attempted suicide, bestial visions, and gynaecological examination. Before this

story is over we will encounter a broad range of topics that recent scholarship

has rarely explored.

Elizabeth Harrison testified ‘that on Tuesday the th of this January (she) was

sent for by the wives of Harborough, Margery Slater being the messenger, to

come to Agnes Bowker being in labour. She saith that she asked this Agnes who

was the father of her child . . . who answered it is one Randal Dowley, for he had

had many times the use of her body carnally; and further (she) saith that the

said Agnes told her these tales following’. It was by custom the midwife’s duty to

discover the paternity of an illegitimate birth.But no other Elizabethan midwife

heard, or participated in, anything so transgressive as the story that followed.

We now have tales within tales, or testimony within testimony, that shift with

the teller and the telling. This is what the midwife told the court that Agnes had

told her—filtered, like all such accounts, by memory and reshaped for strategic

and rhetorical purposes, then further rendered into writing and conformed to

legal conventions by the clerk to the archdeacon’s court. This is the midwife’s

tale:

There came to (Agnes) divers and sundry times a thing in the likeness of a bear, some-

times like a dog, sometimes like a man, and had the knowledge carnal of her body in

every such shape. Also she saith that Agnes Bowker told her that . . . as she walked

abroad the country (she) met with an outlandish woman, a Dutch woman, and the

stranger asked her the cause of her sadness. Agnes answered, I have good cause for I am

with child; then the stranger said, Nay thou art not with child, but what wilt thou give

me, I will tell thee what thou art withal. Then Agnes said I will give thee a penny, and so

did, and the woman stranger said Thou art neither with man child nor woman child,

but with a Mooncalf, and that thou shall know shortly, for thou hast gone forty weeks

already, and thou shalt go eleven weeks longer, and then at the same hour the moon

changeth or thereabout, get thee women about thee, for it shall then fall from thee.

And the midwife said that as soon as she heard this story she relayed it to the

other women about her.

What are we to make of this? That Agnes had been engaged in bestial rela-

tions with shape-shifting animals, as well as relations with Randal Dowley, and
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that parturition would follow a fifty-one-week pregnancy? By the lights 

of sixteenth-century science, such things were not impossible, however

uncommon.10 Should we assume that Agnes had sought out a cunning woman

(in other testimony a ‘Welsh’ woman rather than a Dutch woman) to guide 

her through her troubles? Or had she (or the midwife) made the whole thing

up? The stranger’s prophecy, as told by the midwife, was a vital element in

Agnes’s story. Listeners would know that a mooncalf, or mola, was a mass of

malformed tissue, believed to be the fruit of forbidden couplings, faulty seed,

or a vicious conception. Some might even have seen pictures of such things in

sensationalist broadsheets, or in medical handbooks whose engravings of

gynaecological horrors added to their prurient interest.11 And they would be

prepared for an abnormal outcome. It was a nice touch to say that delivery

would coincide with the time of the turning of the moon, which occurred in

the middle of January. Agnes began labour on  January, intermitted for

almost a week, and then gave birth to the cat, if that is what happened, on 

January .12

Resuming her testimony, Elizabeth Harrison named the other women

present during Agnes Bowker’s delivery, and described their efforts to bring

forth the monster, ‘the hinder part coming first’. She said that ‘when the women

saw this strange sight they fled’, but the midwife ‘boldened them and willed

them not to go from her, and then she said to the monster thus: In the name of

the father and the son and of the holy ghost: Come safe and go safe and do no

harm, now in the name of God what have we here?’

What indeed? It is often said that midwives possessed special skills including

the uttering of certain charms, but this is unique in being quoted in the records.

Echoing key words from the service of baptism—a service that Elizabethan

midwives sometimes performed in extremis—this incantation took on the

properties of an exorcism or spell.13 Its effect must have been chilling to every-

one present, signalling that something strange and unnatural was being born.

Foretold as a mooncalf, drawing blood from the first midwife’s finger, and pre-

senting itself abnormally, ‘the hinder part . . . first’, this utterance from Agnes

Bowker’s womb might well prompt the question, ‘what have we here’. The

women might well run away if they feared that the sight of a monster would

somehow contaminate their own wombs.14

To learn more about this incident and to augment the testimony of the

midwife the court summoned several women who had been present at the

birth. Six such women acknowledged helping with the delivery, but none could

tell for certain what had happened. All recalled being afraid. The testimony in

this case confirms our impression of childbirth as a female collective experi-

ence, with goodwives gathered together in a darkened room attending and
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watching the midwife.15 Only the outcome was strange. Joan Clement, aged ,

was ‘going away’ when the midwife called her back with her prayer. Emma 

Buttrick, aged , was ‘standing by in the house with her child in her arms’when

the monster cat appeared,‘but she saith she dare not affirm or say it came out of

[Agnes’s] body’. Margaret Harrison, aged , said ‘that she was at the birth of the

monster with her child in her arms, and the wives willed her to fetch a candle 

for they had not light . . . and when she came in with the candle she saw the

monster lie on the earth, and she thinketh it came out of Agnes Bowker’s womb’.

Isabel Perkins, aged , was also present with her child in her arms, ‘and saw 

the monster . . . when the midwife drew it from under the clothes of Agnes

Bowker’. None of these women actually saw the monster emerge, on this dark

January evening, but the product was there for all to see, dead and shrivelled on

the floor and resembling nothing so much as a skinned cat.

That it was a cat was obvious to everyone, though most preferred to refer to it

as a monster. The question was, had Agnes Bowker given birth to it? If so, how,

and if not, what? This is where the men came in. So far this has been entirely a

female story, except for the runaway Randal Dowley and the officers of the

archdeaconry court. Now the men of Market Harborough would offer their

wisdom—clergymen, shopkeepers, and magistrates. Together they embarked

on an empirical examination, a remarkable exercise in improvised investigative

pathology, to answer the midwife’s question, ‘what have we here’. Their testi-

mony too forms an important part of the record.

The curate, Christopher Pollard,16 told the court that he ‘was present when

the entrail of the cat was opened, and there did he with others see and take forth

very straw out of the gut, to the number of three or four’. George Walker,

innholder, ‘ripped the maw of the cat, pulling it out of the body thereof, and

there he did see certain meat congealed, and also in the same maw a piece of . . .

bacon’. William Jenkinson supported this testimony, observing ‘the piece of

meat that came out of the maw of the cat, or monster if it were one, and to his

judgment he saith it were a piece of bacon sword, for he might very easily and

perfectly discern of both sides of the bacon the bristles or hairs, and farther he

saith that Edmund Goodyear of Harborough, baker, will depose the same’.17

Such details may curdle delicate stomachs, but they indicate the pragmatic and

materialist manner with which one group of Elizabethans approached the

problem, as well as the confidence the church court placed in their testimony.

Theirs was a hands-on investigation, untroubled by medical or religious

theory. It may also indicate a gendered epistemology, in which the men consid-

ered the cat as an object to be investigated while the woman looked on the birth

as a mysterious though not impossible event. Observing the bacon and straw

convinced these men that they were dealing with a real cat that had earlier been
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foraging in the lanes of Leicestershire, not some misshapen monster gestated in

a poor woman’s womb. Furthermore, they introduced evidence that Agnes had

recently tried to borrow a cat, and that a neighbour from whom she had begged

now found his cat missing. The solid businessmen of Harborough had little

doubt where it had gone.

On  January, five days after the first ecclesiastical court hearing, the secular

authorities took up the case. Their primary concern was to investigate whether

there had been a crime. Sir George Turpin, knight, and Edward Griffin, esquire,

examined some of the same parties, and recorded pretty much the same 

statements as before.18 A few more witnesses fleshed out the story, including

Christopher Clarke, husbandman, who helped save Agnes from drowning 

(to whom she then lied about her marital status), and Agnes’s friend Joan

Dunmow (to whom she lied about having already had the baby, saying ‘her

child was at the nurse at Guilsborough’ in Northamptonshire). These examina-

tions add little to the account, except to expand our appreciation of Agnes’s 

gift for storytelling. Edward Griffin, esquire, would seem to have been Randal

Dowley’s erstwhile master, and his property the place of Agnes’s fall, but none

of that was mentioned, or at least not entered into the record.

Examined yet again on  February by Sir George Turpin, Agnes Bowker 

elaborated her tale of bestial-supernatural conception. She now said ‘that a

thing came unto her as she was in bed and lay the first night very heavy upon

her bed but touched her not. The next night she saw it and it was in the likeness

of a black cat. By the moonlight it came into her bed and had knowledge of

her body’ on several occasions. As to the foetus, the fruit of this cross-species

coupling, she told the Justice, ‘it was dead in her from St Thomas’s day in the

Christmas until she travailed, and yet that it was sweet when it was born’. The

story of what she had delivered, and when she delivered it, was covered with as

much confusion and obfuscation as the tales of her impregnation.

Not until  February, once more before the archdeacon’s commissary

Anthony Anderson, did anything approaching the truth emerge. And once

again the truth was elusive and slippery, as much a construction of language

and rhetoric and a means of satisfying particular audiences as an objective

account of ‘what actually happened’.

During the weeks following the delivery of the cat, Agnes lay-in at various

houses in Harborough, the subject of much curiosity and scrutiny. Rumours

stretched from those who believed that the monstrous birth was a portent or

supernatural message to the embattled Tudor state, to those who suspected that

the whole business was a cover-up for infanticide. The gentry wives were espe-

cially anxious to untangle the mystery, and both Mrs Roos and Lady Turpin

secured private interviews with Agnes Bowker. So too did Agnes’s godmother,
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Emma Walker, wife of George Walker, innholder, the man who discovered the

bacon.

Emma Walker testified that on  February she visited Agnes ‘to give her

counsel to discharge her conscience’. Her words, in the form we have them, are

as much a product of court procedures and selective memory as all the others,

but they mark a turning point in the narrative. Lady Turpin, it transpired, had

told Agnes ‘it was not possible this cat could come from her’ and Emma Walker

agreed. ‘Surely even so think I,’ she told her god-daughter, ‘but thou hast had a

child and it is made away and this cat by some sleight or sorcery is conveyed to

thee. Then the said Agnes said, Alas godmother, I was conjured . . . I dare not

tell you nor disclose the matter, for I have promised to keep the thing secret,

and have given myself both body and soul to the devil if ever I utter the matter

any further than I have already.’

Two days later Agnes was ready to talk. She responded to twenty articles

drawn up by the archdeacon’s commissary, and told yet another version of

her story that had not been heard before. Whether it was true, or partially 

true, or a complete fabrication, was still a puzzle to the authorities. ‘Whether

this tale . . . be true or false, yet it seemeth to me that in such a fardel [i.e. a

pedlar’s bundle] here is great store of wares such as they are, as whoredom,

witchcraft and buggery; if besides there be none other, which hath tied up 

this fardel and given it her to bear?’ So pondered Anthony Anderson, the 

diligent archdeaconry commissary; and the puzzle is ours as well. This is what 

Anderson recorded:

(Agnes) saith that in time past [some time in the mid-s] she dwelled with one Hugh

Brady sometime dwelling in Harborough and was schoolmaster there . . . This Brady

she saith was a very vicious man and did lie with his maids often, and committed adul-

tery with them; and she knowing his facts, told her mistress on him, and her master

therefore entreated her evil, and there the falling sickness [i.e. epilepsy] took her, and

her mistress did send her to . . . London to dwell, because her master should no more so

evil entreat her. After this she saith she came to Braybrooke and dwelt there, when the

Queen’s majesty came on her grace’s progress thither,19 and being at the court gates this

Hugh Brady saw her and came to her and gave her two shillings, and bad her go to the

grange yard close and he would meet her there.

She saith she went there and he came to her and cast her on the ground, and had his

carnal pleasure upon her and bad her be merry, and he would get her a boy, and would

send for her where she should live in better state all the days of her life. Further she saith

he said to her, hath thy disease left thee yet? No, saith she. Well, saith Brady, if thou wilt

be ruled by me and not betray me I will help thee of thy disease. There is no remedy,

thou must needs have a child first and then thy disease will leave thee, and another thing

thou must do.
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(Agnes) asked Mr Brady what she must do further. Marry, saith he, thou must forsake

God and all his works, and give thyself wholly to the devil, and within two or three years

thou shalt be whole. Further, she saith that this Mr Brady promised to send to her a

thing, which should come to her in the likeness of a man into that close, one day, where

she should meet him, and to him she must give her promise that she would from

thenceforth forsake God and his laws, and betake her to the devil body and soul, and

also must give and offer to him some part of her blood and then she should have the

same thing . . . when she would, and should not need to be afraid thereof.

She saith that about two years after this she went one day into that close, and came to

her, toward the night, a trim man [i.e. someone neat and well-furnished] and said he

was come to her for her promise made to Brady, and then she saith she did give him her

faith, that she would forsake God and all his works, and give herself from that time forth

to the devil fully and wholly. She saith that then at that time she tickled her nose and

made it to bleed, and dropped her blood upon a rag, and gave it to the man, which man

then lay with her, and after came, as Brady had said he should, like a greyhound and a

cat, and had to do with her sundry times carnally.

Nor was this the end of the affair.

(Agnes) saith that about Candlemas last past, viz.  [] or the Lady’s day in Lent, she

had been at Harborough for grout [i.e. coarse meal] and in St Mary’s lane this Brady

and two other with him came riding, and when they saw her he reined back his horse

and gave her sixpence and bad her come to St Mary’s church, which standeth in the

field, and so she did, and his servants went softly before, and he lighted there (and) in

the porch of the church aforesaid he had, saith she, his carnal pleasure upon her.20

She saith that he then asked her if she yet had not a child, and she said, No not yet.

Well, saith he, thou shalt have shortly, and at the time of thy travail thou shalt have

much more mind to one woman than to all other to be thy grace woman, or midwife,

and the same woman unto whom thou shalt have such mind shall deliver thee of the

child, and then will I take thee away where thou shalt be kept in a little better case than

thou art now, all the days of thy life. She saith that he told her he was going to Lincoln,

and so went toward Dingley [the next village to the east], and since that time she saith

she never saw him.

This, then, is a seduction tale, the story of a woman’s downfall. Though

structured in answer to legal interrogatories, and paced by the procedures of

the court, it has elements in common with sensational folk-tales and ballads.21

We are given, through Agnes’s words, the sexual predator and manipulative

teacher, thwarted only briefly by his long-suffering wife; we see the vulnerable

young servant, bent on virtue yet drawn too easily into corruption; we even

glimpse the monarch, the Virgin Queen on her royal progress, and the irony of

the local celebrations that led to Agnes’s ruin; we learn of Agnes’s falling sick-

ness—epilepsy—and Brady’s remarkable prescription for its cure;22 and we

have the vivid account of the second seduction in St Mary’s lane and a further

 Agnes Bowker’s Cat



demonstration of the versatile use of church porches. The tale concludes with

Brady’s promise to take good care of his victim, and his almost inevitable

failure to make good on it (similar to the desertion by Randal Dowley). In its

structure and content this story is reminiscent of popular morality tales, on

which Agnes may have modelled it, though that does not necessarily under-

mine its credit.

When asked by Mrs Roos, the gentlewoman who had previously searched

her body,‘I’ faith,Agnes, did thy Mr Brady never bewitch thee or deal by sorcery

with thee?’Agnes Bowker replied,‘No, never,’ and ‘I am right glad thereof ’, saith

Mrs Roos. Considerations of witchcraft would permit another possible range

of explanations, and they hover at the edge of this particular narrative. But

despite the contemporary fascination with witchcraft, and reports of recent

trials,23 the investigators at Market Harborough preferred to believe that 

Agnes Bowker’s case involved victimization, duplicity, and delusion rather

than witchcraft, sorcery, and supernatural manipulation. They had no body to

examine, apart from the cat, and no obvious victim of infanticide or male-
ficium. Though Agnes had already admitted to her godmother that she had

been ‘conjured’, and the stories of diabolism and shape-shifting might have led

to further interrogation, the authorities decided that secular forensic proceed-

ings would suffice.24

Finally, Agnes turned to the outcome of her pregnancy, the only subject on

which other witnesses could testify. Once again, she told contradictory stories.

At the beginning of her account Agnes acknowledged that ‘three weeks before

Christmas . . . one Thomas Dawe’s . . . wife seeing her before having a great

belly, and now the same very small and gaunt, asked her whether she were

delivered of a child, and she said, yea, and my child is dead and is buried at Little

Bowden’. (She had told earlier questioners that her child was alive and at nurse

at Guilsborough, while according to the mainstream account she was still preg-

nant at this time.) But at the end of her testimony Agnes returned to her deal-

ings with the midwife and the story that she had given birth to a cat. Her

account throws interesting light on the treatment and choices faced by expec-

tant single mothers in early modern England, even if her particular circum-

stances were decidedly unusual. Rather than being denied proper attention,

Agnes enjoyed the support of respectable married women and a remarkable

choice of gynaecological assistance.

‘(Agnes) saith that when she began to travail she had much need, and many

midwives she had in sundry towns through which she travelled, but none could

do her any good till she came to Harborough; and she saith that her mind was

ever to Elizabeth Harrison of Bowden Parva, to have her to be her midwife,

after she had heard of her, above all others, and liked none but her. She saith
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that Elizabeth Harrison, her midwife, tarried the longest with her of any other,

and did indeed help her and deliver, as she thinketh, and saith that she could

not be delivered till this midwife came.’ It is not absolutely certain that Eliza-

beth Harrison was the midwife or grace woman Hugh Brady had urged Agnes

to seek out, but it seems highly plausible that the midwife and the seducer were

in cahoots. Agnes claimed not to know what was going on, in the midst of her

labour, and ‘saith that she is not certain and sure that this cat-monster came out

of her body; but the midwife told her it did come from her, and she thinketh it

did, but upon her oath she is not sure thereof ’. And if Agnes herself was not 

sure whether she had actually given birth to a cat, what hope has anyone else 

to make a determination? Discovering whether Agnes Bowker was simple-

minded, profoundly evil, or glibly duplicitous became a central aim of the

inquiry.

Commissary Anthony Anderson, who conducted Agnes’s examination, glossed

it with the following remark. ‘All and every the premises came of herself,

without threats or favourings; but suddenly moved by such pieces of scripture

as it pleased God to give me to tell her of, she fell down on her knees, with

weeping tears abundantly, and so uttered this before written; at the end

whereof she said, Now am I forever damned, for I have uttered this which I

promised I would never disclose; but I comforted her so well as I could, and

before her departure she seemed comforted, notwithstanding I perceive there

is more yet that hereafter may be got from her.’ Notwithstanding the abundance

of testimony, the story remained incomplete: true or false, or a mixture of half-

truths and fabrications, the authorities had no way to determine. The school-

master Hugh Brady was nowhere to be found, the servant Randal Dowley had

left the district, and no more credible information was forthcoming. The

women could not agree what had happened, and those present at the birth

could not even testify with confidence to what they had seen. Lady Turpin and

Emma Walker appear refreshingly level-headed with their doubt whether such

a cross-species delivery was possible, and with their unexamined suspicion of

infanticide. Anthony Anderson smelled a rat, but all he had left was the cat, and

the spreading notoriety of the incident.

On  February, a month after the emergence of the monster and a week after

Agne’s last examination, Anderson referred the entire case to Henry Hastings,

Earl of Huntingdon, the nobleman most closely involved in Leicestershire

affairs.25 Anderson told Hastings, ‘there hath been of late and is yet abroad,

right honourable, set forth in print a printed pamphlet, describing the shape of

a monster born at Harborough . . . the which neither in form pictured or lines

printed expresseth the truth, but otherwise falsely reporteth the matter, as may
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appear by this picture which is the very true proportion of the thing (surely a

cat).’ Somebody had evidently gone quickly into print with a broadsheet 

or pamphlet, now lost, about Agnes Bowker’s monstrous birth. But the writer,

like sensationalist journalists everywhere, had got the details wrong. Anderson

wanted to quench misleading rumours and set the record straight, and his

finest asset was the material remains of the monster itself—‘surely a cat’—a

pitiful creature with its gut pulled out and all of its hair removed. The picture,

life-size and drawn in the colour of red brick or dried blood, would anchor the

affair in some kind of certainty, or at least verisimilitude. ‘This picture . . . con-

taineth the full length, thickness, and bigness of the same, measured by a pair 

of compasses; and for the more credit of the matter I have set forth the seal 

used in my office . . . so the cat (so I think it to be) yet kept will warrant this

shape.’

If this was not enough, Anderson reported the results of his own 

laboratory experiment to prove that the monster was indeed nothing but a

barnyard cat. He never charged explicitly that the mother and midwife 

were lying, but that suspicion clearly underlies his actions. The townsmen, in

their zeal for the truth, had disembowelled the original cat to find out what was

in its stomach. Now the commissary reported, ‘I caused another cat to be 

killed and flayed, and betwixt the one and the other in the whole this was the

difference and only the difference, the eyes of my cat were as cats’ eyes that be

alive, and the monster cat’s eyes were darker than blue. I cast my flayn cat into

boiling water, and pulling the same out again, both in eye and else they were

altogether one.’ What more could be asked of the scientific method, in this

country version of Renaissance laboratory craft? And who could believe after

this that the cat was a monster, or that it issued from Agnes Bowker’s womb?

Something strange and wondrous may have happened, but it was not to be

classified among the other monsters for which early Elizabethan England was

famous.

Anderson’s package of transcripts, complete with the picture of the cat,

made its way from Lord Hastings to Secretary of State William Cecil, who

turned for advice to Edmund Grindal, the Bishop of London. What did it mean

to them? Why should these powerful figures concern themselves with such

bizarre reports from Leicestershire? The answer reveals the vulnerability of the

Elizabethan regime as well as its vigilance and caution, and it underscores the

link between local happenings and central government. It also suggests that

these magistrates, like the shopkeepers of Harborough and the clerks of the

archdeaconry court, were anxious to discover and interpret the truth. Bishop

Grindal received the ‘examinations about the supposed monster’ at the begin-

ning of August  and reported a fortnight later,‘for the monster, it appeareth
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plainly to be a counterfeit matter; but yet we cannot extort confessions of the

manner of doings’.26 Despite their scepticism, the bishop and the Council were

no more successful than commissary Anderson in fully establishing what had

happened. Agnes Bowker soon returned to oblivion, her subsequent history

unknown.

It mattered little to Cecil whether Agnes gave birth to a bastard or to a beast,

or whether she had murdered her baby; but it became a matter of public

concern when people saw threatening portents in this apparent violation of

nature, and when credulous Catholics gained ground by exploiting a dubious

story. Abnormal births and bestial intrusions were shocking reminders of the

unpredictability of the universe and of the power of hidden forces to subvert

everyday routines. At times of crisis they assumed political dimensions, as

auguries of ‘alteration of kingdoms’ and portents of ‘destruction of princes’.27 It

should come as no surprise, then, to find the government attempting to control

or neutralize such reports in .

What else was happening in the winter of –? English Protestantism was

struggling to make headway, while traditional Catholicism still thrived in many

parts of the country. The Elizabethan regime was but tenuously established, the

queen unmarried and the succession perilously uncertain. Relations with

Spain were fast deteriorating, Mary Queen of Scots had recently arrived in

England, and the northern earls were festering rebellion. The real monster of

, from the government point of view, may have been the many-headed

monster of insurrection, for which mooncalves and monstrous births might 

be portents.28

There is nothing in the record to link directly the Leicestershire cat with the

nation’s uncertainties, but it may be significant that commissary Anderson

took the case to a courtier politician, Lord Hastings, rather than to his ecclesias-

tical superiors in the Diocese of Lincoln. Anthony Anderson was a rising evan-

gelist minister,29 and Hastings a patron of puritans. Grindal was known for his

Protestant activism, which in  would win him the archbishopric of York,

and Cecil, by no means a puritan, was staunchly Protestant and alert to the

dangers of popular Catholicism.30 None of the principals in this case is specifi-

cally identified in confessional terms, nor is religion an explicit part of the testi-

mony, but Agnes Bowker and her women clearly belonged to the traditional

folk culture of wonders more than to the sceptical culture of the Protestant

Reformation. Agnes’s story, if not vigorously countered, could feed the flow of

rumour and credulous apprehension that held back godly Protestantism and

nourished hopes of a Catholic restoration.

The Leicestershire incident followed a spate of reported monstrous births

earlier in the s that are discussed in more detail in the following chapter.
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Cheap publications described ‘two monstrous children born at Herne in Kent’

and the ‘shape of a monstrous child which was born in Northamptonshire’ in

; graphic broadsides depicted ‘two monstrous children’ born in Bucking-

hamshire and another in Surrey in , and ‘the shape and form of a mon-

strous child born at Maidstone’ in . None of these had animal shapes, but

they were horridly incomplete or malformed, sometimes incompletely sepa-

rated twins. Commentators attributed these accidents to divine anger against

England’s wickedness, as warnings of retribution and signs of a disordered

world. ‘Unnatural shapes’, the broadsheet writers insisted, contained ‘lessons

and schoolings for us all, as the word monster showeth’.31 Monstrous births

demonstrated that the nation was in trouble, with deformities in newborn 

children matching deformities in the body politic.

The Leicestershire monster could be seen as belonging to this genre, though

deviating significantly from it. In the same dangerous year of  appeared 

a compendium of Certaine Secrete Wonders of Nature illustrating freaks and

monsters from continental Europe and from classical antiquity, including

some with animal features, parts of a dog, the face of a cat, tails, etc. Monsters

appeared to be sprouting up all over, as part of a fecund but putrid cultural

landscape, and the publicity they enjoyed may have helped Agnes Bowker to

construct her story and her auditors to interpret it.32

The monster literature of the s laid great stress on the reliability of its

information. Reports, however grotesque, were invariably asserted to be ‘true’.

The deformities described in the broadsheets lay beyond the common realm of

experience and hovered on the margins of credibility, but illustrations, physical

descriptions, and the names of supporting witnesses worked hard to establish

or reinforce their bona fides. Establishing the truth of the matter was a neces-

sary preliminary to spelling out its lessons. By contrast, in the case of the 

Harborough monster, establishing that Agnes Bowker’s story was not true

might rein in the spread of rumours and undercut assertions about its moral

and religious consequences.

It would help, to be sure, to find the pamphlet against which Anthony

Anderson reacted, but searches have so far proved unsuccessful. Either it was

suppressed and withdrawn, or it went the way of the  per cent or more of the

early ephemeral literature that has subsequently disappeared.33 The incident

was widely cited, however, as a scandal of popish credulity and ignorance, and

was mentioned in other mid-Elizabethan writings. Barnaby Googe, in The
Popish Kingdom of , castigated the Catholics, ‘for mark what things they do

believe, what monsters they do frame’. William Bullein, in his Dialogue Against
the Fever Pestilence was much more specific. Bullein’s characters Roger and

Civis join in the following exchange:34
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Roger: What a world is this? How is it changed! It is marvelous, it is monstrous! I hear

say there is a young woman, born in the town of Harborough, one Bowker, a

butcher’s daughter, which of late, God wot, is brought to bed of a cat, or have deliv-

ered a cat, or, if you will, is the mother of a cat. Oh God! How is nature repugnant to

herself, that a woman should bring forth a very cat (or a very dog, etc., wanting

nothing, neither having more than other dogs or cats have), taking nothing of the

mother but only as I guess her cattish condition.

Civis: It is a lie, Roger, believe it not; it was but a cat. It had bacon found in its belly, and

a straw. It was an old cat, and she a young quean [i.e. a strumpet]; it was a pleasant

practice of papistry, to bring the people to new wonders. If it had been a monster,

then it should have had somewhat more or else less; but another cat was flayed in the

same sort, and in all points like, or as it were, the self same. Thus can drabs do some-

times when they have murdered their own bastards, with help of an old witch bring-

ing a cat in its place. A toy to mock an ape withal. Roger, it should have been a kitling

first, and so grown to a cat; but it was a cat at the first.

Roger: Yet there are many one do believe it was a monster.

Roger and the citizen, or their author Bullein, evidently had details based on

Anthony Anderson’s transcript (or from the now-vanished ballad), in which

the townsmen’s discovery of the bacon and the commissary’s experiment with

a duplicate cat became evidence against popular belief in monsters. In appro-

priating Agnes’s story they explode its mysterious power, and in debunking it

they dispose simultaneously of female fantasy and Catholic caprice. If the 

evidence for a monster falls apart, along with it goes any need to think of

warnings, portents, and judgements on England.

An annotation to Anderson’s illustration of the cat reads, ‘there is nothing so

secret that shall not be made open’. But perhaps this is wishful thinking. Neither

Grindal nor Anderson could get to the bottom of the matter, and without firm

evidence or a clear confession they were not about to voice their suspicions. No

wonder Burghley just filed it away in his collection of oddities. So where does

one go from here? How does the historian decide what questions to ask, what

lines of inquiry to pursue? A deeper political and religious contextualization

might throw more light on the strains of the late s. A detailed local social

and cultural account might usefully locate Agnes’s pregnancy within the

mental and domestic environments of southern Leicestershire. Comparative

reading of the history of bastardy, abortion, and infanticide might help us to

better understand Agnes Bowker’s predicament. More work on sorcery and

diabolism might provide analogues for some of her amazing stories. Certainly,

we have ways of bringing the episode under some kind of control. But does it

unlock the story to ask ‘what really happened’, or does such a common-sense

question sidestep its potential significance?
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Who impregnated Agnes Bowker—the servant, the schoolmaster, or the

thing in the likeness of a beast? Perhaps all three ‘had to do with her’. Bestial or

demonic intercourse was not thought impossible in the sixteenth century, nor

was a superfetation, the formation of a second foetus some months after

another. Was Agnes really pregnant for fifty-one weeks, rather than the normal

thirty-nine, and what explains the varying calendar of her labour? By some

accounts she was delivered of child in December, went into labour again in

January, and finally gave birth to the cat a full week later. This might be

explained by reference to miscalculation, to superfetation, or to the delayed

expulsion of a defective twin, although it seems more likely that Agnes con-

cealed a dead baby and then developed a conspiracy with the midwife.

How do we answer Elizabeth Harrison’s question, ‘what have we here?’ Con-

temporary childbirth manuals are filled with grotesque happenings, not all of

them unknown to modern science. It was commonly held that a woman’s

imagination could have damaging effects on her offspring, so that thinking of a

black cat during intercourse or pregnancy could result in a child with dark and

feline features. Modern medical explanations might even be brought to bear on

the problem, if we wanted to stay within the bounds of gynaecological proba-

bility.35 None of this gets to the bottom of the Agnes Bowker story, or the

midwife’s insistence that she really did give birth to a cat. The ‘truth’ remains

bafflingly elusive, even if one harbours one’s suspicions.

It is not necessarily helpful to say that women do not give birth to cats and

therefore the whole tale is an imposture, the monstrous delivery a fraud 

or a cover for a violent crime. Medical science and folklore alike believed in the

possibility of hybridization and bestial conception. Religious authorities

acknowledged cross-bred prodigies as signs of God’s providence. Women 

in Renaissance Europe were believed to have given birth to dogs, pigs, and

toads. Writing in  Thomas Heywood reported the fourteenth-century case

of a woman who was ‘delivered of cats’. A Norfolk woman allegedly gave birth

to a cat in , and a Hampshire woman brought forth a toad and a serpent in

.36 As late as the s the celebrated Mary Toft and her managers con-

vinced some of the most distinguished physicians in England that she really

had given birth to a litter of rabbits.37 That leads us back to the ‘what really 

happened’ kind of question, which may be less significant than what people 

at the time thought was going on, and how they reacted.

It is possible to venture a feminist analysis which sees Agnes Bowker as a

strategist, and not just a victim, her sexual promiscuity and verbal inventive-

ness as means of empowerment or retaliation. Though weak and vulnerable,

guileful and gullible, and prone to epileptic seizures, this unmarried servant

held the stage against her neighbours, accusers, and judges. Against a world of
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male sexual predators, male employers, and male investigators, Agnes deployed

the powerful weapon of words. Her stories gave her authority and protection,

deflecting charges of infanticide while distancing and manipulating men. It

was she who framed the narrative, she who shaped the action, she, if you like,

who midwifed her own text. Her female associates, friends, grace women, and

companions in birth gave her attention and solidarity, being willing to counte-

nance the cat story even while wondering about its truth. But Agnes’s words,

and all the other words of women in this episode, are only available to us in a

form set forth by men. Although this record seems to bring us within listening

distance of veiled female voices, we are constantly aware that the forum and the

format, the historical record, were both controlled by male professional clerical

and legal processes. Nor is this simply a feminist objection, since every judicial

process imposes order on events and recollections that were originally much

more chaotic.

There may be other avenues to follow, other theoretical and methodological

paths to explore. Should we engage in a literary analysis of rhetoric, genre, and

narrativity without worrying too much about the events that lay behind them?

Would it be a mark of desperation to invoke the symbolic significance of cats 

as female domestic companions or as familiars and stand-ins for the devil,

observing that ‘cat’ is the opening syllable of the word ‘Catholic’? Is it time to

reject the ‘minimal processing’ that I have advocated, and deploy instead the

conceptual tools of critical theory and post-modern analysis? Perhaps we

should jettison the notion of ‘truth’ as a cultural construct, and simply amuse

ourselves with stories. What then happens to history if we treat the whole

episode as mere discourse and text?38

Perhaps the most fruitful strategy, or one branch of it, is to posit a double set

of negotiations, a nested epistemology, involving present and past. At one level

we are concerned with Elizabethan villagers and governors and their problem

of making sense of what happened in  and the processes they engaged in to

explain what they saw and heard. But at another level, closer to home, we are

faced with methodological problems of our own.Without giving up the ship by

saying that historians are ineffably estranged from the past, we may admit to

engagement with something alien and elusive. The discourse subverts interpre-

tation, resists one’s attempts to bring it to order. Agnes Bowker’s testimony

takes us into the realms of uncertainty, indeterminacy, and ambiguity, the shift-

ing grounds of bewilderment and wonder, in which the telling takes prece-

dence to the tale.

The more one learns the more difficult it is to establish what happened, and a

point arrives where establishing ‘the truth’ recedes behind the equally challeng-

ing task of interrogating the story. It is satisfying, of course, to be drawn to this
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position by the historical record, the documents themselves, rather than by

post-modern literary theory. The records of this case yield abundant docu-

mentation—some twenty-five folios of handwriting—but one hesitates now 

to call it ‘evidence’. While reconstructing the past may be beyond our reach,

and traditional magisterial explanation may verge on hubris, a more modest

description of our enterprise might be ‘negotiated engagement’, involving give

and take and a willingness to probe and feint. Nor does this prevent pursuit of

the more conventional branch of my strategy, to find out as much as possible

about the parties involved, their backgrounds, interconnections, and cultural

assumptions. The testimony in this case touches a range of issues: normal and

abnormal childbirth, gender relations and sexuality, monsters and the imagi-

nation, the proceedings of ecclesiastical justice, community discourse and

authority, storytelling and the standards for establishing truth. The story of

Agnes Bowker’s cat takes us on a tour of the margins of Elizabethan society 

and culture. It exposes a variety of transgressions, violations, suspicions, and

doubts. However much we aspire to believe that the secrets of the past may be

laid open, we are left with a pedlar’s pack of mysteries, a fardel or farrago of

fictions, some of which may never be fully untangled.

Dramatis Personae

 

Agnes Bowker, , servant, of Harborough, Leicestershire

Elizabeth Harrison, , midwife, of Bowden Parva, Northamptonshire

Margery Slater, messenger

a Dutch woman, also described as a Welsh woman, prophetess

Margaret Roos, gentleman’s wife, unofficial midwife

Lady Turpin, magistrate’s wife

Joan Clement, , attended the birth

Emma Buttrick, , attended the birth

Margaret Harrison, , attended the birth, fetched a candle

Isabel Perkins, , attended the birth with her own child in her arms

Joan Dunmow, Agnes’s friend

Emma Walker, Agnes’s godmother, wife of George Walker

one Thomas Dawe’s wife 

 

Randal Dowley, servant, Agnes’s lover

Hugh Brady, schoolmaster, Agnes’s seducer

Christopher Pollard, curate
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George Walker, innholder

William Jenkinson, tradesman

Edmund Goodyear, baker

Christopher Clarke, husbandman, helped save Agnes from drowning



Anthony Anderson, clerk, Commissary to the Archdeacon of Leicester

Sir George Turpin, magistrate

Edward Griffin, esquire, magistrate

Henry Hastings, Earl of Huntingdon,

William Cecil, Privy Councillor and Principal Secretary 

Edmund Grindal, Bishop of London

 Agnes Bowker’s Cat



2

M B  C R:

P, T,  T

When Margaret Mere of Maidstone gave birth to a horribly deformed baby in

 her neighbours immediately attributed it to the filthiness and iniquity of

her behaviour, ‘who being unmarried played the naughty pack’. But the broad-

sheet writer who described the child also construed it as ‘a warning to England’.

Agnes Bowker’s remarkable delivery of a cat in  not only set off a round 

of inquiries into her sexual background but also much pondering of the

monster’s wider significance. A misshapen child born in the Isle of Wight in the

following year prompted fears of the final millennium and the imminence of

God’s ‘day of wrath’. The body of yet another monstrous child was brought up

to London as a travelling exhibit, and the parents—in this case an ‘honest’

couple—were treated with curiosity and compassion.1 Elizabethan audiences

reacted in widely different ways to the strangeness of severe malformation,

making multiple responses to the monstrosities in their midst. As local crises

became matters of public moment it was crucial for readers and listeners to

determine whether ‘strange and true’ stories were based on credible report.

This chapter sets out to uncover the cultural responses to malformed births

and their representation in print in Elizabethan and early Stuart England. It

attempts to explain how private gynaecological disasters gained widespread

public attention, and how foetal abnormality in remote English villages

became newsworthy topics in the metropolis. It traces the representation of

these phenomena at the intersection of elite and popular culture and examines

their accommodation into social and religious experience. It concludes by con-

sidering how learned authorities, churchmen, politicians, villagers, and

popular authors evaluated information about phenomena they found strange

and distressing.

Malformed babies, defective tissue, irregularly shaped children, and incom-

pletely separated twins, which might nowadays be regarded as genetic mis-

takes, chromosomal aberrations, or perhaps the consequence of chemical or

radioactive contamination, invariably prompted sixteenth-century Europeans

to think of ‘monsters’. Founded on classical scholarship and ancient tradition,

nuanced by apocalyptic medieval bestiaries, and quickened by print and



polemic in the Renaissance and Reformation, the European debate on mon-

sters spanned popular and academic cultures. Elizabethan England developed

a vernacular version of this fertile continental tradition and adapted it to

home-grown problems.2 Competing systems of explanation—some based in

the alehouse, some the university, and others the evangelical pulpit—jostled

for control of their meaning. Monsters, by definition, were expected to demon-

strate something, and different cultural interests appropriated abnormal phe-

nomena in various ways. In England, in the century following the Reformation,

they were mostly harnessed to the needs of evangelical Protestantism.

Dysmorphogenesis continues to fascinate modern readers, in a tradition

linking The Problemes of Aristotle to the National Inquirer. Our own culture’s

appetite for monsters, both scholarly and popular, has strong roots in the age of

Elizabeth I. In recent years a growing interdisciplinary scholarship has engaged

with historical teratology, relating monstrous births and other prodigies to

medical history, the history of science, the history of ideas, and literary repre-

sentation.3 It is argued, for example, that the early modern era saw a shift of

attention from material to metaphorical monstrosity, and a change from

superstitious to scientific attitudes to monstrous births.4 Later Stuart observers

became increasingly willing to treat such matters as natural phenomena 

rather than as signs of divine chastisement, although the exact admixture of

attitudes—lay and clerical, male and female, popular and elite, scholarly and

folkloric, etc.—still calls for investigation.5

Early modern midwifery manuals, mostly continental in origin, gave

graphic space to the most gruesome abominations of natural abortions, moon-

calves, molas, and monsters. Their illustrations reached prurient as well as pro-

fessional eyes, and helped people visualize the worst that nature could threaten.

Alongside popular broadsheets announcing monstrous births, medical texts

displayed a gallery of horrors that compounded the normal terrors of child-

birth.6 To ward off these horrors churchmen offered prayers that may have

been common on expectant parents’ lips. ‘Give unto this woman thy handmaid

neither a monstrous, a maimed, or a dead birth . . . let thy blessing be upon it,’

prayed the Jacobean Robert Hill. Daniel Featley similarly prayed,‘that the notes

of the parents’ sin be not seen in the marks, maims, and defects of the child’.7

Oberon’s consecration of the lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream invoked

this tradition when he prayed that ‘the blots of nature’s hand | Shall not in their

issue stand; | Never mole, hare-lip nor scar, | Nor mark prodigious, such as are |

Despised in nativity, | Shall upon their children be.’ The counterpoint to this

was the womb-invading curse, mobilized by Lear against Goneril: ‘If she must

teem, create her child of spleen, that it may live and be a thwart disnatured

torment to her.’8
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More than two dozen publications describing monstrous births survive 

from the mid-sixteenth to the mid-seventeenth century, and several more are

known to have existed. The principle titles, in chronological order, were the 

following:

The true reporte of the forme and shape of a monstrous childe, borne at Much
Horkesleye, a village three myles from Colchester, in the county of Essex, the xxi
daye of April in this yeare,  (; STC )

John Barker(?), A discription of a monstrous Chylde, borne at Chychester in
Sussex, the xxiiii day of May. This being the very length, and bygnes of the same
(; STC )

The Description of a Monstrous Pig the which was farrowed at Hamsted
besyde London, the xvi day of October (; STC )

William Fulwood, The Shape of ii Monsters (; STC )

John Barker, The true description of a monsterous Chylde, borne in the Isle of
Wight (; STC )

The true discription of two monsterous chyldren Borne at Herne in Kent (;
STC )

William Elderton, The true fourme and shape of a monsterous chyld, whiche
was borne in Stony Stratforde, in Northamptonshire (; STC )

John Mellys, The true description of two monsterous children, laufully begot-
ten betwene George Steuens and Margerie his wife, and borne in the parish of
Swanburne in Buckynghamshyre (; STC )

The true discripcion of a Childe with Ruffes borne in the parish of Micheham
in the Countie of Surrey (; STC )

The discription of a rare or rather most monstrous fishe taken on the East coste
of Holland, the xvii of November (; STC )

The forme and shape of a Monstrous Child born at Maydstone in Kent, the
xxiiii of October (; STC )

Pierre Boaistuau, Englished by Edward Fenton, Certaine Secrete Wonders of
Nature, containing a description of sundry strange things (; STC .)

John Phillip A Meruaylous straunge deformed swyne (; STC )

John Brooke, trans. (attributed to Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon),
Of two Woonderful Popish Monsters (; STC )

A right strange example of the handie worke of God, by the birth of three chil-
dren, born in Paskewet in Monmouth (; STC )

A Most certaine report of a monster borne at Oteringham in Holdernesse, the 
of Aprill last past (; STC .)
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I.R., A Most straunge, and true discourse, of the wonderfull iudgement of God.
Of a Monstrous, Deformed Infant . . . borne at Colwall, in the County and
Diocesse of Hereford (; STC )

A True Relation of the birth of three Monsters in the City of Namen in Flanders
(; STC .)

Strange Newes out of Kent, of a Monstrous and mishapen Child, borne in Olde
Sandwich, upon the  of Iulie last (; STC )

William Leigh, Strange News of a prodigious Monster, borne in the Towneship
of Adlington in the Parish of Standish in the Countie of Lancaster, the  day of
Aprill last (; STC )

Gods Handy-worke in Wonders. Miraculously shewen upon two Women,
lately deliuered of two Monsters . . . within a quarter of a mile of Feuersham in
Kent, the  of Iuly last, being S. Iames his day (; STC )

A Wonder Woorth the Reading, or, A True and faithfull Relation of a Woman,
now dwelling in Kent Street, who, upon Thursday, being the  of August last,
was deliuered of a prodigious and Monstrous Child (; STC )

Thomas Bedford, A Trve and Certaine Relation of a Strange Birth, which was
borne at Stone-house in the Parish of Plimmouth, the  of October (; STC
)

John Vicars, Prodigies and Apparitions. Or Englands warning Pieces ()

Edward Fleetwood, A Declaration, Of a Strange and Wonderfull Monster:
Born at Kirkham Parish in Lancashire ().

Sensational reporting fed on itself, in bursts and clusters, so that reports of

one incident led to another and another in a chain. Their settings and circum-

stances were local and specific, but their meaning and manner was global and

generic. Reports from the continent mingled with news from home, and a few

monstrous beasts joined the parade of malformed human infants. Most of

these publications were broadsheets, single large sheets of paper printed on one

side in black letter, often with a banner headline, a gruesome picture, and some

sensational moralizing verse. By the seventeenth century they were more likely

to be multi-page pamphlets, though stylistically and graphically linked to the

earlier tradition. Collectively they have some of the flavour of supermarket

magazines or junk TV, from a time when only the minority of the population

was literate. Their purpose, however, was not just to amaze or to entertain but

to teach.

Before proceeding further we need to consider some important questions

about the relationship between texts and events, and about the milieu of

reading and writing. What was the interface between oral report and printed
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text, and how did news of this sort circulate? Who were the authors of these

sensational works, and who their intended audiences? What kind of tension

existed between narrative and commentary, news-gathering and didacticism,

sensationalism and profit, and what did the writers intend their readers to

believe? Why was the story worth reporting, why was the broadsheet or pam-

phlet worth buying, and what was it supposed to signify? How much common

cultural ground lay between the original local witnesses to these births and the

metropolitan and clerical writers who memorialized them? How much time

elapsed between the birth of a monstrous child and the appearance of a publi-

cation describing it? How accurate was the written account, how sympathetic

its treatment, and how true to life were any accompanying illustrations? Were

there reasons to doubt the information offered, and what criteria applied for

evaluating its claims to truth? We may not be able to answer all these questions,

but simply by asking them we challenge the notion that monstrous birth

belonged to a simple genre and elicited a univocal response.

Broadsides and pamphlets should be understood as interventions in popu-

lar culture, or contributions to popular culture, as well as reflections of

popular beliefs and attitudes. The very fact that they were printed products,

mediated through the market place and infused with godly morality, should

make us question their credentials. They may provide a surrogate account of

popular concern, and they may have been snapped up at popular bookstalls

and fairs; but the broadsides were also crafted works with evangelical and com-

mercial ambitions, and with different audiences in mind. Several of them took

pains to distinguish between the simple rustics, midwives, and women who

were the initial witnesses to a monstrous birth, and the reputable townsfolk,

gentry, and metropolitan readers who were better prepared to receive its moral

and religious message. The authors, many of them clergymen or clerically

trained commentators, may have adopted a popular voice and format, com-

parable to that used in ballads, but their work was primarily an inter-cultural

mediation, an imposition of meaning and significance, flavoured with spir-

itual, social, and gender condescension. These were traits they shared with

many of the murder pamphlets so effectively analysed by Peter Lake and

Francis Dolan, and the witchcraft publications examined by Jim Sharpe, Clive

Holmes, and others.9

Some of these publications show signs of hasty production, indicating that

they were written while the news was hot. The monstrous child born in Essex

on  April  was said to be still living at the time when the broadsheet was

printed. News of the Isle of Wight monster born in October was printed on 

November . The account of a monstrous child born with ruffs on  June

 went to press on  August. The forme and shape of a Monstrous child born
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at Maydstone on  October  was printed in London within two months of

its occurrence on  December. These dates are printed on the broadsides

themselves, as advertisements of their authentic currency (or current authen-

ticity). News of the Oteringham monster, born on  April , was reported in

a letter dated  May that soon found its way into print. The account of the

Herefordshire monster born on  January  was prepared for the press on 

April. The pamphlet describing the Kent Street monster of  dated its birth

to ‘Thursday last’ suggesting that the pamphlet was penned within a week of

the child’s delivery. These publications apparently had short shelf lives, even if

they dealt with perennially interesting issues.

The common theme of these publications—one might say their obsession—

was severe foetal abnormality that issued alive from unfortunate women’s

wombs. The broadsheets set out the circumstances of each birth and attributed

it to a particular place and date. They recounted the physical form of the

newborn creature, and described in detail its monstrous features—missing or

misshapen limbs, webs of skin or folds of flesh, dicephalic or horribly con-

joined twins. Usually they identified by name the parties involved, the parents

of the monster, the midwife and other women who helped bring it forth, the

minister who baptized or buried it, and the neighbourhood worthies who

served as witnesses. Were it not for the hideous deformities that made these

monsters unviable, these accounts might serve as useful descriptions of the

everyday circumstances of childbirth in early modern England.10

Having described the monster, often with graphic engraving, the broad-

sheet’s next task was to explain it, to gloss it, to give it spin. And for this they

drew upon several streams of interpretation. Contemporaries expected to find

moral, religious, or political meaning in aberrations of nature, and would have

been disappointed by accounts that failed to draw lessons.‘A true description of

a monstrous child’ was not simply news, but news you could use—use to

understand the inscrutable workings of God, to predict the future in an un-

stable world, or to amend your sinful life. Comments on the message and elu-

cidations of its lessons were important parts of this reporting. Finally, in case

anyone doubted the truth of these strange stories (and thereby the truth of

their moral message or religious warnings), the writers went to considerable

trouble to establish the veracity of their reports.

We have no exact figures for the incidence of monstrous births, nor reliable

estimates of the probability of their occurrence, but in most human popula-

tions they are mercifully rare—perhaps one in several million.11 There is no

evidence to suggest that gestational deformities occurred more commonly in

one historical period than another, and it seems highly unlikely that their

actual numbers went up in England in the second half of the sixteenth century.
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It is remarkable, however, that in the s alone at least eight spectacular mon-

strous births were recorded, each memorialized with its own breathless broad-

sheet, followed by a second concentration in the reign of James I and a third in

the s. How should we explain these surges? Although Renaissance England

was distressed by disease and dearth, and was sometimes flush with alcohol, it

experienced no medical or environmental catastrophe, no Thalidomide or

Chernobyl, that would account for a clustering of birth defects. If there was

something in the atmosphere that made early modern England particularly

susceptible to monsters it was more likely to be found in the miasma of political

conflict, religious anxiety, and cultural tension than in the water, the diet, or 

the air.

As we have already noted with reference to the investigation of Agnes

Bowker, early Elizabethan England was wracked by anxiety, fear, and guilt over

the pace and direction of its religious reformation. During the s the situa-

tion was aggravated by uncertainty about the health of the queen, the succes-

sion, Mary Queen of Scots, religious faction, enemies at home and abroad,

threats from Rome, Spain, and France, economic problems, and plague. It

hardly seems surprising that this should prove a fertile time for monsters.

Similarly, the Jacobean period experienced religious stress, moral strain, and

political conflict, which may have stimulated the audience for portents and

prodigies. The s too was a time of religious and political crisis, when an

unfettered press documented the descent into civil war. But what of other trou-

bled decades, like the s and s, when social, religious, and economic

problems compounded together? Why were they relatively free from concen-

trations of reports of monstrous births? Although England experienced pro-

found cultural disruptions at various times in the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries, along with a rising population and periods of economic distress, no

simple environmental, political, or chronological treatment can account for

waves of attention to monstrous births.

Monstrous births might mean many things, but they could not be allowed to

mean nothing. Contemporaries were accustomed to considering a range of

possible meanings, a hierarchy of plots and sub-plots, in which natural law,

divinity, and human corruption intertwined. Multiple explanations were not

incompatible, each derived from a culturally acceptable logic. In Elizabethan

and early Stuart England ‘the monstrous and unnatural shapes of these chil-

dren’ suggested at least six lines of explanation that were not mutually exclusive

but collectively and cumulatively reinforcing. They could be seen as freaks of

nature or as manifestations of divine power; they could be interpreted as judge-

ments and punishments against individual sinners, usually the parents, or as
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generalized warnings to the community at large; they could be seen as portents

or prognostications, looking forward to some earthly catastrophe, or as precur-

sors of the latter days, foresignals of the end of the world.And finally, for people

who were moved by none of these explanations, the monster babes provided

opportunities for freak-show entertainment, occasions for idle amusement.

Sixteenth-century Europeans knew that nature was bountiful, abundant,

and teeming with vitality. Under God’s guidance, the natural world operated

according to accustomed regularities. The cycle of birth and death, like the

cycle of the seasons, was mostly normal, conformable, and predictable, though

subject to occasional surprises, freaks, and quirks. Regular patterns were a sign

of good order, all right with the world. Irregular occurrences indicated disturb-

ance, possibly to the good—like the appearance of a new star over Bethle-

hem—but more likely baneful, a disruption of the great chain of being.

Violations of the natural order—like the appearance of animal features on a

human, or the birth of a child with two heads—were likely to instil fear.As John

Brooke wrote in his account of ‘two wonderful Popish monsters’, a borrowing

from the continent published in London in , ‘among all the things that are

to be seen under the heavens . . . there is nothing can stir up the mind of man,

and which can engender more fear . . . than the horrible monsters, which are

brought forth daily contrary unto the works of nature’.12 Disorder in nature

was one of the most fearful things one could imagine.

‘Natural’ interpretations of monstrous births enjoyed a respectable ancestry

from the ancient world to the age of the Enlightenment, and found particular

favour among the medical and scientific elite. The procession of deformed

babies, unseparated twins, and human and bestial monsters could be seen as

sports of nature, or products of ‘nature’s spite’.13 This was the view espoused in

Edward Fenton’s Certaine Secrete Wonders of Nature (adapted from the French

of Pierre Boaistuau in ), which promised to expose ‘sundry strange things,

seeming monstrous in our eyes and judgment, because we are not privy to the

reasons of them’. Popularizing a natural teratology, it depicted such horrors as a

two-headed woman from ‘the ancients of old time’; a monster with human and

animal features, allegedly taken out of the Tiber in ; a ‘hideous monster . . .

most horrible, deformed and fearful’, born in Poland in ; a Swiss child born

in  with the head of a dog or a cat; and a child born in Flanders in  with

two heads and three arms.14

Authors in this tradition found their explanation in humoral theories of

medicine and reproduction. Moral and religious explanations were still pos-

sible, indeed were almost inseparable, but natural philosophy shaped their fun-

damental assumptions. The most common theory linked monstrous births to

sexual intercourse during a woman’s period, when the man’s wholesome seed
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became contaminated by the woman’s menstrual blood. This was a gendered

physiological explanation, linking menstruous and monstrous, which threw

most of the responsibility for the misfortune onto the woman. An associated

theory, linking mind and body, attributed monstrous births to ‘an ardent and

obstinate imagination which the woman hath while she conceives her child’.

The results could still be blamed on the woman. Thinking bad thoughts 

or glimpsing loathsome creatures during intercourse or pregnancy could 

cause a mother to give birth to a bestial or deformed child. These ideas were

strongly entrenched in medieval and Renaissance medicine. They were repeat-

ed in most of the textbooks and continued to influence gynaecological theory

beyond the eighteenth century.15 This may explain why the women attending

Agnes Bowker fled in horror when she apparently brought forth a monster,

as if their own wombs could become infected by witnessing something so

transgressive.16

For the writers of popular broadsheets, natural philosophy was inadequate.

Contemporary monsters were not simply things ‘for us to gaze and wonder at,

as things happening either by chance or else by natural reason, as both the old

and our philosophers also hold nowadays, and without any further heed to be

had thereto’.17 To say so would be to miss their supernatural significance and

the urgency of their moral and religious message. Instead the religious culture

of post-Reformation England, at least that part of it which controlled the

popular press, resisted mere secular and philosophic explanations of ‘nature’s

spite’. Indeed, the author of The true discripcion of a Childe with Ruffes in 

set up such an explanation only to pull it down.

By nature’s spite, what do I say?

Doth nature rule the roost?

Nay God it is say well I may

By whom nature is tost.18

The early Stuart preacher Thomas Bedford, reporting the Strange Birth,
which was borne at . . . Plimmouth, likewise insisted that ‘the special hand of

God’ disposes secondary natural causes, and that ‘God over-ruleth the stars’.

Indeed, he argued further, the secular philosophers and physicians were mis-

taken because they ‘would attribute all these impeditions and alterations of

nature to secondary causes: either internal, as the defectiveness or excess of

seminal materials, or external, as the dullness of the formative faculty, or in-

disposedness of the vessels, or strength of conceit or imagination’. Natural

philosophers, he observed, gave insufficient attention to the workings of provi-

dence and to the active intervention of an angry god. In this they were little

better than astrologers, who turned to ‘the constellations of the planets and
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configuration of their aspects’ to explain occurrences in this sublunary world.19

Bedford’s contemporary Francis Bacon proposed to examine ‘all monsters and

prodigious births of nature’ as part of the Novum Organon,20 but this was 

far removed from common curiosity and the preoccupations of evangelical

Protestantism.

Religious authors regarded marvels and monsters as evidence of divine domin-

ion. According to the broadsheet of  the Essex monstrosity was wrought by

the ‘mighty hand’ of God. The ‘monstrous child’ brought forth in the Isle of

Wight in  was likewise a demonstration of God’s wondrous works:

Where nature’s art doth not her part

In working of her skill

To shape aright each lively wight

Behold it is God’s will.

The Northamptonshire broadsheet of  asserted, in equally bad verse, that

God that can in secrets show the sign

Can bring much more to pass by power divine.21

These were neither original nor profound formulations, but they sustained the

opinion that monstrosity originated in the supernatural rather than the

natural world.

Broadsheets taught popular audiences to see spiritual significance in these

physical phenomena, and to appreciate God’s power to do whatever he willed

with his creation. ‘These strange and monstrous things almighty God sendeth

amongst us that we should not be forgetful of his almighty power,’ explained

The Description of a Monstrous Pig in . ‘These strange sights’ were ‘wonder-

ful tokens’ of divine omnipotence, explained the author of The Shape of Two
Monsters the same year. ‘It pleaseth God . . . to work wonders . . . as plague,

pestilence, war, famine, scarcity, dearth, new sickness and diseases, comets,

blazing stars, flashing lights, shooting and streaming in the air, monsters of

man and beast,’ claimed the report of ‘a monstrous deformed infant’ born in

Herefordshire in .22

There was nothing in nature to withstand God’s omnipotence. ‘He who bad

the sun retire, and it obeyed . . . who reared up the divided waters like walls of

brick, and made a pathway through the deep . . . who graspeth the thunder in

his right hand, and the rainbow in his left . . . whose throne is heaven, whose

footstool is earth . . . this terrible God, I say, who created all of nothing, can as

easily divert the usual and orderly course of procreation, into dreadful and

hideous deformity.’ So wrote the author of A Wonder Woorth the Reading, or, A
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True and faithfull Relation of a Woman, now dwelling in Kent Street in .

The author of Gods Handy-worke in Wonders. Miraculously shewen upon two
Women in  repeated the point that God can do what he pleases, like the

potter shaping his clay. Devoutly interpreted, a monstrous birth was not to be

seen as an error, as if God were ‘a bungler in some common trade’. Rather, like

all life, it came from ‘the great master, in whose hand it lies to make a beggar or

a king, a beautiful body or a monstrous’.23 Monstrosities were clearly providen-

tial signs from God; the only difficulty lay in how to interpret them.

A refinement of this view saw monsters not only as demonstrations of God’s

power, but also as pointed demonstrations of his anger. That anger could be

focused directly on an individual sinner, commonly a wicked woman, or

directed more generally against the country or population at large. The

Fenton–Boaistuau compilation went beyond secular philosophy to aver, ‘it is

most certain that these monstrous creatures, for the most part, do proceed of

the judgment, justice, chastisement and curse of God, which suffereth that the

fathers and mothers bring forth these abominations as a horror of their sin’.24

The ‘common custom’, according to one Elizabethan author, was ‘to judge

God only offended with the parents of the same, for some notorious vice or

offence reigning only in them’. The Essex monster of , for example, demon-

strated God’s anger against its parents for their ‘want of honesty and excess of

sin’, rather than his general disappointment with early Protestant England. In

order to make sense of deformity, to distil moral significance from an obscure

rural misfortune (and also to warrant metropolitan publication), there had to

be a readable lesson. In this case the parents were singled out for their fornica-

tion, and were made an example to the rest of ‘this monstrous world’.25 Even

more specific was the case of Margaret Mere of Maidstone in , ‘who being

unmarried played the naughty pack, and was gotten with child’. Unlike most

other illegitimate children, hers turned out to be grossly deformed, ‘which may

be a terror as well to all such workers of filthiness and iniquity’.26

The Monstrous, Deformed Infant . . . borne . . . in . . . Hereford in  was

‘begotten by incestuous copulation, between the brother’s son and the sister’s

daughter … being both unmarried persons’, and their grotesque and short-

lived offspring proved ‘a notable and most terrible example against incest and

whoredom’.27 In this case, however, God’s anger was not confined to the forni-

cating couple, but also directed against the sinful society that nourished them.

The parents’ particular corruption, made manifest by the monstrous birth, also

had broad social and political significance. Their individual ‘sins of unclean-

ness’ were warnings to the community at large. God’s judgement on sinners put

the whole kingdom on notice, proclaimed the Herefordshire pamphleteer, for

‘by the gross iniquity of the people, (He) is provoked to send such monsters’.28
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Sometimes it turned out that the parents were blameless. God was so power-

ful and so inscrutable that he could choose any decent Christian as the conduit

for his anger, selecting if he wished a woman ‘of honest and quiet conversation’

as the vessel for a monstrous incarnation. Any mother might spawn a monster,

under influences beyond her control. Some people—‘boasting Pharisees’ one

broadsheet writer called them—would no doubt attempt to assign blame; but

‘no, no’ the writer insisted, the babes’ deformities were ‘lessons for us all’.

Neither the Buckinghamshire monsters of  nor those from Sussex four

years earlier could be laid to the misbehaviour of their lawfully married

parents. The Oteringham monster of  was fathered by ‘a man of honest and

good disposition’ and its mother was ‘a woman of honest life and conversation’.

Correctly interpreted, these misshapen babes were signs of ‘God’s mighty

wrath’, sent to rebuke the entire community for its ‘vile and cankered life’. The

reader was led quickly from wonder at the grotesque anatomy to broader spir-

itual and political considerations. The basic message was that God, though

caring, was angry and that England had better reform. ‘Thus mighty Jove, to

pierce our hearts | These tokens strange doth send, | To call us from our filthy

life | Our wicked ways t’amend.’29

This, indeed, was the most common and most forceful explanation. The

Kentish monster of  was seen as ‘a warning to England’ as well as a judge-

ment on its sinful mother. The creature was to be read as a coded message about

moral and political deformities, so that the ‘gasping mouth’ challenged ‘ravine

and oppression’, the ‘gorging paunch’ attacked greed, the fingerless stumps ‘set

forth’ idleness, and the foot climbing to the head chastised subjects ‘most

vicious, that refuse to be lead’.30 Given the common trope of the ‘body politic’

and the normal hierarchy of head and members, it is not surprising that writers

of broadsheets and pamphlets presented these fleshly violations as signs of a

world turned upside down.

Most authors had no doubt that monstrous births were ‘tokens’ of God’s wrath,

sent to rouse fear, to stimulate remorse, and to induce timely repentance. The

spate of Elizabethan and Jacobean monsters were taken to signify ‘the ire and

wrath of God against us for our sins and wickedness’. They were ‘threatenings

and foreshowings . . . the heralds and executors of God’s justice’. Animal mon-

strosities, which could hardly be blamed on the sins of their progenitors, were

similarly interpreted as warnings of divine anger. ‘We ought to be warned,’

advised one broadsheet, ‘but if we will not be instructed by his word nor

warned by his wonderful works, then let us be assured that these strange mon-

strous sights do foreshow unto us that his heavy indignation will shortly come

upon us for our monstrous living.’31
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Broadsheet after broadsheet announced that the monstrous child should be

treated like a text, a message, a revelation. ‘Let it to you be a preaching,’ advised

the broadsheet proclaiming the Isle of Wight monster of . The message 

of the Northamptonshire monster of  was that ‘all is not well’. The 

Oteringham monster of  was ‘sent of God to forewarn us of our wicked-

ness’. Though dead and mute, the Plymouth monster of  was designed to

‘speak and tell’.32 The mainstream position was that these ‘unnatural shapes . . .

are lessons and schoolings for us all’. They operated as admonishments from

God,‘to amendment of our lives, no less wicked, yea many times more than the

parents of such misformed be’. Sin abounded everywhere and the land cried

out for ‘repentance and correction of manners’. A monstrous birth on the

Welsh borderlands in  was a sign ‘to move us sinners to amendment of our

wicked ways’. Another in London in  showed that God ‘is highly offended

with us, in that he thus changeth the secret workings of nature’. A pamphlet of

 asked if any should wonder if ‘nature . . . perverted her order . . . in the

procreation of children, when men unnaturally go out of kind in the acts of

sinning’.33

It was all very well to say that was God was angry, but what was he angry
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about? Most of the authors drew attention to defects and lapses, but they were

usually more vague than specific. It was often left to the reader to pick up hints

and make connections. When a ‘monstrous fish’ was taken in Lincolnshire in

, for example, it was naturally interpreted as a portent, but its exact

meaning was left unspecified. There is a curious coyness about this particular

publication which suggests that the writer was pulling his punches. He evident-

ly disapproved of the Elizabethan religious climate but did not dare to say so

forthright. Instead he directed attention to God’s anger at recent developments

in which Englishmen were now turned monsters, ‘their manners mad and

monstrous’, as they broke with ‘ancient custom’. If someone miraculously

returned from the dead, he suggested, from ‘forty years before’—that is, from

before the Henrician Reformation—they would be amazed at England’s

decline. The monster fish was allegedly taken on  November, the anniversary

of the triumph of Elizabeth’s accession, but the significance of this date was not

directly addressed. By contrast, A Meruaylous straunge deformed swyne dis-

played in  became ‘an exhortation or warning to all men, for amendment of

life’, particularly in light of the monstrous behaviour of recent Catholic con-

spirators and northern rebels.34

The vice that most troubled the writer of the ‘true description of two mon-

strous children’ born in Kent in  was ‘the great decay of hearty love and

charity’ in early Elizabethan England. The position of the innocent babes, ‘the

one as it were embracing the other and leaning mouth to mouth, kissing’, was

taken to upbraid us for our ‘false dissembling’, and to ‘exhort us to sincere amity

and true friendship’. The Buckinghamshire babies of  also drew attention

to ‘the ruin great of hearty love’, and their embracing posture ‘upbraids us for

our false dissembling sins’. The child born with folds of flesh like ruffs likewise

exhibited God’s special anger at ‘this ruffling world’ of pride and noxious fash-

ions.35 These were long-standing complaints, related to the ‘puritan’ reforma-

tion of manners, but also shaped by nostalgia for a more charitable England

that was believed to have existed in the pre-Reformation past.

‘Never was the world so wicked as it is now,’ pronounced the bearer of

Strange Newes from Lancashire in . Like earlier unfortunates, these latest

conjoined twins were attributed to their parents’ sins of adultery and fornica-

tion. But the monster also reflected God’s anger at the English nation at large.

‘Forbidden sins are most of all practiced, and sins committed that are not to be

named,’ wrote the preacher William Leigh.36 Another early Stuart pamphlet, A
Wonder Woorth the Reading of , similarly presented ‘a monstrous message

. . . from the king of glory . . . sent from the almighty for our further admoni-

tion and instruction’. In addition to heralding God’s general anger at England’s
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abuses and abominations, the hideously deformed child born in Kent Street

was taken to target London for its profane neglect of the sabbath.37

Monsters served to predict the future as well as to punish ‘sins and offences

past’. Readers were taught that each monstrous birth offered ‘true foresignifi-

cation of some notable event to follow’. Prodigies were portents, inviting 

divination. This the ancient world knew well, as Cicero wrote, ‘Quia enim

ostendunt, portendunt, monstrant, praedicunt, ostenta, portenta, monstra,

prodigia dicuntur.’38 Something terrible was about to happen, and a few 

Elizabethan writers thought they knew what it would be. The Discription of a
monstrous Chylde, borne at Chychester in  claimed that things ‘so strange’

and ‘out of kind’ were indications of the final days, the end of the world, for

which all Christians had to be prepared.

The Scripture saith before the end

Of all things shall appear

God will wondrous strange things send

As some is seen this year.

The Isle of Wight monster two years later likewise signalled the onset of ‘these

latter days’ and the coming of ‘the day of wrath’. It was tempting to see horrific

malformed babies as harbingers of Christ’s second coming. Though this was a

muted theme in most reports, the Hereford author of  knew that ‘towards

the latter days, iniquity shall increase’, and that monsters were a sign of the

end.39 By contrast, the account of Gods Handy-worke in Wonders, published in

, took an explicitly counter-millennial position, denying that these mon-

sters had any eschatological significance, and reassuring readers that ‘the end is

not yet’.40

It is remarkable that none of these publications attributed monstrous births

to Satanic power or treated them as manifestations of witchcraft. Despite the

ever-lurking abundance of maleficium, their origin lay with God, not the Devil.

This may explain why the babies themselves, the actual monsters, were more

often viewed with compassion than with loathing. Rather than seeing them as

malignant pollutants, deserving extinction, the local communities generally

treated the products of monstrous births as innocent and pathetic fellow crea-

tures, however hideously they were deformed. One of the monsters born in

 was described as ‘a guiltless babe . . . of good and cheerful face’. The

Kentish twins of  were baptized at home and were buried the next day by

the minister. The Northamptonshire monster of  ‘was christened by the

midwife’ and lived two hours. The Buckinghamshire babies of  ‘were bap-

tized, and named the one John, and the other Joan’, and ‘were both alive by the

space of half an hour’. No less than three midwives attended the birth of the
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deformed child born in Herefordshire in , and instead of fleeing when they

saw that the creature was not likely to live, they sent for the minister who hastily

christened the child ‘What God Will’.41 Once christened the creature belonged

to the Christian community; and even those that died unbaptized may have

been buried, for charity’s sake, in consecrated ground.

Not everyone took the appearance of monsters so seriously as prodigies or

chose to read them as messages from God. The very earnestness with which

most of these publications proclaimed themselves as miniature sermons sug-

gests that some streams of opinion remained to be convinced. The broadsheets

and pamphlets engaged with popular culture and emulated its forms, but, as we

have seen, their programme was didactic and reformist. The author of the 

Sussex broadsheet knew enough about popular irreverence to anticipate that

this monstrous child might be taken as a source of idle entertainment rather

than a warning of divine anger.

But if we lightly weigh the same

And make but nine days wonder

The Lord our stoutness soon will tame

And sharply bring us under.

Mockery and levity would earn the sternest reproach. ‘His wondrous works we

ought not judge as toys and trifles vain,’ warned a pamphlet of , implying

that many ignorant people did indeed just gawp and scoff. The monstrous

child born in Kent in  was properly to be construed as an awful warning,

‘yet carelessly we still run astray, regarding nothing at all these ’larum bells sent

from our gentle redeemer’.42

The most vulgar reaction, most offensive to the broadsheet commentators,

was to treat monstrous deformity as popular entertainment. ‘The common

sort make no further use of these prodigies and strange births than as a matter

of wonder and table talk,’ complained the Reverend Thomas Bedford in .

He appealed beyond ‘the common sort’, mired in illiteracy and irreligion, to the

sophisticated audience that was accustomed to reading sermons. Significantly,

Bedford’s pamphlet, the only one describing a monstrous birth in the reign of

Charles I, is among the few to be printed in Roman type rather than the more

rudimentary black letter.43

Monstrous children, like grotesque beasts and prodigious fish, were some-

times exhibited for amusement and profit, their bodies displayed where they

would attract most traffic. Instead of being interred as God’s creatures they

became the ware of hucksters. The Northamptonshire monster of  was

‘brought up to London, where it was seen of ’ many. The remains of the mal-

formed triplets born in Monmouthshire in  were reported to be ‘seen at
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London’. Gentlemen and commoners alike abandoned their sports at the

cockpit to gawp at the Lancashire monster of , and ‘at the least five hundred’

came to see the spectacle when its body was exhumed. ‘Thousands of people

came from all places’ to see the monstrous children born in Kent in ,

‘the misery of the sad mother being relieved by much money, which out of

Christian compassion many bestowed upon her’.44 Indeed, no cloud lacked its

silver lining.

Local records occasionally illuminate or corroborate these stories. In

Shrewsbury, for example, a child with cloven feet was displayed at the abbey fair

in , and in  a travelling merchant brought ‘strange and wonderful

sights’ to the town including ‘a dead child in a coffin which had two heads and

. . . two backbones’. The Norwich authorities licensed the display of ‘a strange

child with two heads’ in , but attempted to regulate the attendant publicity

of drums and trumpets. Every few years there was a ‘monster to be shown’ that

followed the circuit of travelling freaks and deformities.45

The author of A Wonder Woorth the Reading, who had serious news to

impart, anticipated a derisive and incredulous reaction to the monster born in

Kent in . ‘Should any meet my discourse with a scoff, and revilingly 

say, “This is an usual trick put upon the world for profit, and that this mon-

strous child birth . . . was begotten in some monster-hatching brain, produced

for a Bartholemew Fair baby . . . to be nursed at the common charge of the

news-affecting multitude,” let them know (it) to be a merciful message sent

from the almighty for our further admonishment and instruction.’46 Here,

locked in conflict, were the culture of Godly reformation and the culture of

vulgar tradition. The reformers wrote the pamphlets and so gained control of

the printed record, but the common folk continued to flock to spectacles and

fairs.

It became ‘a case of conscience’, debated early in the seventeenth century,

‘whether monsters and misshapen births may lawfully be carried up and down

the country for sights to make a gain by them’ and ‘whether the parents of such

births may sell them to another . . . to be prostituted to the covetousness of

any’.47 Shakespeare may have been playing with these ideas when Trinculo and

Stephano in The Tempest imagine capturing Caliban, their misshapen ‘moon-

calf ’, and putting him on display for money. Ben Jonson invoked the same 

tradition when he satirized the attractions and fabrications at London’s

Bartholomew Fair.48

Establishing the credibility of reports about monsters was doubly important

for the authors of broadsheets and popular pamphlets. At one level they had to
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counter the scoffers who doubted that such an event had ever happened. At

another, they sought to lay claim to an uncontested truth in order to promote

their evangelical message. Their claims about God’s anger or his impending

judgement only worked if they rested on reliable reports, yet the very form in

which they operated, akin to the broadside ballads, was notorious for interlac-

ing lies and truth.49 The remainder of this chapter deals with the burden of

authentication, and the strategies contemporaries employed to establish the

trustworthiness of their texts.50

When the scholarly evangelist Stephen Batman published an historical 

catalogue of prodigies in  he attempted to establish their veracity by

grounding them in Christian faith. To any reader who might find these prodi-

gies ‘absurd’ or ‘altogether repugnant to natural reasons’, Batman advised, ‘that

thou use not man’s reason in searching out God’s works, for the marvellous

works of the Lord are great and incomprehensible’. Their very strangeness

ought to command pious belief. However, ‘lest in these my gatherings thou

mayest find lack of credit and authority of the thing,’ he added, ‘I thought good

to [supply] all authors, from whose watchful works set forth long agone I have

gathered mine.’ In other words, like modern scholars, he appended an appar-

atus of notes and references. Finally, with regard to contemporary prodigies,

Batman relied on things that ‘I myself have seen in my time, or have received of

my special friends men of good credit’. In the last resort, scholarly discussion

rested on no firmer epistemological grounds than the popular press, and left

the reader to engage or suspend his belief. As an early reader noted on the

Huntington Library copy of Batman’s book, ‘multa vera, multa falsa, sed omnia

vere utilia’.51

A common authorial strategy was simply to assert that the story was true,

and then to supply details of text and illustration that were capable of being

verified. The very fact that the matter appeared in print might be taken as vali-

dation for, as the shepherdess Mopsa told Autolycus in The Winter’s Tale, ‘I love

a ballad in print, a-life, for then we are sure they are true’.52 The eye-catching

titles—The true form and shape . . . , The true description . . . , A most certain
report . . . , A true and certain relation, etc.—announced their veracity and

bullied readers into credulity. One of the earliest examples of this genre, the

report of the monstrous child born in Essex in , set the pattern by announc-

ing itself as a ‘true report’. Its woodcut of the deformed child, along with a

detailed limb-by-limb description of deformities, helped buttress the author’s

claim to authenticity. It grounded the occurrence in the particular, providing a

specific report of time, place, and circumstance which curious or sceptical

readers could check. The broadsheet tells us the date of delivery,  April ;
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the location of the village, Much Horkesley, three miles from Colchester: and

the names and circumstances of his parents,Anthony Smith, husbandman, and

his wife. Notwithstanding the child’s massive handicaps, this ‘monster’ was

born alive, was said to be able to feed, and was reportedly still living at the time

of printing.53

The broadsheet about the ‘monstrous child’ born on the Isle of Wight in 

likewise promised a ‘true description’, as did the account of the ‘two monstrous

children born in Kent’ in the following year. The account of the ‘monstrous

child’ born in Northamptonshire in  was said to depict its ‘true form and

shape’, and the descriptions of the children born in Buckinghamshire and

Surrey that year were similarly asserted to be ‘true’. Along with the obligatory

pictures, each publication located its subject in place and time, identified a par-

ticular date and parish, and added substantiating details about the names and

occupations of the parents, whether the child was born alive, how long it lived,

who saw it, and whether it was christened. The report of the Herefordshire

monster in  likewise promised to satisfy the reader ‘how, when, and where

this strange thing was done, with every other circumstance thereto belonging’.54

Remarkable confirmation of The true discription of two monsterous chyldren of

 comes from the parish register of Herne, Kent, which records that ‘John

Jarvys had two woemen children twynnes baptised at home, ioyned together in

the belly and having each the one of their armes lyinge over one of theyr owne

shoulders, and in all other parts well proportioned chilldren, buryed August

.’55

Credible witnesses were essential to a credible report. Autolycus knew this

when he assured his ballad customers that his preposterous printed tales were

true. One had ‘the midwife’s name on it, one mistress Tale-porter, and five or

six honest wives that were present’. Another had ‘five justices’ hands at it, and

witnesses more than my pack will hold’.56 Broadsheets and pamphlets supplied

similar corroborative testimony. The Northamptonshire monster of  was

‘brought up to London, where it was seen of divers worshipful men and women

of the city, and also of the country, to witness that it is a truth and no fable’. The

Surrey baby born with ruffs ‘was to be seen in Glene Alley in Southwark being

alive and ten weeks old’. Witnesses to the Kentish child of , which lived

twenty-four hours, were ‘William Plomer, John Squier, glazier, John Sadler,

goldsmith, besides divers other credible persons both men and women’. The

Oteringham monster of  was ‘averred by the credible testimony of divers

gentlemen of worship’ and others now present in London, and could also 

be certified by application to the local ministers.57 A hierarchy of validation

emerges from these publications, endorsing the stratified ranking of gender,

status, reputation and credit and confirming the social foundations of truth.
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The testimony of a gentleman, a minister, or a worthy citizen, counted more

than that of an ignorant rustic; men’s testimony counted more than women’s;

fisherfolk and foreigners might be doubted, but witness by an Englishman of

credit was sufficient to make the implausible seem true.

The  pamphlet, Strange Newes out of Kent, was especially concerned to

establish its credentials, perhaps because its illustration was so crude and the

monstrous child so dramatically misshapen. This creature, ‘most strange and

dreadful to behold . . . resembled no proportion of nature, but seemed as it

were a chaos of confusion’. But the account could be warranted, the writer

insisted, not only by ‘the inhabitants of that country there dwelling which

beheld it’, who might be dismissed as credulous rustics and foolish women, but

also by ‘the reports, now most truly certified, by men of credit and substantial

reputation’, whose very credit and substance could be taken as a guarantee.

Readers themselves could be drawn into this process of authentication. ‘Let me

entreat you,’ the author continued, ‘that both your eyes and ears may be gentle

witnesses to the truth of this strange wonder in nature, and that your hearts

and minds may be bent to a repentant understanding, for the discourse here

following is both strange, true, fearful, and full of much wonder; and because

there shall be no doubt made of the verity thereof, I have placed down the

names of such personages of credit, now dwelling in London, that were eye-

witnesses thereof.’ There then followed a list of six ‘such witnesses that saw 

this monstrous child’, including Michael Dickson, a cooper in Thames Street,

near to St Dunstan’s church, Richard Rawson, waterman dwelling in East 

Smithfield, and Alice Smith, dwelling in Bishopsgate Street.Any diligent reader,

jaded by Bartholomew Fair babies or patent fabrications, could search out

these individuals to have their doubts relieved. The pamphlet describing the

monster of  similarly promised ‘a true and faithfull relation . . . and if any

curious censurer call in question the truth hereof, let him enquire at (John

Ladyman’s house in Kent Street) for his better satisfaction’.58

Crucial information about the Lancashire monster of  included the

claim that the creature had been seen by many, including ‘certain gentlemen

and many of the common people’. William Leigh, an Oxford divine and court

preacher, tutor to Prince Henry and author of numerous sermons, was also ‘an

eye witness of the same’, and his endorsement added dignity to the front cover.

The author (perhaps Leigh himself) added that in order to give ‘full satisfaction

to some people that were incredulous of it, unless they might be made also eye

witnesses of such an unheard of accident, the grave was opened again wherein

it had been buried, and the body laid to the view of a great number of behold-

ers; which were at the least five hundred, that not only bear a bare report, but

can also give true testimony of this occurrence’. The circle of ‘true testimony’
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widened from the women at the childbirth to the country-folk who ‘came

flocking’, from the minister who performed the burial to the masses who wit-

nessed the exhumation, until finally the pamphlet entered it into printed

culture as trustworthy ‘news’.59 Whether this was news for people to use, and

whether it reflected the anxieties of a troubled and divided culture, is a subject

for continuing research.
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M G   V  C:

D  C P

Some time around midsummer , perhaps on St John’s Day following the

traditional Midsummer merriment, Mercy Gould, a domestic servant of

Cuckfield in Sussex, became pregnant. By the following spring her condition

was difficult to hide. About Easter, at the end of March , Mercy Gould was

dismissed from service. She found shelter with a neighbour, and there gave

birth to a child. Whether this child was born dead or died soon after birth, or

whether it was helped to that end by wicked practices, became one of many

subjects of contention. The baby was quickly and secretly buried. But secrets

were also short-lived in this rumour-rich ironweald village. The story of Mercy

Gould’s pregnancy, its management and outcome, and the efforts of her former

employers and neighbours on her behalf, sent ripples of disturbance through

the Cuckfield community. Embittered clusters and factions coalesced around

conflicting and expanding versions of the narrative. Within a year the ripples of

rumour had risen to a cataract of accusation and counter-accusation, sweeping

the vicar of Cuckfield and even his brother the Bishop of Chichester into the

flood. Mercy Gould’s predicament became submerged amidst a welter of

claims and counter-claims concerning personality, politics, preferment, and

religion. The breaking waters of her pregnancy released a surge of local discon-

tents, with effects that reached the Privy Council, the High Commission, the

Assize Sessions, and the royal court.1

According to one account, advanced by a bevy of leading gentlewomen,

Mercy Gould’s ordeal was unfortunate but not exceptional; nature had taken

its course and nobody was to blame. A rival group of women, including the

village midwife who had not been summoned to the birth, suspected evil

deeds. Mercy Gould’s sin in bearing a bastard, a fairly commonplace occur-

rence,2 was compounded by suspicion of serious crime relating to the child’s

unwitnessed arrival, death, and burial. And Mercy’s former mistress, Elizabeth

Bowyer, wife of one of the richest men in Cuckfield, was vehemently suspected

of administering to her a potion that induced premature labour and sickness,

and that may have been intended to secure an abortion. Each of these accounts

was framed in the form of a deposition that ranged one sector of the Cuckfield



community against another. Local magistrates attempted to get to the bottom

of the matter, while advancing their own alliances and interests, but soon found

themselves engaged in a political game with potentially higher stakes.

Mercy Gould’s story, and the stories told by her neighbours and betters,

gained the attention of leading Elizabethan Privy Councillors. Domestic and

parochial dealings in Cuckfield intersected, for a time, with the higher affairs 

of the kingdom. The crisis in Cuckfield illuminates several areas of current his-

torical interest, not least the relationships of clergy and laity, men and women,

and the politics of patronage and the law in the mid-Elizabethan phase of

the English Reformation. The leading families—Bowyers and Curteyses—were

deeply enmeshed in a struggle which involved gender, religion, and reputation.

The following account, which gives full voice to contemporary complainants

and correspondents, draws mainly on the central repository of State Papers.

The church court records, which might have told a different version, are unfor-

tunately missing for the period concerned.

This is the confession of Mercy Gould taken the th day of April  before Mrs.

Mitchell of Tyes, widow, and Mrs. Bowyer, Mrs. Chaloner the younger and Mrs.

Mitchell of the town and goodwife Gateland and Mrs. Mitchell of Anstey, the which we

have taken by your commandment: by the which as far forth as we can perceive, that

there is no fault in her of her child’s death, but that it came only by the visitation of God.

For the night before she was delivered she was very sore sick and in such case that she

was not able to turn herself in her bed without help, as the goodwife of the house and

her servants will be sworn unto, and that the child was never seen alive in this world, but

by all likelihood she was upon the quickening, which was the only cause of her sudden

deliverance.

Ten days later this statement had reached the office of Secretary of State Francis

Walsingham, where it was endorsed, ‘The confession of Mercy Gould, a lewd

woman about Cuckfield in Sussex.’3

It took almost a year for the competing statement to reach London, by which

time community cohesion in Cuckfield was sorely stretched. Other village

women were suspicious from the outset, and far from sharing Mrs Bowyer’s

bland account of Mercy Gould’s confinement suspected the gentlewoman

herself of vicious complicity. The focus of attention shifted from the hapless

Mercy Gould to her former mistress, and the hostile counter-account was

endorsed, ‘Witnesses deposing against Mr Bowyer’s wife.’

The women’s testimony was as follows:

May it please you to understand to whom these presents shall come, that about Easter

was twelvemonth being in anno , one Mercy Gould, servant unto Henry Bowyer the

elder of Cuckfield in the county of Sussex, ironmaster, was with child in her foresaid
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master’s house and being suspected thereof, the wife of the said Bowyer gave her a pur-

gation and afterwards sent her away, and the said Mercy Gould came to one Boniface’s

house in the said parish, whose wife sometime was servant to the said Bowyer; and

within a few days after the coming of the said Mercy to the said Boniface, there to abide,

she was delivered of a man child in the night without knowledge given thereof to

women. And the child so born, the said Boniface buried it in the fields, and concealed

the same.

After bruit and rumour was spread that the said Mercy was delivered, certain women

went to search her, as namely Denis Clarke, midwife, Isabel Chaloner, gentlewoman,

Marjorie Chaloner, gentlewoman, Joan Curteys, Alice Rowland, Joan Bassett, Joan

Mercer, and Eleanor Parson; all these came to Boniface’s house and finding Mercy

Gould winding of yarn by the fireside, the said Denis Clark the midwife said unto her, in

the presence of all the women, truly hanging is too good for thee. Then the said Mercy

Gould being also presently asked of the said midwife where her child was, she stub-

bornly denied and said she had none. Then being further burdened and straightly

charged by the aforesaid women, she fell down upon her knees, and confessing indeed

that she had a child, besought them to be good unto her, or else she should be cast away;

to whom the said midwife answered, arise up for we are no gods, and cry to God for

mercy, and repent.

Then the said midwife asked her who was the father of her child, the said Mercy

answered, John Orgle, Mr. Bowyer’s man. She was asked further what manner of drink

was it which your mistress gave (you), then the said Mercy Gould said it was a cruel hot

drink, a cruel hot drink, twice, with great sighing, which provoked me oftentimes to be

delivered of my child. Also Isabel Chaloner, one of the foresaid women, said unto her

was not the drink which thy mistress gave thee for the plague, unto whom she answered

no, no. There were none that had of this drink but I and another maid called Agnes.

These words with others unmeet to be set down, the said Mercy Gould spake, as the said

women have witnessed, and also will testify their oaths whensoever they shall be called

thereunto.4

Eight women appended their names to this statement but in one version Joan

Curteys, though mentioned in the text as one of those interrogating Mercy

Gould, was not among them. By the time this statement was made in the spring

of , her husband, the Reverend Edmund Curteys, was fighting to retain his

position as incumbent, and Henry Bowyer was struggling to maintain his

ascendancy in the community.

We should pause at this point to consider the issues that underlie this testi-

mony. Was there more to this story than rival narratives of an unfortunate

bastard birth? What were the circumstances of Mercy Gould’s employment and

how did she come to be dismissed from the Bowyer household? Was her fellow-

servant John Orgle indisputably the father of her child, or was there someone

else unnamed who had had sexual relations with her? (Their self-defensive 
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language in subsequent letters, and their strident labelling of Mercy Gould as a

strumpet, makes one wonder whether Henry Bowyer or even Edmund Curteys

was entirely innocent in this regard.) What was the nature of Mercy Gould’s

sickness in the final weeks of her pregnancy, and what was the content and

purpose of the medicine administered to her by Mrs Bowyer? Was it, as the

Bowyers claimed, a remedy against plague, or was it rather, as the Curteys

faction suggested, an evil abortifacient? Other Elizabethan gentlewomen are

known to have dispensed physic to their neighbours and servants, but none

with so violent an effect.5 What other resources could a forsaken child-laden

woman summon, upon what other options could someone in Mercy Gould’s

condition call? How did she secure shelter and a place to give birth, and why did

the Bonifaces open their house to her? Was their action a common courtesy,

a charitable provision of hospitality that met with community approval, or

might they be liable at law for harbouring a bastard-bearer and for hiding the

details of her delivery? What prior relationship existed between the Bonifaces,

the Bowyers, and Mercy Gould and others in the Cuckfield community, and

what were the respective roles of men and women, masters and servants, as

they were drawn into this drama?

What were the social circumstances of Mercy Gould’s childbearing? Why

were no other women summoned, why no midwife to supervise the delivery?

Other sources from this period indicate that pregnant single women, even

wandering women, were normally afforded the company of midwives and

women when they came to term. This neighbourly attention helped to ease the

pains of labour and provided witnesses to the birth, but it also allowed the

midwife to demand the name of the child’s father and helped the parish to allo-

cate responsibility for its upkeep.6 Was Mercy Gould’s covert confinement a

violation of community standards, an affront to the professional position 

of the midwife as well as a botched attempt at secrecy? Did she compound 

her offence by rejecting womanly solidarity and by attempting to veil the 

child’s paternity? Whose behaviour warranted criticism when a storm of angry

women invaded Boniface’s house and interrupted Mercy Gould’s post-partum

recovery, and why should her placid but useful winding of yarn prompt

thoughts of death by hanging? An important question, lively in village conjec-

ture and vital before the law, was whether Mercy Gould was delivered of a still-

birth or a live child that soon died, and if the latter, how did the child come by

its death? Was this a case of infanticide as well as fornication, bastardy, and

attempted abortion? Does this explain the vehemence of the midwife’s remark

that hanging was too good for her? Later law assumed the worst, suspecting

infanticide of women whose dead babies were born without witnesses. Even

without a charge of infanticide (and the suspicion was never fully voiced in the
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documents and no legal accusation made), what was the proper way to dispose

of a stillborn or perinatally deceased infant? The churchyard was reserved for

baptized members of the Christian community (although exceptions were

sometimes made), so Boniface’s decision to bury the child ‘in the fields’ may

have been less sinister than at first appears.7

Cuckfield, like other bustling Elizabethan villages, was awash with ‘bruit and

rumour’. A servant’s pregnancy, her dismissal from service, her arrival in

someone else’s house, and the painful drama of birth and death, were almost

impossible to hide. Even if secrecy was intended there were too many eyes and

ears, too many talking tongues, for news not to find its way. Mercy’s fellow-

servant,‘another maid called Agnes’, was said to have shared the medical potion

and no doubt knew of Mercy’s departure, and she could easily have provided a

conduit of information to listeners outside the household. In this case, too, the

flames of rumour were fanned by faction. The Bowyers had enemies, perhaps

chief among them the Curteys family, who would leap at all ill news from that

source. The vicar’s wife, we will learn, was the instigator of the interrogation of

Mercy Gould and may have been foremost in fomenting suspicion against the

Bowyers. What were the causes of the quarrel between Bowyer and Curteys,

and to what lengths would they take it? Was the dispute about Mercy Gould a

surrogate contest conducted by their wives?

The conflict between Joan Curteys and Elizabeth Bowyer, expressed here

through alternative strategies for coping with a servant’s pregnancy and 

competing accounts of its outcome, rapidly expanded into challenges to their

own and their husbands’ reputations. Two competing narratives jostled for

dominance. The Curteys group intimated that Mrs Bowyer was a liar, an 

abortionist, and keeper of a disorderly household, while the Bowyer faction

charged Edmund Curteys with disabling deficiencies as a priest. Both sides

marshalled support within the community, and both reached outside to

influential friends and relations to gain political advantage and to promote

their version of the story. In order to understand the vectors of this quarrel we

ought first to learn more about the principal protagonists and their social and

political resources.8

Cuckfield was a prosperous farming and iron-working village in the Sussex

weald. The parish of Cuckfield covered a much wider area than Cuckfield

village. At the time of this incident it reported eight hundred communicants (a

suspiciously round number), which, if it can be trusted, converts to approxi-

mately , inhabitants. The leading gentry families, besides the Bowyers, were

the Chaloners and the Mitchells, who were intermarried. All three families

competed in the strategically significant iron business as well as in the accumu-

lation of land. A critically divisive issue between them was the control of raw
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materials, especially water and wood for charcoal, and this may have shaped

some of their alliances. Roger Manning’s account of the Cuckfield controversy

paints Henry Bowyer as a rough traditionalist who made a surprisingly late

conversion to the puritan cause; but there are repeated indications from the

s that he more than the vicar was an advocate of parochial reformation.

Elizabethan Sussex was notorious for its Catholic traditionalism, but recusancy

was more concentrated in the western part of the county than in well-

connected iron-working centres like Cuckfield.9

The Bowyers were an armigerous family, aggressively expanding their estates

and influence like so many others in mid-sixteenth-century Sussex. It helped

that they were early supporters of the Protestant cause. Assisted by Archbishop

Cranmer, John Bowyer, Henry’s father, secured the profitable lease of the

rectory of Petworth. A further fortune built on rich ore workings and forges led

the Bowyers to be known as ‘ironmasters’ as well as ‘gentlemen’. Henry Bowyer

married Elizabeth Vaux, daughter and heir to Thomas Vaux, comptroller of the

household to Henry VIII, and together they had three sons and two daughters.

Through his own and his wife’s family Henry Bowyer maintained broadly

useful connections. Henry’s brother Simon Bowyer was a gentleman usher at

the court, who could provide access to powerful patronage, and who would

prove vital in maintaining his local reputation.

By  Bowyer was able to purchase Bentley Park and other lands in

Cuckfield from Lord Bergavenny, and in  he acquired a fourth of the manor

of Cuckfield from the Earl of Derby. Additional properties were added in the

following years, bringing his holdings to almost , acres besides iron mills,

messuages, gardens, and tithes. It appears that the Bowyers were only recently

established in Cuckfield at the time of their difficulty with the vicar. They had

moved quickly to a position of social and economic dominance, perhaps stir-

ring resentment among longer-settled families. Their great house, Cuckfield

Park, was under construction between  and , at the very time of the

clash with the Reverend Curteys. The house was an ostentatious announce-

ment of their position. The initials H and E.B. for Henry and Elizabeth Bowyer

carved on the dining-room chimney piece served as another public representa-

tion of their marriage. A later deposition, unrelated to the present case, recalls

that Henry Bowyer may have taken some of his building stone from a derelict

wall in Cuckfield churchyard without waiting for the incumbent’s permission.

Later, after the defeat and dismissal of Edmund Curteys, Bowyer made amends

by giving the church a chapel.

Henry Bowyer died in September , rich in honour and estate. His will

reveals him as a puritan or at least a godly layman, and supports the suggestion

that his dispute with the vicar was rooted in a clash of religious style and
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opinion as well as an argument about the behaviour of women. He writes, ‘I

commend my soul into the hands and tuition of my heavenly father . . . to be

placed with his saints in his kingdom . . . I commit the burial to the discretion

of my executors over which I will have no manner of pomps and glory which 

I leave till I rise again at the last day. Above all things I charge my son he faith-

fully serve God and reverently embrace the gospel of Christ.’ This was not the

style of a lukewarm conformist or a crypto-Catholic. Bowyer’s legacies includ-

ed ten pounds toward local highway repair (perhaps an infrastructure invest-

ment for the ironworks), and ten pounds for the poor of Cuckfield to be

distributed by Mr Waterhouse, Curteys’s eventual successor as vicar. Brass

memorials in Cuckfield church display Henry Bowyer’s coats of arms and

devotional images of his wife and children, with the words ‘O praise the lord’.

The ensemble proclaims gentility, domesticity, and piety. Had Curteys con-

tinued as incumbent it is questionable whether Bowyer’s reputation would

have been so secure. An accompanying marble inscription reminds churchgo-

ers that Mrs Bowyer was daughter and heir to the distinguished Thomas Vaux.

Any residual hint of scandal from the episode a decade earlier is silenced by

these powerful monuments. Elizabeth Bowyer outlived her husband, to contin-

ue in comfort at Cuckfield Park until her own death in .

Edmund Curteys (also spelled Coortesse or Curtis) was admitted to the 

vicarage of Cuckfield in February  and also made prebendary of Thorney,

appointed by his brother Richard Curteys the newly installed Bishop of

Chichester. The appointment was controversial from the beginning, ‘against

the mind of the dean and certain of the chapter’. The elder Curteys was 

instrumental in advancing his younger brother’s career in spite of some 

physical disabilities. Ordained while still a student in , and in his mid-

thirties at the time of the collision with Bowyer, Edmund Curteys had served

parishes in Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire before moving to Sussex,

and could call on clerical connections in several dioceses. Whether he was fit

for the ministry, or suited to the parish, were questions that soon would be

raised.10

Even before the business with Mercy Gould, Curteys’s competence had been

challenged and he had been called before the High Commission.11 Why else

would his supporters draw up an apologetic testimonial on his behalf ? The fol-

lowing statement was dated May  but it was reintroduced in  when

Curteys was struggling to keep his place.

We whose names are subscribed are able to witness and testify unto your grace that Mr.

Edmund Curteys vicar of Cuckfield in Sussex hath been lame and sickly even since his

first coming hither until this time. Who notwithstanding hath by himself as far forth as
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his infirmity would suffer him, and also by others procured this parish so well to be

served that we have good cause to think well of the zeal and behaviour of the said Mr.

Edmund Curteys in discharging his duty in his calling, and also of his diligence in

procuring service to be truly and duly said according to the queen’s majesty’s laws.

Moreover, because of his infirmity and sickness he is not able to take such pains in

preaching and teaching as we hope, if it please God to restore him to his health, he

would do: yet not withstanding, these are to certify your grace that of late he the said

Mr. Edmund Curteys himself hath preached both godly and zealous sermons at divers

times amongst us. Thus testifying a truth (as charity bindeth us) we most humbly direct

the tenor hereof to your grace’s wisdom. The four and twentieth day of May anno

domini .12

We do not know the circumstances that prompted this testimonial but it 

was signed or marked by thirty-three principal parishioners. The document

was a useful statement of support, though only carrying the names of a small

minority of householders. Mistress Joan Mitchell, widow, was the only woman

among the subscribers and her name stood at the top of the list. Five of the men

identified themselves as gentlemen, including her kinsmen Ninian and John

Chaloner,13 who signed their names, and Edmund Chaloner, who made a

mark. Twenty-two of the subscribers were yeomen, and all but one of them

made marks. One of those testifying on behalf of the vicar, by mark rather than

signature, was John Boniface, who may be the householder who later took care

of Mercy Gould. No Bowyers spoke up for the vicar.

If the Bowyers were lay puritans it is easy to understand their dissatisfaction

with the Reverend Edmund Curteys. Here was the incumbent of an important

rural parish, jobbed in by the bishop with clear signs of nepotism if not simony.

His ailments are not specified, but even his friends conceded he was ‘sickly 

and lame’. For parishioners who expected strong pastoring, Curteys may 

have been physically inadequate for the task. At best he was a disappointment.

More important were his spiritual qualifications and his inability to command

the pulpit. Those testifying on his behalf were evidently satisfied if their 

priest read the services or provided a curate for that duty, and were content to

hear an occasional sermon. More progressive Protestants wished for an active

preaching ministry, less rigorously tied to the Prayer Book, and may have

assigned Edmund Curteys to the company of ‘dumb dogs’. This was ironic, for

Richard Curteys, Bishop of Chichester, was reputedly a promoter of preaching

and clerical improvement, though only of the most conformist sort. Parishes

throughout England were negotiating the tension between reading and

preaching in the wake of the Admonition controversy and the Prophesying

movement, and it should not be surprising to find associated stresses in rural

Sussex.14

 Mercy Gould and the Vicar of Cuckfield



Bishop Richard Curteys was a conformist scholar who had earlier come 

to attention by complaining against ecclesiastical irregularities at St John’s

College Cambridge. He served as a royal chaplain and as chaplain to Arch-

bishop Parker before being advanced to Chichester in . As bishop of

Chichester Curteys was constantly at odds with the Sussex gentry, engaging 

in lawsuits and disputations over coastal wrecks, church attendance, and for-

bidden Jesuitical books. He attempted to use episcopal authority to cleanse his

diocese of ‘Machiavels, papists, libertines, atheists, and other such erroneous

persons’ and, not surprisingly, made dozens of enemies in the process. Godly

reformers were no more pleased with him than Catholic recusants or ‘irreli-

gious and backward persons’, and he sent waves of hostility through the magis-

terial bench.15 Bishop Curteys’s enemies were no doubt delighted in June 

when he was forced to secure a testimonial that he was not drunk at John

Sherwyn’s house, as witnesses alleged.16 The imbroglio with his brother, that

reached its climax in , gave his opponents further cause to scorn. Bishop

Curteys’s relations with Secretary Walsingham were already brittle, and were

soon to become further strained.

On  October  Henry Bowyer lodged written complaints against the

vicar of Cuckfield at the Quarter Sessions at Lewes. Bowyer’s information,

repeated in notes that reached councillors, judges, and episcopal lawyers in

London and Chichester, characterized Cuckfield as follows:

The number of communicants there .

The people well affected in religion.

The living sufficient for a learned preacher.

The pastor now Idolum, void of all learning and discretion, for reading insufficient, a

profaner of the sacraments, a depraver of preachers, a scoffer at singing of psalms, a

common alehouse haunter, accused of incontinency, a maintainer of strumpets’ causes,

a seeker to witches, a drunkard, a quareller and fighter, convicted for a common 

barrator, infected with a loathsome and contagious disease, his talk is of ribaldry,

consignatus a natura, and a contemner of her majesty’s laws and justices.17

(Barratry involves quarrelsome brawling and malicious raising of discord

among neighbours. The complaint against the vicar was referred to the Sussex

Assizes, where Curteys was indicted as ‘a common barrator and a sower of

contention’, the indictment being certified into Queen’s Bench in Trinity term,

.)18

This was a raft of charges, designed to discredit Edmund Curteys and to

bring about his dismissal. It represents not so much anticlericalism as exasper-

ation with this particular priest. The references to preaching and psalm-

singing, demeaned by alehouse-haunting and ribaldry, differentiated godliness
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from malignancy and clearly put Curteys on the wrong side of the puritan

reformation of manners. The reference to seeking to witches, whatever its

truth, associated Curteys with the practices of unreformed credulity and

maleficium. The vicar’s alliance with the midwife may also reflect his integra-

tion into the traditional world of popular culture.19 Endorsed by some of the

leading magistrates and gentlemen of Sussex, these allegations convinced the

government in London to pressure the Bishop of Chichester to remove this

unsatisfactory incumbent, his brother, and to prefer someone else to his place.

Not surprisingly, the vicar retaliated. The surviving correspondence is incom-

plete but enough remains of this remarkable record to show both sides in the

dispute enlisting the support of kin and contacts, exploiting the procedures of

the law, and seeking to gain control of the narrative for their advantage. Some

of it reads like an epistolary novel.

On  January  Edmund Curteys, ‘clerk vicar of Cuckfield within the

county of Sussex’, wrote ‘to the right honourable the Lord Chief Justice of

England and to the rest of the honourable of the Bench’ as follows:

That whereas your said orator ever since the time whilst he hath continued vicar there,

hath continually employed his study and endeavour to the profitting of Christ’s flock

committed unto his charge, in preaching and teaching so far forth as God hath given

him utterance and knowledge and also hath led his life in such honest sort as doth best

become his vocation; by which his diligence and good conversation, he hath won the

hearts of most part of his parishioners, for verifying whereof your said orator doth and

will refer himself to the testimony made by his said parishioners under their hands to

the most reverend father in God the Lord Archbishop of Canterbury grace hereunto

annexed, being urged thereto through the complaint of one Henry Bowyer of Cuckfield

aforesaid, his friends and adherents who together with his said complices have been a

continual professed enemy and persecutor of your said orator by the space of these six

or seven years (who vowed about three years ago, that as long as he had a heart to think,

or a tongue to speak, or a groat to spend, he would never have your said orator goodwill,

nor give him over. And that he would spend five hundred pounds but he would deprive

your said orator of the ministry) working by all means possible as well secret as open to

take away and impair the good name and credit of your said orator and to get him

deprived of his living hath bestowed great costs and charges not only in procuring a

Commission against your said orator, but also in furthering since from time to time

complaints.

Also the said Henry Bowyer through want of sufficiency of good matter to bring to

effect his intended purpose hath continually laboured by all manner of practices to

withdraw the heart and goodwill of such as were well affectioned towards your said

orator, and hath linked himself in league with such persons as have found themselves

aggrieved with your said orator for charitably admonishing them of their licentious

and dissolute life to the intent that either by one means or other at the length he might

 Mercy Gould and the Vicar of Cuckfield



touch your said orator, and bring his good name into question. For the accomplish-

ment whereof the said Henry Bowyer and his accomplices have surmised and put in

writing certain articles both forged and false, and have exhibited the same to the

Queen’s majesty’s Justices of Peace at the Quarter Sessions holden at Lewes in the

county aforesaid the third day of October last past. And thereof have accused your said

orator being a lame man to be faulty, and him indicted as a common barrator, upon the

oaths or not oaths of the procurers of this matter, and their said partakers. Certainly

persuading themselves of the countenance of certain of the Justices of the bench then

sitting namely Sir John Pelham, George Goring esquire, Henry Barkley esquire, and

Doctor Overton who are known to be open enemies to the right reverend father in God

Richard Bishop of Chichester, your said orator’s natural brother.

For the penalty of which indictment, although your said orator might have easily

enough come to his fine by protestation, etc., yet considering your Lordship’s accus-

tomed clemency and this honourable Court in administering of true justice he hath

rather chosen with great labour and costs to the utter undoing of your said orator, his

wife and children, to crave determination of his just complaint, before so honourable a

court than by fine to be adjudged guilty, betraying and condemning his ministry

without desert. May it therefore please your good Lords and this honourable Court,

favorably to admit this his complaint, and answers made to their pretended articles,

granting to your said orator such space and time of proof for which redress of his griefs,

as by law and favorable Justice may be permitted. And your said orator shall be bound

both he, his wife, and poor children to pray unto God for the daily increase of your

Lord’s honour with prosperous success in all your honour’s affairs as long as they shall

live. Dated the th day of January []. Lastly your said orator most humbly

beseecheth your honours to grant unto him a Commission, both to examine the 

Articles whereof he was indicted and also the rest of his life. For he reserveth himself to

be tried by his parishioners, and other parishes adjoining.

By your most humble and poor orator, Edmund Curteys.20

This, then, was the first line of Curteys’s counter-attack, leaving in reserve

the story of Mrs Bowyer’s treatment of Mercy Gould. The story of the 

suspicious childbirth is temporarily set aside, as a sub-plot rather than the

central action, which will return to centre stage from time to time. For the most

part the vicar presents himself as a diligent minister at odds with an unruly

faction, a man unjustly maligned, the victim of Bowyer’s vendetta and a 

partisan magisterial bench. The parish was severely divided, with the vicar

claiming the support of the ‘most part’ against the implacable enmity of Henry

Bowyer and ‘his friends and adherents’. But the grounds for the quarrel are not

explicitly explained. Curteys presents Bowyer as a man determined to ruin the

vicar, prepared to spare no expense to that end. Bowyer’s allies include people

the vicar has admonished for their ‘licentious and dissolute life’, a reference 

that hints toward Mercy Gould. Bowyer is further presented as being in league
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with a faction of magistrates (including William Overton, the treasurer 

of Chichester Cathedral), who were using the Cuckfield case to attack the

Bishop.21 The case, as Curteys casts it, is political in the local if not the national

sense of that term.

Mr Secretary Walsingham now had two accounts of the problem at

Cuckfield to consider, conflicting versions of the developing tension. As a

puritan supporter himself, and no friend to inadequate clergymen, he was dis-

posed towards Bowyer’s position, and as a gentleman lawyer he was inclined to

favour testimony from people of his kind. Both sides continued to polish the

narrative, either directly or through intermediaries. Some of the Cuckfield gen-

tlemen applied to Lord Treasurer Burghley for Curteys’s removal, while others

expressed their support. Councillors, judges, episcopal lawyers, and members

of the High Commission engaged in the process that would lead to Curteys’s

dismissal, a matter that was made unusually sensitive because the vicar was the

brother to the bishop. And before this was over the bishop himself would face

suspension.

By  March  Walsingham had determined that Edmund Curteys should

be replaced. On that day he wrote to Richard Curteys, Bishop of Chichester,‘for

the removing of the ill vicar of Cuckfield and placing one Robinson in his

room’, as follows:

After my hearty commendations to your lordship, having [‘been’ crossed out] of late 

by some gentlemen [‘of your diocese’ crossed out] of [‘very’ crossed out] good credit

received a very hard information against the vicar and minister of Cuckfield in your

diocese not only for his insufficiency in knowledge [‘and unworthiness in every respect’

crossed out] for the charge of that great flock, but also for his unworthiness to have any

such pastoral charge at all in the church, his ignorance being so great and his life so vile

as for modesty sake I spare to name some particulars delivered to me for the proof of

the same; I was so much the more grieved with the said information as I understood

this ill minister to be near to your lordship in blood and kindred; and yet as well for that

I am assured that be he never so near tied [?] to you in nature you will notwithstanding

prefer the care of the church before all natural respects, as also for the love I bear your

lordship: I thought good to let you understand what I have heard, and doubting but you

will have that care with it requisite for the removing of so great an offence not only from

the good gentlemen and people of that parish, which as I hear be in number  com-

municants, but also clean [‘out of your diocese’ crossed out] from all ecclesiastical func-

tion within your diocese. But because it is not enough to remove the ill, except there be

a care likewise to plant some good and fit man in his place, I have been moved to recom-

mend unto you one Robinson, a bachelor in divinity of very rare gifts as well in know-

ledge and utterance as in conversation of life [‘for the ministry’ crossed out] to be

preferred to the said vicarage. Whom it shall please your lordship to admit to that room
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after the removing the incumbent that now is, being so unworthy a man. You shall not

only do a very acceptable thing to that whole parish and commendable to yourself but

prevent also such ill rumours as peradventure may by the common enemies of our pro-

fession, the papists and men of malice than for any good respect be spared of your lord-

ship for suffering so unmeet a minister to have any pastoral charge in your diocese. And

that hoping you will accept this my writing in such part as I have meant the same, that is

to say, as a token of [‘plain’ crossed out] my unfeigned goodwill, enforcing me to let you

know both what I have heard and what I wish to be by you done in this case. I commend

your lordship most heartily to God, from the court, the (th) of March []. Your

lordship’s loving and assured friend.

In support of this letter Walsingham enclosed a copy of the complaint about

the vicar’s insufficiencies.22

Walsingham’s letter was a masterly piece of exhortation, flattery, cajoling,

and manipulation. But it failed to accomplish its primary purpose. Bishop

Curteys wriggled away from the dishonour of depriving his brother, and on 

 March wrote back to the Secretary with procedural smoke and alternative

suggestions:

Your honour doth lovingly for that you have heard, and tenderly for the furtherance of

God his church, advise me to remove the vicar and minister of Cuckfield, and to place a

more sufficient and worthy man in his room. Truly right honourable, these causes have

been heard before Archbishop Parker, Bishop Sandys, then Bishop [Grindal? paper
torn] this Archbishop at his first coming, Dr. Watts and Dr. Yale and now (as I am

informed) depend before the High Commissioners in Paul’s from whence an inferior

judge cannot well call the same.23 But if the matter were never commenced anywhere,

yet seeing by order of the Council I was contented to my great charge to refer over all the

dealing in Jurisdiction to Mr. Dr. Becon, a man as very well liked of me, so specially

commended and named by your honour, I most humbly beseech your goodness, that

following my preaching I may neither herein, nor in any like matter be troubled here-

after; the rather for that I hear now, upon the end of controversies, between the Bishop

of Norwich and him, Dr. Becon purposeth very shortly to come into this country, who I

take indifferent to execute justice uprightly without partiality to any person. As the man

hath deserved in law to be displaced, I will prefer the care of God his church, before

natural respect. I mind not to be a mediator for him. And yet it is not in me to give the

living, if he were removed tomorrow. And they which understand the truth know that I

have not that interest for the mans [?] direction which the world would judge my place

requireth. And therefore I fear (right honourable) some men rather to alienate that

honourable loving affection, which they know or hear your honour hath borne me of

late to my great comfort, than for any likelihood of ability in me to perform their

request, have preferred this suit to your honour, if through ignorance they deal not 

in an unknown matter. I live to my book, prayers and preaching, my jurisdiction and
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disposition of other livings in my gift granted over to others, my only desire is to live 

in quiet, wherein I will not forget in my daily prayers to commend your honourable 

services to God his most merciful protection and direction. At Cherisworth the th of

this March .24

If the bishop’s choice had been to remove his brother Edmund or accept sus-

pension himself, Richard Curteys had chosen the honourable path.

About this time Edmund Curteys played his other card. He attempted to dis-

credit his opponent by revealing the evil behaviour of Henry Bowyer’s wife.

The Cuckfield women’s testimony, with the midwife’s remarks and the com-

promising account of Mrs Bowyer’s deadly medicine, was sent up to London in

the spring of . This may have been the first that Walsingham and the other

officials knew of the business with Mercy Gould, and it certainly muddied the

issue. Two connected stories, one about the suspicious outcome of an illegiti-

mate pregnancy, the other of conflict between clerk and laity, now became

entwined at both the local and the national level. Henry Bowyer was now on

the defensive, and he wrote to his brother with a somewhat frantic summary of

developments. With unconscious symmetry, both Henry Bowyer and Edmund

Curteys called on their brothers to help preserve their reputations, and the

brothers were obliged to assist because their reputations too were inevitably

embroiled. Simon Bowyer held no administrative office but his position at

court opened doors that would be useful in a close kinsman’s cause. By con-

trast, the Bishop of Chichester’s power was already constrained by rival ecclesi-

astical officials and was further reduced by his informal suspension; though

still a royal almoner he had no parliamentary business at this time and dimin-

ishing opportunities to press his own or his brother’s case in London. During

the crisis when Edmund Curteys most needed him, his brother the bishop was

politically hobbled.

In response to Curteys’s move, Henry Bowyer wrote on  June  to his

brother Mr Simon Bowyer, ‘gentleman usher and daily waiter to the queen’s

majesty at the court’25 enclosing ‘the confession of Mercy Gould’, taken four-

teen months earlier, ‘whereby may appear how unjustly he is charged by

Curteys the vicar of Cuckfield’. This long and rambling letter, hastily written

and short on punctuation, reveals the apparent change of fortune and the

urgency of Henry Bowyer’s position. Written in an exceptionally difficult hand

(perhaps Walsingham’s quick copy), the letter supplies a lot more detail, shaded

by special pleading, about the events that precipitated the crisis. It takes us back

to Mercy Gould’s pregnancy, her dealings with her former mistress, ministra-

tions of local pharmacology, and the manoeuvres of the Cuckfield magistracy

and gentry. Community cohesion in Cuckfield had become so unravelled that
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neighbouring gentlemen no longer thought each other fit to share the sacra-

ment of holy communion. The letter reads as follows:

After my very hearty commendations, I received your letter whereby I understand that

our vicar to purge himself, which he can never do, hath shamefully belied and slandered

others, which he can never prove, whereof I thank God I am nothing offended, knowing

it is the old practice of his master the devil to bring himself clean down. The matter that

toucheth my wife is so untrue and odious that I must needs bring him to his answer

therein to his utter overthrow. The strumpet he writeth of was sometime my wife’s

servant but of such untowardness as she was sent home [‘delivered’ crossed out] to her

mother, and she being there her mother and father-in-law [i.e. her stepfather] died both

within the space of six days or thereabouts, which being in the time of the plague at

Cuckfield it was much doubted that it was the plague. Upon the death of her mother

and father in law, she being alone came to an honest woman within Cuckfield who was

her acquaintance and desired of her to help her to a service and she promised to do

what she could for her, not hearing how suddenly her father and mother was dead

before, and she went to Mr. Boordes and there got grant to receive her to service and

that she should come the Monday following. This was the Friday or Saturday.

The Sunday night or Monday morning this strumpet fell very sick and the good wife

of the house now hearing of the sudden death of her father and mother feared it was the

plague, and as it was a common thing for such as were visited, to send to my wife when

she was at home or else to my house for metredation [mithridate] of dragon water and

other things which I had always ready for the sick, she sent her boy to my wife to desire

her to have some metredation of dragon water for such a one was fallen sick in her

house and she feared it was the plague, and sent for a bottle of beer also. My wife sent

metredation of dragon water and a bottle of beer according to her request. This wench

lay very sick certain days and within certain days was ill of a child dead born which was

thought to be never quick; the woman of the house came to my house and told my wife

how the strumpet had abused her and her house, and what was come to pass of her sick-

ness, and that the magistrates might be advertised of the case. My wife imparting the

matter to me, the constable was then with me. I sent him presently to the Justice Mr.

Covert that the matter might be examined to effect, and I took my nag and met him

there. The Justice sent the constable presently to the chief of the [‘parish’ crossed out]
gentlewomen and others of the parish to examine the strumpet and others in the house

she lay of her sickness and the [‘manner’ crossed out] state of the child which there died

and certified the matter in writing, a copy whereof I have sent unto you herein. After-

wards Mr. Covert and Mr. Bartlye sent for all the gentlemen of the parish and sent for

the party as soon as she was recovered and examined the matter very straightly both

touching the child and the father and proceeded to punishment according to the

statute, the Justices are to answer in this matter who I think did their duties as thought-

fully as they could do.

But now I will show you the vicar’s lewd practice. Whilst the woman of the house

came to my house to show my wife what was happened and that I should show the
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matter to the Justices, the vicar’s wife hearing of the matter, for it was made openly

known presently, she took three or four like herself and went to the house and into the

chamber to the wench and examined her whether she had taken no sorcery nor drinks

to destroy the child, and she said no but such as her old mistress sent her, which was 

the metredation of dragon water that was sent for; and upon this the vicar and 

that wicked rout amongst themselves have slanderously spoken, whereof I hearing

desired the Justices at their last examining her to examine her thoroughly of it where 

it did appear she could take no hurt thereby, so that I am so shamefully misused herein

that now he justifieth it I must and will follow it as far as I can by law, and surely all 

that he hath is never able to make my wife undone whose credit I must defend, for I

know that she would not have consented to such a matter for all the goods [?] in the

world.

Touching Mr. Ninian Chaloner, whereas I hear that in Curteys’s letter to Mr. Secre-

tary he writeth that I bear with Mr. Chaloner you know that is most untrue, for he took

part with the lewd vicar against all the gentlemen of the parish for which he is worthily

plagued, and when I first explained the matter to the Justices, for that the matter was

very suspicious, the vicar only upheld him and the strumpet he is charged withal, which

now being before the High Commissioners he is to be tried of, and I have thought ill of

him and his doings always, and as you know, whereas he sayeth that Mr. Chaloner

received the communion with others this Easter I and Mr. Hussey and others were

grieved [?] when we heard it, but I saw it not and he is not yet convicted of the crime is

laid to his charge, but surely I would advise him not to have come to the table before he

had either purged or submitted himself both to the order of law and the congregation;

but this I will so assure you, that he hath written nothing touching me nor my wife nor

Mr. Hussey nor such as seek in the fear of God his reformation, and removing that he is

able to prove but shall answer to his shame, and all that we allege shall be sufficiently

proved; wherefore pray you presently to show to Mr. Mills the whole content that Mr.

Secretary (to whom we think ourselves so much bound) might be presently advertised,

I pray assist my brother Mitchell in his business who can show you all things and what

Mr. Chancellor hath or can do; and so I commit you heartily to God, with hearty com-

mendations from my wife and all the rest of your friends here, this th of June ,

your assured loving brother Henry Bowyer.26

Charge, counter-charge, and rumour focused on the medicine that Elizabeth

Bowyer gave to Mercy Gould. Was it noxious or benign, normal or unconven-

tional? Did it operate as a precaution against plague, as Mrs Bowyer contended,

or was this concoction designed to induce an abortion or worse, as the midwife

and vicar’s wife said they feared? Elizabethan countrywomen were familiar

with a large pharmacopoeia of herbal remedies, and could be expected to know

what prevented diseases and what would cause ‘abortement’. A variety of medi-

cines was used ‘to bring down or provoke a woman’s flowers’, to stimulate 

menstruation, or ‘to hasten the bringing forth’ of a child from the womb, and

this knowledge was widely distributed through printed herbals and through
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women’s lore. Plague remedies and domestic first-aid were equally well

known.27

According to Joan Curteys and company, Mercy Gould and her wombchild

were sickened by the ill effects of a ‘purgation’ that Mrs Bowyer administered to

her before expelling her from the house. Being asked ‘what manner of drink’ it

was which her mistress gave her, ‘then the said Mercy Gould said it was a cruel

hot drink, a cruel hot drink, twice, with great sighing which provoked [her]

oftentimes to be delivered of [her] child. Also Isabel Chaloner, one of the fore-

said women, said unto her was not the drink which thy mistress gave thee for

the plague, unto whom she answered no, no.’ The implication was that some-

thing sinister was at work. But Elizabeth Bowyer’s account, repeated by her

husband, was that she merely provided a common household medicine, which

Bowyer kept in store, in response to Goody Boniface’s request and in line with

Mercy Gould’s need. In this version, the woman of the house where Mercy

Gould was lying sent her boy to Mrs Bowyer ‘to desire her to have some metre-

dation of dragon water for such a one was fallen sick in her house and she

feared it was the plague, and sent for a bottle of beer also,’ and Mrs Bowyer

obliged out of charity. This ‘dragon water’, which sounds so fearsome, was most

likely derived from dracunculus, dragonwort or ‘dragon’, a garden or pond plant

with valued properties. According to a standard herbal, distilled dragon water

‘hath virtue against the pestilence or any pestilential fever or poison, being

drunk blood warm with the best treacle or mithridate’. (Mithridate was a

honey-based electuary composition regarded as a universal preservative or

antidote against infectious disease.) A popular Elizabethan directory of medi-

cines prescribed a concoction of dragon water with treacle, washed down with

ale, as ‘a sovereign drink against the plague’. This is exactly the usage that Eliza-

beth Bowyer prescribed. But the herbal also warns that dragon root ‘scoureth

and cleaneth mightily’, that it ‘causeth the humours which stick fast in the chest

to be easily voided’, and that ‘the smell of the flowers is hurtful to women newly

conceived with child’. It was not so efficient an abortifacient as spurgewort,

sowbread, fern, or some others, but was thought to have had the effect of

making a pregnant woman ill and thereby loosening her child.28 It is possible,

then, that both accounts approximate the truth, that the dragon water was

administered with goodwill as a precaution against the plague, but that its

unfortunate side effects caused premature labour and irreversible damage to

the baby. The midwife was entitled to be furious, for most communities

deferred to her expertise in these matters, and live births were essential to her

good reputation.29

Simon Bowyer would accept his brother’s explanation and would present 

his version of the struggle with the vicar to any who would usefully listen.
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Evidently he had Walsingham’s ear. Against this lobbying campaign, Edmund

Curteys made a last attempt to rescue his reputation, to establish his bona fides,

and to cling to his position as vicar. He wrote from Cuckfield on  May ,

appealing ‘to the honourable and my very friend Secretary Walsingham at the

Court or elsewhere’, as follows:

My most humble duty remembered unto your honour, thinking myself most bounden,

that it pleased your honour to have such care over me, my wife, and poor children, as to

write unto me being a poor minister as it seemeth unto me upon mere goodwill.

Notwithstanding whereas your honour chargeth me (as you have been misinformed)

both with insufficiency of learning and also with ill demeanour. These are to certify

your honour that I was made minister by the right reverend father in God the Bishop of

Ely sixteen years ago being then student in St. John’s College in Cambridge. And I was

then thought meet to be in the ministry by the said right reverend father and also by 

Mr. Doctor Whitgift, at that time being his proctor, both for my learning and religion;

and also for conversation and good behaviour. And I continued therein seven years

after the minister of St. Giles, being parish church to Magdalene College. And after that

I was preferred to a benefice in Huntingdonshire by my Lord Keeper late deceased,

a parish of great worship called Yaxley. And from thence I was preferred by my Lord

Bishop of Ely to a benefice called Swavesey a little from Cambridge. All this time (I

thank God for it) my good name was never called into question, though mine enemies

of late in all these places have searched my life. And my conversation is no other now

than it was then, which I doubt not but to prove by the testimony of mine honest neigh-

bours, if I might obtain a Commission for the trial of my good behaviour and not by the

false information of mine enemies upon forged articles be condemned. Indeed, the

cause of all this my trouble is for that I have sought the punishment of certain wicked

men, which have two wives apiece now alive, whereof the one is a gentleman linked in

kindred with the rest of mine enemies with whom they have received the communion

together, and with whom also they are daily conversant. And for these and other abom-

inable vices am I by mine enemies thus persecuted. Wherefore I most humbly beseech

your honour to suspend your judgement until I have tried myself by law. And then I

trust their malicious dealing and dissimulation will be known. Thus most humbly

desiring your honour to tender my case, my poor wife and children, I commit your

honour to the tuition of almighty (god) wishing you health in the Lord with increase of

honour. From Cuckfield the last day of May. By your honour’s most humble orator

Edmund Curteys.

A postscript moved from personal history to the matter in hand.

As touching the talk which my Lord of Buckhurst had with me concerning resignation

of my vicarage, these are to advertise your honour that I can not resign it in such sort as

my Lord of Buckhurst would have me without committing simony, as both Mr. Doctor

Ford and other learned men hath certified me. Which thing also I told my lord when I

talked with him. And thereupon he willed me to take a fortnight’s deliberation to ask
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my counsel. Wherefore seeing that I can not do so I beseech your honour of your  lawful

favour that I may set a learned preacher under me to serve the cure and preach.30

It was not to be. The Bowyer faction won, perhaps because their political

ammunition outmatched the resources of their opponents, and perhaps, too,

because they told a more persuasive story. At its meeting on  January ,

attended by Secretary Walsingham and eight others, the Privy Council directed

a letter to the Dean of St Paul’s, the Dean of Arches, and other ecclesiastical

officials, requiring them to examine Edmund Curteys in person and to con-

sider the complaints against him. By  February the Council had reached a

decision and instructed the Bishop of London and other High Commissioners

that, ‘considering the enormity of the faults, which are, as it is informed unto

their lordships, sufficiently proved against him, and whereof there is no hope of

amendment, for avoiding of further offence and slander his lordship and the

rest are required by virtue of their Commission Ecclesiastical to proceed to 

the deprivation of the said vicar of Cuckfield both from his benefice and 

vicarage of Cuckfield, and also from exercising any function ecclesiastical in 

the ministry elsewhere’.31

Curteys and his supporters faced humiliation, but they did not give up

without a rearguard action. Nor was the parish of Cuckfield calmed by this

judgement. Edmund Curteys stayed on in the area, licking his wounds and

attempting to restore his fortunes. His supporters bore grudges and con-

tinued to use whatever legal and political resources they could find to restore

their advantage or to harm their enemies. Parish communions, which were 

supposed to be occasions of charity and harmony, were fraught with ill will.

Bishop Richard Curteys reluctantly instituted a successor to the vicarage, one 

Alexander Southwick who pleased nobody, while another minister, George

Closse, claimed that the vicarage was still vacant and attempted to secure it for

himself.32 Meanwhile, in respect of his poverty and lack of maintenance, the

authorities allowed the deprived Curteys to continue in the vicarage house for 

a year and to enjoy the benefit of the glebe land, even after his successor 

was appointed.33 For several months the parish continued in turmoil, with

uncertainty about rights of institution and payment of tithes. This struggle for

control of the parish erupted into violence on  June , the Sunday after 

St John’s Day, when rival factions fought for possession of the pulpit. The sur-

viving documents tell only one side of the story, and that only in outline, so we

have to recreate the scene in our imaginations.

Henry Bowyer, esquire, John Hussey, gent., Henry Mitchell, gent., Thomas

Turner, tailor, Thomas Jenner, yeoman, Edward Roberts, yeoman, John

Johnson, husbandman, and Alexander Green, yeoman, all parishioners of
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Cuckfield, were indicted before the Sussex Assizes held at East Grinstead on 

 July . These men were the activists in the Bowyer camp and they represent

a wide social spectrum. Hussey was the owner of the impropriated rectory of

Cuckfield and therefore had an interest in the vicarage and a right to the tithes.

All were indicted for riotous assembly and for ‘interrupting a celebrant during

divine service, contrary to statute, when on  June  they riotously assem-

bled in Cuckfield parish church during morning prayer, assaulted George

Closse, clerk, prevented him from giving a sermon, and forcibly ejected him

from church’.34

Notwithstanding the possibility that something of this sort really happened,

Bowyer was able to convince his friends in London that the indictment was

false and the prosecution malicious. The Privy Council had summoned three

of Bowyer’s enemies, Messrs Ninian Chaloner, Thomas Mitchell, and John

Henslow, under warrant from Secretary Walsingham on  July, and put them

on notice not to proceed against Bowyer. On  July, three days’ after the Sussex

indictment, Chaloner and Mitchell were ordered back to London to answer for

their contempt, and on  July they were committed to the Marshalsea prison.

Ten days’ detention was enough for flexing the ligaments of power, and on 

July, ‘upon their submission and promise not to intermeddle hereafter in the

matter of the vicarage of Cuckfield [they] were with some good lessons to

behave themselves more dutifully hereafter, dismissed and set at liberty’.35

It was during this period that Edmund Curteys, now late vicar of Cuckfield,

resurrected the business of Mrs Bowyer’s treatment of Mercy Gould, in hope 

of demeaning his enemy. The Privy Council heard that ‘the wife of Henry

Bowyer . . . is very desirous to clear herself ’ and that the relevant written testi-

monies had been collected, but by this time the Curteys faction was so discred-

ited that no such examination was necessary. Once again Henry Bowyer turned

a potentially troublesome situation to his advantage, and with the help of the

Privy Council made his mastery of the Cuckfield community more secure. All

that was needed to complete his triumph was a progressive preacher to occupy

the vicarage, and this was supplied by the institution of John Waterhouse on 

 September . Waterhouse, who served Cuckfield from  to , was

everything Curteys was not. According to his obituary, Waterhouse was ‘a most

rare and excellent preacher, greatly admired for his zealous and godly speech’.

The godly found him sympathetic and protected him from episcopal interfer-

ence, and it was not until  that he was presented before the archdeacon 

for ‘not wearing the surplice nor using the cross in baptism’. It was to Water-

house that Henry Bowyer entrusted his charitable legacies, and it was during

his incumbency that Bowyer contributed to the further edification of the

church. If, at the heart of the matter, this dispute that began with Mercy Gould’s
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pregnancy was about advancing the Reformation, then moderate puritans,

among whom both Bowyer and Waterhouse might be numbered, can be seen

to have been the victors.

Bishop Richard Curteys attempted to reinstate his brother to his prebend,

but the canons of Chichester refused to have him in residence. Further pressure

from London may have hardened them in their decision.36 The bishop died on

 August , discredited and effectively suspended. His younger brother

Edmund, for whom he took so much trouble, lived out his days in the vicinity

of Cuckfield, a recipient of charity, and was buried in the parish he had for-

merly served as vicar on  May .

Of Mercy Gould’s subsequent history we know nothing. The record is silent

whether she lived and thrived as a resident of Cuckfield, whether she moved on,

whether she married, or when she died. No Cuckfield parish registers can be

found before  so the marriages, baptisms, and burials of our protagonists

cannot be traced. Mercy Gould’s ordeal was soon over, but its consequences set

households, neighbours, parishioners, and magistrates in a struggle for right-

eousness and legitimation that exposed their alliances, stresses, and contradic-

tions. The story of Mercy Gould and the vicar of Cuckfield is a story that

illuminates power relations, great and small, in the underside of Elizabethan

England. It reminds us how tightly related were personal and public morality,

local and national politics, and the religion and culture of the humble and the

elite. It reminds us, too, of the danger of distortion which arises when histor-

ians try to write about these topics in isolation from each other.

Dramatis Personae

 

Mercy Gould, servant to Henry Bowyer (formerly servant to Edmund Curteys)

Henry Bowyer, Cuckfield ironmaster and landowner

Elizabeth Bowyer, Henry’s wife

Simon Bowyer, Henry’s brother, gentleman usher at court

John Boniface of Cuckfield, gave shelter to Mercy and buried her dead child

Boniface’s wife, former servant with Mercy

John Orgle, servant, putative father of Mercy’s child

Mrs Mitchell of Tyes, widow

Mrs Mitchell of the town

Mrs Mitchell of Anstey

goodwife Gateland

John Hussey, gent.

Thomas Turner, tailor
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Alexander Green, yeoman

Thomas Jenner, yeoman

Edward Roberts, yeoman

John Johnson, husbandman

 

Edmund Curteys, vicar of Cuckfield, –

Joan Curteys, Edmund’s wife

Richard Curteys, Edmund’s brother, Bishop of Chichester

Denis Clarke, midwife

Isabel Chaloner, gentlewoman

Marjorie Chaloner, gentlewoman

Alice Rowland

Joan Bassett

Joan Mercer

Eleanor Parson

Edmund Chaloner, gent.

John Chaloner, gent.

Ninian Chaloner, gent.

Thomas Mitchell

John Henslow

  

Sir Francis Walsingham, Secretary of State; William Cecil, Lord Burghley; Lord

Buckhurst; Sir John Pelham; Sir Walter Covert; George Goring, esq.; Henry

Barkley, esq.; Mr Gooch; Archbishop Matthew Parker; Bishop Edwin

Sandys; Dr William Overton; Dr Ford; Dr Watts; Dr Yale; Dr Becon; Mr

Robinson; John Waterhouse; Alexander Southwick; George Closse
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R A’ C:

S, D, 

D   H  E

This story cuts to the heart of economic, social, and sexual relationships in

early modern England. It could serve as a morality drama about exploitation, a

scenario for a play about survival and endurance, but it comes, like so many

tales of distress, from the ecclesiastical archives. Its themes are gender and

power, love and deception, sex and seduction. The story exposes the relation-

ships of gentility and dependency, coercive male mastery and the vulnerabili-

ties of female domestic service. Its ingredients include unwitnessed spousals,

concealed pregnancy, attempted abortion, attempted murder, thoughts of

suicide, a bastard birth, and suspicions of infanticide. Other topics exposed in

the course of its unfolding include subterfuge and resistance, bribery and

forgery, the misuse of literacy, and the threatened misuse of the law. The story

even has religious dimensions involving the swearing of oaths, invocation of

the Devil, recourse to the Bible, and a popular misrepresentation of the doc-

trine of predestination. The central character, Rose Arnold of Scraptoft, Leices-

tershire, told her story to her mother, to her minister, and to a magistrate,

before retelling it, after much rehearsal, to the clerks of the diocesan court.

Here, with minimal processing, is Rose Arnold’s confession, recorded late in

.1

Whilst I was a servant to Mr. Lane of Tilton I was importuned by Mr. Francis, son of the

said Mr. Lane, and upon his promise made unto me, to make me his wife, I granted unto

him the loss of my chastity. Proving with child, I told him thereof; whereto he answered,

‘I know so much by my calendar; notwithstanding, I have read in a book that if a

woman in such a case will but immediately drink a draught of well water it would cure

her of such a disease.’Which I willing to prove, went forth out of my master’s house into

the kitchen adjoining to a well therein, there to have drunk water. Whitherto he follow-

ing me, the well being by him already uncovered, it being dark, and I stooping to take

water, violently offered to have cast me therein. But I catching hold of the furniture of

the well, and striking a blow withal, he desisted from his purpose. And asking him if he

meant to murder or drown me, he answered, praying me to forgive him, that the devil

was great with him for that purpose, but he was already sorry for the same.



This being about Martlemas time [St Martin’s Day,  November, a traditional time for
servants’ contracts to expire], he then prayed me, and every day after more and more

urged me to depart from his father’s house. Howbeit, I continued there still his father’s

servant until the first week in Lent [mid-February in ], when my fault beginning to

be apparently seen, he persuaded me earnestly to leave the town of Tilton, which

request I granted. And he, still promising to marry with me, gave me twenty shillings of

money and a passport which testified that I was late wife to one Jannill, and that I had

sustained great losses by fire, and that my husband, affrighted therewith, died leaving

me comfortless. So that I was constrained, as appeared by my passport, to travel towards

Lynn to certain of my dead husband’s friends. He willed me also to go to a place called

Coton in Cambridgeshire where he would presently meet me and provide for me all

things necessary. [Here the manuscript is torn, a stage in the narrative missing. The ren-
dezvous apparently went amiss.]

Rose Arnold admitted that she would, so far from home,

by some vile means have taken away my life, but [I] wandered up and down in

Northamptonshire until I was delivered of childbirth, and that child died, which was

about midsummer last. Then I returned into Leicestershire to Scraptoft to my mother,

who in my absence, being suspicious thereof, and finding by tokens that I had lately

been delivered of a child, reported the same, so that it came to the ear of the minister of

the town whose name is Mr. Fisher.2 [He] privately examined me who was the father of

the child, to whom I answered truly, Francis Lane of Tilton.

The news of my coming to Scraptoft being spread abroad, Francis Lane sent secretly

unto me one Francis Bullivant, who willed me to meet the said Francis Lane in a place

near Newton. Where we being met, he after some speeches refused to marry with me.

Only, he would give me twenty pounds if I would lay the child to one James Dallywater,

late servant to his brother in law John Blount of Tilton. Which I refusing to do, saying,‘I

have related the truth to Mr. Fisher,’ he answered me, he could deal well enough with

him. And he would still give me twenty pounds if I would but deny my speech before

the said Mr. Fisher, and withal lay the child to Dallywater. And that I might the better do

it, he did assure me that the said Dallywater was already hanged.

I relying on his promise of marriage withstood these his offers and temptations.

Then he flatly told me that he must either forsake his country or forswear the act. And

rather than he would forsake his country he would absolutely forswear it. For, saith he,‘I

find it in one place of scripture, if I be born elected, whether I swear or not swear, I shall

be saved.’ Moreover, he threatened me if I would dissent from these motions made he

would call me before a Justice and there lay to my charge that I had stolen certain things

out of his father’s house at my departure.

Before making this confession to ecclesiastical officials, Rose told her story to

the magistrate, Mr Cave, who enjoined her ‘to go to Luddington where I was

delivered of child, from thence to bring him under the minister’s hand a true

certificate of the same, and what was become of the child. But before I came
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thither Mr. Francis Lane had procured one from thence to Mr. Cave, whereof I

have true copy.’ It is not clear what happened next, or whether anyone was

charged or punished. Since there was no live bastard and no dead body, and no

other account of this misery besides Rose Arnold’s, it was hard to see how

secular or ecclesiastical justice could proceed. At the end, Rose no longer had a

baby to support, but may still, despite everything, have wanted Francis to

marry her. Marriage to the son of a gentleman, the father of her lost child,

would raise her status and esteem, even if it entailed a life of domestic misery.

Perhaps she would rather be miserable in comfort. For the vile Francis, mar-

riage to a former servant, one he had so grievously abused, would undermine

his self-esteem and bar him from making a more advantageous alliance among

families of his own landed class. Unlike a staged drama, this story ends incon-

clusively, as do so many other accounts of vulnerable women’s ordeals.3 Like an

earlier Leicestershire servant, Agnes Bowker, Rose Arnold’s strength lay in her

ability to command narrative, as well as to endure a heap of distress.

Dramatis Personae

Rose Arnold, servant, of Scraptoft

goody Arnold, Rose’s mother

Mr Lane of Tilton, Rose’s master

Francis Lane, Rose’s seducer

Francis Bullivant, friend of Francis Lane

James Dallywater, servant

Mr Cave, magistrate

Nicholas Fisher, clerk
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D, S,  V

Richard Skeete and Lydia Downes were hanged for murder early in . There

was no gory pamphlet to describe their deeds, no lurid report of their perform-

ance on the scaffold. But a story survives, entered in the Colchester borough

records, which offers Lydia Downes’s account of the entanglements that took

her to her death. Like Agnes Bowker’s confession of her dealings with the

schoolmaster Hugh Brady and Rose Arnold’s account of her relationship with

her master’s son Francis Lane, this is a tale of exploitation and distress, told by a

woman in trouble. In the course of its unfolding Lydia Downes’s story exposes

dark areas of the medical, sexual, and criminal underworld of early modern

England. The familiar ingredients of dependency, seduction, pregnancy, and

illegitimacy are joined by mysterious illnesses, desperate cures, attempted

abortion, attempted suicide, serial infanticide, and murder. Like other con-

fessions and depositions that illuminate the past, Lydia Downes’s statement

also reveals the rhetorical skill of the teller and her negotiation with the 

authority of the law. Historians have occasionally cited this case with reference

to murder and abortion, but Lydia’s words, redacted for the magistrates, have

not previously been published in full. They make a chilling tale.1

Examinations taken the th day of November anno domini 1638, before John Furley,

gentleman, mayor, etc., and Henry Barrington, gentleman, Justice of the Peace of our

sovereign lord the king, etc., for the town Colchester etc.

Lydia Downes aged  years or thereabouts, being examined confesseth and sayeth

that about five or six years since her brother in law, one William Hardy (who is now

dead), did come to Richard Skeete in the parish of St. Mary’s, and told him in what con-

dition she this examinant was then in, and her said brother in law told Skeete that she

was to go to Chelmsford to a woman there for cure. And Skeete told her brother that it

was in vain to go to that woman of Chelmsford for she could not cure her . . . but if her

brother would bring her to him he would cure her for twenty shillings. And her brother

telling Skeete that [she] was not able to come, Skeete sent her by her brother a paper

with crosses to hang about her neck that night, and the next day that paper to be burnt,

and she . . . to be held over it (which was done), and then she might come to him

without any danger.

And after that was done, then she and her brother did come to Skeete’s house (about



two of the clock in afternoon) and that night (after the said Skeete had caused her to

take an oath upon the testament that she should not reveal his secrets, otherwise he

could not cure her) the said Skeete did let her blood, but she bled but a little (in regard

she was so frightened with that which she then saw and heard, for that night the said

Skeete did cross papers and burnt them, and cut off some of the hair of [her] head and

burnt it, and Skeete said then some words which she understood not), and after a great

noise and a mighty tempest of wind the candle and fire went out, and then there

appeared some thing in the likeness of a man (which she thought was the devil or some

evil spirit). And [she] rising up to awake her brother (lying then sleeping upon Skeete’s

bed), Skeete beat her down, and bade her sit still, and said to her, cannot you sit still and

be quiet, he going about to cure her, and then pulled her out of the chair wherein she

then sat and carried her into the yard. When she was in the yard she fell down with fear,

and Skeete left her and (as she thought) went into the house.

And after Skeete had awaked her brother and those that were in the house and sent

them away, the said Skeete did throw her upon his bed, and there had the carnal know-

ledge of her body, and after that gave her physic and sent her home. And the Saturday

following [she] with her said brother came to Skeete’s house, where he gave her a second

oath of secrecy, and let her blood, which blood [she] would have spilt, but Skeete would

not let her, and told her that she came to him for help, but would not let him alone, and

then he took her blood and burnt it with pins and needles, and after that had the carnal

knowledge of her body and kept her at his house till the Monday following, and in

which time Skeete had the use of her body several times.

And after which time [she] proved with child, and had a child by one Tunbridge, and

after she was up again and was to come to the spiritual courts (having been warned

thither), Skeete sent to speak with [her], and when her mother and she came to the

court, Skeete came to them, and they went together to the house of one Coker, and there

supped, and Skeete paid for their suppers, and that night [she] lay at the said Coker’s

house with her mother. And the Saturday following she . . . did lie with Skeete at his

house all night, and that then he had again the use of her body, and soon after she

proved with child. And upon the quickening she told Skeete she was with child, and he

bade her take savin (which she did) but that did her no good. And about six weeks after

she was quick with child, and then Skeete told [her] that she must take some physic, and

he gave her physic which she took, but it prevailed not.

And then she told Skeete she would never come to shame again, and thereupon she

took ratsbane (which she had at her brother’s, he being a farrier) at Skeete’s house,

unbeknown to Skeete, and after she had taken the poison (being then fearful of death)

she told Skeete of it, and he gave her salad oil and the kernel of hazel nuts which expelled

the poison, that it wrought not. But yet the child was not killed within her, but after-

wards (at the house of the said Coker) she was delivered of a child (which was born

alive), and none was with her at the time she was in travail but Skeete and Coker’s maid

(whose name she knoweth not). But whether Skeete was with her at the instant time of

her delivery she remembreth not (for she was much troubled with her convulsion fits),

but presently after her delivery Skeete and the said maid asked [her] what they should
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do with the child, and she told them what they would, and she said to them that she . . .

was not so hard hearted as to make it away, but Coker’s maid said tush, it was not the

first that she had made away. And then after they had wrapped up the child in [Lydia

Downes’s] apron, they carried it away, and as she thinketh put it into the ground in

Coker’s yard.

And also [she] sayeth that afterwards she was with child by Skeete, and was delivered

thereof at Skeete’s house, and that when she was delivered of that child there was then

present only Skeete and one Keeler’s wife, and that presently after that child was born

Skeete gave it something in a spoon which he told [her] was water and sugar, but

presently after the child swelled and died, but what became of it afterwards she knoweth

not, but Skeete and Keeler’s wife conveyed it away. And [she] further sayeth that Skeete

before she was delivered of the said child, by physic often assayed to destroy the said

child within her, and that before the time she was delivered of the child Skeete had pur-

posely sent his wife away to Mersea that [Lydia Downes] might lie in at his house where

she stayed about fourteen days. And also [she] sayeth, that after the said Keeler’s wife

had looked to her about a week she (being [her] keeper), fell sick and died. But before

her death she would have revealed the murthering of the child, but that Skeete and

[Lydia Downes] would not be from her for fear thereof, until she was dead.

And further [she] sayeth, that Skeete did give to her poison to give to his wife, and

told her that if his wife were dead he would marry [Lydia Downes]. But she threw down

the poison and would not give it to his wife. And then Skeete entreated [her] to go away

with him, and he would leave his wife and that he had with her, and they did go away

together, and were gone together about six days. And then she being terrified in her

mind, would stay no longer with him, and gave him good words to bring her home

again, being afraid that he would make her away. And also [she] sayeth that after

Skeete’s wife was dead, Skeete told [her] that he had given his wife such a draught, that

was the last she drank. And that the said Skeete before his said wife was buried, sent for

[Lydia Downes] to come to his wife’s burial, and sent her word that if she would come

he would marry her. Lydia Downes, her mark.

Lydia Downes’s story is remarkably rich yet tantalizingly incomplete, but

even this brief narrative suggests several directions for study. She lived at

Dedham, just a few miles north of Colchester, but had no part in the puritan

culture for which that community is famous. Indeed, religion is absent from

this story. We may wonder at the nature of the malady that required Lydia

Downes to seek medical attention. It was evidently serious enough for

members of her family to want to help her to a cure. Her brother-in-law

(married to her sister Alice) was going to take her to the ‘woman of Chelms-

ford’ before Skeete intervened with his therapy. One possibility is that Lydia

Downes, like Agnes Bowker, suffered from epilepsy or falling sickness. She was,

she said, ‘much troubled with her convulsion fits’ during labour, though this

could equally refer to her birthpangs. Another possibility, to which she herself
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alluded, is that she suffered from smallpox. The most likely suggestion,

however, is that Lydia was already pregnant, carrying the child fathered by 

Tunbridge, and that the ‘cure’ she was seeking was an abortion.

The Colchester archdeaconry act books record Lydia‘s earlier encounter

with the ecclesiastical authorities when she was cited in April  ‘upon a

common fame of committing fornication or adultery with Matthew Tunbridge

of Abberton’. Lydia confessed to the court ‘that while she lived with her sister

Alice Hardy of Abberton [a few miles south of Colchester] about St. James tide

last past, the said Matthew Tunbridge came thither and had the carnal use of

her body three several times, once in the barn and twice in the lower room, and

begot her with child; of which child she sayeth she miscarried by reason she had

the smallpox.’ None gainsaying this account, which may have been Lydia’s first

experience of telling her tales in court, she was ordered to perform public

penance in Abberton church, which she duly performed.2 Her later history sug-

gests that the miscarriage may not have been so innocent as it appears. Lydia’s

testimony to the Colchester magistrates suggests that she first met Richard

Skeet while carrying Tunbridge’s child, and that Skeete enjoyed Lydia’s body

while she was already pregnant.

Richard Skeete, a weaver, was evidently renowned as a cunning man or prac-

titioner of occult and herbal remedies. He was also a specialist in finding lost

treasure. At twenty shillings his services did not come cheap. His repertoire of

cures involving amulets, fire, and blood belonged to an established tradition of

popular medical magic that Reformers associated with Roman Catholicism.

The Elizabethan author Henry Chettle had long since ridiculed the use of

paper charms, blessed and burned, that promised ‘to expel the spirits, purify

the blood, and ease the pain’. The preacher Robert Humston had similarly

warned against the ‘popish superstitions’ and ‘Romish sorceries’ of country

magic, ‘as though the wearing or bearing about us these names of God, written

in virgin parchment, with crosses and characters were of force to cure maladies,

to chase away bugs and cast out devils, which in truth is blasphemously to

abuse and take in vain the holy name of God to our own destruction’.3

Half a century later, as Lydia Downes attested, such cures were still employed

in the heart of puritan East Anglia. Skeete’s use of crosses written on paper, his

instruction that Lydia sleep with the amulet about her neck, his burning of the

paper the next day, and his follow-up treatment with hair-clippings, blood,

and pins and needles, all belonged to a ritual of exorcism, designed to rid the

patient of evil spirits. Skeete’s repeated oaths of secrecy and his utterance of

incomprehensible words invested the treatment with awe and mystery. Who is

to say that the ‘great noise’ and ‘mighty tempest’ that doused the candle and fire

and which ushered in a ‘thing in the likeness of a man’ belonged to a charlatan’s
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theatre of mystification rather than a sick woman’s imagination? Readers who

recall Hugh Brady’s ministrations to Agnes Bowker in Elizabethan Leicester-

shire, and his similar demand of blood and secrecy, should not be surprised

that the treatment concluded with ‘carnal knowledge’.4

As soon as she was cured—or as soon as she recovered from her pregnancy

with Tunbridge’s child—Lydia renewed her relationship with Skeete. She

appears to have spent the next four years as his mistress and companion. His-

torians have posited, and some have questioned, the existence of a ‘bastardy-

prone sub-society’ in early modern England; Lydia Downes would seem to fit

the bill.5 At least five times in this period she quickened with child, and at least

four times Skeete destroyed her baby by medicinal or physical violence. It is 

testimony to the woman’s robustness, and also to the inexactitude of popular

pharmacology, that Skeete, though skilled in spells and poisons, was not always

successful in inducing an abortion and was driven to resort to infanticide.

Lydia Downes’s confession to the magistrates was a damning testimony,

enough to hang Skeete and his associates several times over. Not surprisingly,

when the magistrates confronted Skeete with Lydia’s testimony, he protested

that her story was ‘false and untrue’. Though admitting to sexual relations with

Lydia Downes, ‘at her own house several times, and once at the house of

William Coker’, he insisted that everything else was a fabrication.

Lydia Downes, however, had not finished telling her story or digging her

lover’s grave. Three weeks after her first examination, she was back before the

magistrates with further information. Lydia’s second testimony is as extra-

ordinary as her first, not least for its graphic account of childbirth in distress,

infanticide, and murder. Readers who wish to be spared gruesome details may

be advised to skip this part of Lydia’s confession.

[T]hree years since or thereabouts she was with child, but whether it was by Skeete or

one Richard Bryant, a feltmaker, she knoweth not for both of them had the use of her

body. And as Skeete and Bryant and she were going along by the house of one Crankes

of Abberton at the end of the mean wood (since which time the said Crankes was

hanged for felony) she fell in travail, and so they went into the said Crankes’s house, and

there she was delivered of one female child which was born alive; and at the birth

thereof there was with her Skeete and Bryant, but whether Crankes’s wife was with her

when the child was born she knoweth not. But Skeete told her that he would make away

the child, and she told him that she would not consent to have it murdered. And Skeete

told her that if she would not consent to have the child made away, she should never go

home again to tell tales. And then Skeete took the arm of the child and put the hand of it

into the mouth, and strangled it. And Bryant consented to the death of the child, and

promised never to reveal it. And the next day when they went from Crankes’s house,

Skeete and Bryant showed her the place in mean wood where they had buried the child.
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She also confesseth that before she was delivered of the child which she had at the

house of the said Crankes, she was with child by Skeete, and before she was delivered she

was carried away by Skeete and Bryant. As they were going towards London, beyond

Chelmsford at an alehouse, she was delivered of a man child, and there was with her

three or four women, and that child lived four days and then died and was buried in the

churchyard there; and she stayed in that alehouse about a fortnight. And Bryant told the

folks of the house and the women that were at her labour that she was his wife. And

Skeete and Bryant left her at that alehouse and went away, and about three or four days

after Bryant came thither to her, and stayed there with her until they came from thence

to Colchester to Skeete’s house, where Bryant left her and went his way.

Under further examination Lydia elaborated her story, incriminating Skeete

and company in yet another act of infanticide. ‘Concerning the child she was

delivered of beyond Chelmsford [she said] that after she was delivered of it,

that Bryant and Skeete both of them came to her and threatened her that if she

would not give her consent to the murdering of the said child that they would

make her sure for ever going home herself; and that thereupon she bade them

do with it what they would; and presently after the said Skeete and Bryant

strangled the child, and after they had done it they brought it up to her and she

saw that it was dead.’ In saying this, Lydia had as good as condemned herself to

death.

Turning to another part of her narrative, Lydia said

that when Keeler’s wife lay sick she was desirous to drink some wine with sugar, and

thereupon one Joan Collins did fetch half a pint of white wine and she [Lydia] went for

sugar, and they delivered the wine and sugar to Skeete. And Skeete put some of the wine

into a glass, and put into it something that was white like sugar . . . and gave it to her

[Lydia] to give it to Keeler’s wife. And she [Lydia] offering to taste of the wine in the

glass, Skeete would not let her, and said she, Keeler’s wife, shall not drink of your dregs,

and she did not drink it but gave it to the goody Keeler; and [Keeler’s wife] perceived

something swimming in the glass, supposing it to be sugar, said to [Lydia], what can you

not stir the sugar but let it swim, and thereupon [Lydia] with Skeete’s knife stirred it in

the glass, and then Keeler’s wife drank it up, and died within an hour . . . After the

goody Keeler had drunk up the wine in the glass she [Lydia] would have put some more

wine into the glass intending to drink it herself, but Skeete would not suffer her, but

took the glass of her hand and washed it and threw some of the water down upon the

ground, and a cat that was there lapped some of that water and swelled and some of her

hair went off from her. And when Skeete and [Lydia] was gone from Keeler’s house,

Skeete said to her, we have been a long time afraid of her [Keeler’s wife], but I have given

her in the wine some mercury, that she will tell no more tales.

Tales, however, kept surfacing as other witnesses addressed the borough

court. Joan Collins, who served as ‘keeper’ or attendant to Keeler’s wife during
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her last illness, testified that Richard Skeete and Lydia Downes were ‘daily con-

versant with [Keeler’s wife] all the time of her sickness’. The patient died, she

said, ‘within three hours after the drinking of the said wine . . . but whether by

reason of the drinking of the said wine her death was hastened she knoweth

not’. Elizabeth Coker, who had often hosted Richard Skeete and Lydia Downes

at her house, reported that one time Skeete said to Lydia, ‘when they were

drinking together, that when his old wife was dead she [Lydia] should be his

next wife’. Another witness, Robert Brittaine of Colchester, gave further testi-

mony about Skeete’s practice as a cunning man and finder of lost money. But it

was Lydia’s testimony, detailed and compelling, that took her and Skeete to the

gallows.

Richard Bryant, who had been Skeete’s friend and accomplice and who may

have fathered Lydia’s last child, made one last appearance, though he seems to

have escaped the judgement of the court. Lydia first told her story to the magis-

trates on  November . Word no doubt got out, and Bryant tried to spirit

her away. Testifying again on  December, Lydia Downes said that Bryant came

to her at Dedham on  November,

and was very desirous to have her go away with him, and told her that if she would go

with him he would come the Friday after and bring a horse and carry her away; and she

promised him to go away with him, but she did not intend to go away with him, but told

him so because she was desirous that he might be taken. . . . Bryant, according to his

promise, did come with a horse that Friday he appointed, about ten o’clock of the night,

to carry her away. But she having revealed it to Mr. Waterhouse, Mr. Waterhouse did

lock her up so that Bryant could not come to her; and so Bryant went away and did not

see her nor speak to her, but she knew it was he that came for her for that he told her . . .

he would gumble against the wainscot in the entry, and so he did . . . three time before

he went away.

Bryant, presumably, rode his horse to safety and oblivion, and might have

taken Lydia with him. Instead, by the end of January , both Lydia Downes

and Richard Skeete were sentenced to hang. Lydia, by her testimony, had almost

suicidally purged herself, taking the poisoner-murderer-abortionist lover with

her to oblivion of a different sort.

I have presented this tale with minimal processing, to allow Lydia Downes

and her associates to speak for themselves. Readers may make of it what they

will. The story may be read as an episode in the history of crime or as a chapter

in human morality. It offers a vignette into early-modern gender relations and

sexual violence on the eve of the English Revolution, with both Lydia and her

lover responsible for multiple transgressions. The tale may also be treated as a

remarkable personal narrative, an exculpatory confession with a dramatic

structure and rhetorical flair of its own.
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The magistrates who tried this case, Barrington and Furley, may have lis-

tened with fascinated horror at this tale of depravity in their midst. Both were

members of the godly elite who later became active in the parliamentary cause,

Barrington becoming a Congregationalist and Furley a Quaker. The case came

before them in  at a time when the Laudian ascendancy seemed unshake-

able and when godly preachers at Colchester were being silenced.6 Was this a

warning of England’s peril if reformed religion were not upheld?

Dramatis Personae

Lydia Downes, singlewoman, of Dedham, aged  in , hanged

(pregnant by Tunbridge, allegedly miscarried; pregnant by Skeete, delivered

in Coker’s house, child killed; pregnant by Skeete, delivered in Skeete’s

house, child killed; pregnant by Skeete, delivered in alehouse, child killed;

pregnant by Skeete or Bryant, delivered in Cranke’s house, child killed)

Richard Skeete of Colchester, weaver, poisoner, aged about  in , hanged

Goody Downes, Lydia’s mother, accompanied her to Colchester

William Hardy, farrier, of Abberton, married to Lydia’s sister Alice, dead by

Nov. 

Mary Skeete, Skeete’s wife, died from poison

Matthew Tunbridge of Abberton, fathered a child on Lydia Downes, 

Richard Bryant, feltmaker, Skeete’s friend and Lydia’s lover

Crankes of Abberton, harboured Lydia, hung for felony

William Coker of Colchester, provided hospitality for Lydia and her mother

Elizabeth Coker, wife of William, aged 

Mary, Coker’s maid, assisted at birth and disposal of child’s body

Anne Keeler, wife of Thomas Keeler of Colchester, labourer, assisted at next

birth and disposal of child’s body, poisoned by Skeete

Joan Collins, wife of Edmond Collins of Colchester, ‘keeper’ to Anne Keeler in

her last illness

John Furley, mayor of Colchester, magistrate

Henry Barrington, Justice of the Peace
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A M’ T: A, P,

 C  E M L

In July  the London archdeaconry court heard that Elizabeth Wyatt of

Newgate, a married woman, was ‘keeping company at unlawful hours and in

suspicious places’ with Abraham Brand, a married man, and that they often

drank and took tobacco together in taverns and victualling houses until late in

the night. Elizabeth Brand, Abraham’s wife, became so fed up with this squan-

dering of family resources, this diversion of her husband’s affection, and her

own public humiliation, that she obtained a warrant to keep the offenders

apart. The charges and counter-charges in this dispute cast an extraordinary

light on the world of the street and the alehouse, on matronly solidarity and

female jealousy, and on gender relations and neighbourly interaction in 

early modern London.1 It provides strong support for those historians who 

see cross-currents and contradictions in patriarchal relations, and who find

women sometimes to have been each other’s own worst enemies.2 Even more

remarkable, this testimony sheds fresh light on the cultural performance of

childbirth and the veiled female world of the birth room, for Elizabeth Wyatt

was a midwife, and part of the case turned on estimates of her skill and suitabil-

ity for that task.3

As so often turns out with church court records, the trail of citations,

charges, answers, and judgements is incomplete. Elizabeth Wyatt became

subject to judicial investigation and half a dozen women gave evidence about

her; but it is not immediately clear whether her social, moral, or professional

shortcomings were the central subject of concern.

The midwife’s principal accuser was Elizabeth Brand, aged , the wife of

Abraham Brand of the parish of Christ Church, London. She acknowledged

that Elizabeth Wyatt had ‘used the office of a midwife about a year or there-

abouts . . . but whether she were licensed or not she cannot say’. The purpose 

of this vague and dismissive testimony seems to have been to undercut the

midwife’s professional standing, and to prepare the ground for the following

assault on her character.

Goodwife Brand told the court that Elizabeth Wyatt ‘much frequenteth

taverns’ and that she was often ‘overtaken by drink’. Furthermore, she alleged,



she ‘has been found and seen at unlawful hours and unfitting hours in the night

in taverns and victualling houses in company of Abraham Brand’, the accuser’s

husband. She herself had ‘found them so divers times’, implying that she had

gone looking for them when her husband failed to come home. Elizabeth

Wyatt, she charged, had ‘caused her said husband to spend his estate, so as he

hath been fain to leave the City and his diet and his children’. The Brand house-

hold was ruined, so it seemed, because instead of providing for his family

another man’s wife ‘was beneficed by his diet’.

Other housewives from the Holborn area amplified these allegations. Sarah

Lee, aged , of the parish of St Sepulchre, deposed that Elizabeth Wyatt was ‘a

great frequenter of taverns and alehouses’ and that she had ‘divers and sundry

times observed [her] to be very much overcome with drink’. Specifically, she

said, ‘about Christmas last past, , [Elizabeth Wyatt] was so far overcome

with drink at the Red Cross [alehouse] in the parish of Christ Church, that she

was unable to go steadfastly, but reeled and staggered up and down the streets

as she went home to her own house’.

Alice Harrison, aged , the wife of John Harrison of St Sepulchre’s,

confirmed that Elizabeth Wyatt was ‘a great company keeper and common fre-

quenter of taverns and alehouses, and a great taker of tobacco. And in her drink

she hath in a bravado given out and said that she had, or that she could take

tobacco with a lord for a companion, and he or she that could not was a com-

panion for a dog.’ Elizabeth Selby, aged , the wife of a scissor-maker of Christ

Church and, as it turned out, one of the midwife’s clients, also reported that

Elizabeth Wyatt was so drunk on occasion that ‘as she hath gone along the

street the market women have called out to have someone or other to hold her

for fear she should fall in the street’.

Judith Simnell, aged , of the parish of St Giles, Cripplegate, told the court

that the midwife was often overcome by drink, and that her company-keeping

with Abraham Brand ‘at unlawful hours’ had continued over the past three

years. For example, she alleged, they had been seen together ‘at the Queen’s

Arms in Newgate market until the hours of twelve in the night or one, revelling

and laughing in so much that the room wherein they did sit had been washed

with wine, to the great expense of the said Abraham Brand and the undoing of

his wife and children’. Furthermore, claimed Judith Simnell, ‘by the instigation’

of Elizabeth Wyatt, Abraham Brand ‘hath demeaned himself very harshly,

scurvily, abusively and inhumanly unto his wife, by kicking her, being great

with child, beating of her black and blue, that she hath lain in great extremity

for the space of a seven night’.

Abraham Brand, then, was a wife-beater as well as a drunkard, a philanderer

who brought ruin on his family by years of carousing with Elizabeth Wyatt.
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Midwife Wyatt appears no better, in this barrage of hostile testimony, and is

charged with leading Abraham astray. There is no overt suggestion of sexual

impropriety between them, but evidence abounded of their general unruly

behaviour. As a married woman and femme couverte, Elizabeth Brand could do

nothing in law to rein in her errant husband. If there was a shouting match

between them it is lost to history, nor is any charivari known to have brought

the husband to shame. The goodwife was not, however, entirely without judi-

cial resources, and used the processes of both secular and ecclesiastical justice

to bring pressure on her husband’s drinking companion.

Judith Simnell recalled that Elizabeth Brand ‘complained to Sir Martin

Lamb, one of the Justices of Peace for the city, of the said great abuses, and here-

upon a warrant was granted by the said Justice’. The warrant, however, was 

not against the husband, who was expected to govern and discipline his wife,

but against Elizabeth Wyatt, the disturber of domestic harmony. As Elizabeth

Brand recounted before the archdeacon, the midwife ‘was brought by a warrant

by a constable before Sir Martin Lamb, knight, one of the Aldermen of the City

of London and Justice of Peace’.4 There Sir Martin allegedly said, ‘that she was

fitter to be sent to Bridewell than any whore was, and had not the husband of

the said Elizabeth come in and entreated for her, the said Sir Martin had sent

her to Bridewell. And upon her promise and the promise of her said husband

that Elizabeth Wyatt would not keep company with the said Brand any more,

the said Sir Martin released her. But the next day and divers times since she hath

frequented [Elizabeth Brand’s] husband’s company.’

The women’s testimony paints Elizabeth Wyatt as a boozer and a home-

wrecker who was lucky not to be imprisoned; they cast her as a woman lacking

self-discipline who showed no respect for the vows of matrimony or for the

majesty of the law. There was, they said, a ‘common fame’ in the parish of

Christ Church and environs of Newgate and Holborn, that she was too often in

her cups. On top of this, they also cast doubts on her probity and effectiveness

as a midwife, alleging several cases of negligence and incompetence.

Several witnesses made the point that Elizabeth Wyatt was not actually a

licensed midwife, but served merely as assistant or deputy to the local official

midwife, Anna Brown. Sarah Lee deposed that though Elizabeth Wyatt prac-

tised midwifery ‘for three years or thereabout’ she was ‘never sworn or lawfully

authorized for the same, but only practiceth under her pretence of a deputation

from one Mrs. Brown living upon Snow Hill’. Elizabeth Brand, the instigator of

the case, purported not to know ‘whether she were licensed or sworn’, but Anna

Brown herself, in a brief appearance before the court, confirmed that Elizabeth

Wyatt had been her deputy for three years, and ‘practiceth now for herself, she

being not licensed’.5 Furthermore, the midwife deposed, she ‘never saw the said
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Elizabeth Wyatt in drink’. Many women, it seems, practised midwifery to 

the general satisfaction of their clients, and only sought out a licence when

required to do so by the Church.

As testimony to Elizabeth Wyatt’s unfitness for the office of midwife, Sarah

Lee gave the following report. ‘That a year since or thereabout one Mrs. [blank]

of the parish of [blank] being in labour sent to Mrs. Brown, midwife, to help

her in her great extremity of pain and travail, and [Mrs. Brown] sent [Elizabeth

Wyatt], being [herself] not well or else otherwise employed, to the said Mrs.

[blank]. And at her coming, by reason of her weak judgement, said that [Mrs.

blank] was not in travail, and would not stay at all but went from her and 

left her in great danger of her life, and then half an hour later the said Mrs.

[blank] was delivered by another midwife, she [Sarah Lee] being at the same

time present.’

This was not especially damning or compelling testimony, since the witness

could remember neither the name of the mother nor the location of the parish.

In any case, a misjudgement about the progress of labour was no ground for

judicial action. The main burden of the story was to add further damage to

Elizabeth Wyatt’s reputation, and it was corroborated by Annis Cox, aged , a

widow of the parish of St Andrew by the Wardrobe, who also served as a

midwife.6 Annis Cox told the court that she ‘being sent for to one Mr. Bennett’s

dwelling on the back side of the shambles to deliver his daughter, being in

labour, the said Elizabeth Wyatt came into the room where the said Mr.

Bennett’s daughter lay in labour, and there said that [she] was not in labour and

that her labour would not be of three days, and presently left the room and

went her way. But as soon as she was gone, or within an hour after, (Annis Cox)

delivered the said Mr. Bennett’s daughter of a man child.’

Mr Bennett’s daughter turned out to be Elizabeth Selby, age , whose voice

we have already heard. Her deposition before the archdeaconry court added

detail to the story of Elizabeth Wyatt’s incompetence, and spread further

incriminating rumours about the midwife’s failings.7 ‘Mrs. Wyatt came to

[Elizabeth Selby’s] father’s house in Newgate market the night before [she] was

in labour’, she said, ‘so drunk that she made mouths and played very unseemly

tricks’. She returned the next day, apparently sober, ‘and affirmed before one

Mrs. Cox, a midwife that was then sent for, that [Elizabeth Selby] was not in

labour, and that she would not be brought to bed not this night nor the next

night nor the next night after that, and so went away leaving [Elizabeth Selby]

in peril of her life, had not other women been present.’

Elizabeth Selby was naturally prejudiced against a midwife who had served

her so ill. She was not content, however, to speak only from her own experience,

but related other matters of which ‘there hath been a common voice and fame’.
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Dredging up every charge that would cast ill light on the midwife, Elizabeth

Selby told the court that she ‘hath heard that the said Elizabeth Wyatt did bring

a woman to bed privately in her house without any company, the which child

was never baptized so far as [she] believeth, but was privately conveyed away

out of the parish, for which she was questioned at the sessions’. Unwitnessed

childbirth, the possible harbouring of an unmarried mother, and avoidance of

the sacrament of baptism, were serious violations of law and custom. Here,

at last, was something with which the archdeaconry court might be legally 

concerned. Midwives were subject to ecclesiastical jurisdiction, and it was an

offence for them, or any one else, to assist in the concealment of a birth or the

avoidance of baptism.8

Given the chance to answer these charges, Elizabeth Wyatt testified, ‘that she

hath practiced as a midwife for the space of these five years and that she is not

yet licensed, for she is but a deputy to one Mrs. Brown with whom she condi-

tioned to serve seven years, and at the expiration of the said years she intendeth

to obtain licence’. There must have been dozens of such women in early

modern London, midwives in training who developed private practices of their

own. The seven-year term bespeaks a kind of apprenticeship, appropriate for a

skilled and reputable profession but unregulated by any guild or sorority.

Far from having anything to be ashamed of, Elizabeth Wyatt related with

pride the story of her role in the mysterious childbirth to which Elizabeth Selby

alluded. The story, in her telling, points to her skill and resourcefulness in

fulfilment of her duty, rather than transgressive behaviour that required 

examination. It happened, she said, that

she delivered one Christian Hoare, widow (living in Purpoole Lane at the sign of the

Harrow), suddenly taken in the street with the pangs of childbirth; and being against

this widow’s door [she] received the said Christian Hoare into her shop, where she

delivered her of a man child. And at the doing of the premises there was present Cather-

ine Wyatt [her] daughter and Catherine Morris [her] maid. Other women also were

called, but she was so speedily delivered that all the business was dispatched before they

came, for [it] was done in less than a quarter of an hour. Also she saith that the said

Christian Hoare was delivered at the least eight weeks before her time, and that the child

was so weak it was not like to live an hour; whereupon she sent her maid to get a minis-

ter to christen it, who meeting in Newgate market with Mr. Barnes, an ancient minister

who she believeth is curate of St Giles in the Fields, brought him . . . to [Elizabeth

Wyatt’s] house, and then (she) desired the said Mr. Barnes to christen the said child,

which he did, and the child was named Edward.

It was especially important, in this testimony before the archdeacon’s court,

for the midwife to point out her orthodoxy and diligence in attending to the

spiritual needs of the child. She did not neglect its baptism, nor did she attempt
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to perform the ritual herself, but secured a minister of the church. These were

sensitive matters in the religious politics of the s, when senior churchmen

insisted on the sacramental importance of baptism, and insisted too that it

could no longer be performed by women.9

Continuing her account, Elizabeth Wyatt explained what happened to baby

Edward. ‘Which child the said Christian Hoare delivered to Katherine Cole-

bank, the wife of John Colebank, bricklayer, living in Purpoole Lane in Hol-

borne, and desired the said Katherine Colebank to nurse the said child, which

[she] did undertake, and carried it away with her to her house . . . where the

said child died the next morning, and was buried in the parish church of St.

Andrew in Holborn.’10 All above board, the child was delivered to a wet-nurse,

and joined those tens of thousands who succumbed to London’s high infant

mortality.

Somewhat later, the midwife continued, ‘there was a fame raised by the

churchwardens about this business, within this fortnight, who questioned

[her] at the sessions to know what became of the said child, and before that

time she answereth and believeth there was no fame concerning this business’.

By her own account she was diligent and competent, and had behaved accord-

ing to the rules of her culture, her religion, her gender, and her profession.

Indeed, she recalled, ‘when the Lord Mayor and Mr. Recorder of this City had

well examined the business they commended [her] for harbouring the said

Christian Hoare in her great extremity’.

Finally, to the charge of her philandering and carousing with Abraham

Brand, she retorted ‘that she never kept [him] company at unlawful hours nor

in suspicious places, but confesseth that about three years since she used to go

to his house to visit his wife, who was then distracted, and then with other

neighbours she did keep [Abraham Brand] company.’ This seems to have been

disingenuous, in light of abundant testimony about her drinking habits. Her

tippling, however, was no concern of the court, provided it did not take place in

time of divine service, and did not disgrace her calling.

The depositions take us some small way into the veiled world of childbirth in

early modern England. They reveal both community and competition among

urban midwives, and the previously unknown practice of midwife training.

They point to the guesswork and skill midwives used in the management of

pregnancy and labour, and the problems and customs of attendance, witness-

ing, and fulfilment of legal and religious obligations. Far removed from the

clinical advice of contemporary childbirth manuals, testimonies like these

bring us closer to the social and cultural practices of early modern England.

In this case they illustrate, with remarkable specificity, how women in travail

could find succour, how other women would gather for a birth, and how the
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midwife (at least by her own telling) was scrupulous in securing a minister to

baptize a failing child. Elizabeth Wyatt was dogged by rumours about her pro-

fessional incompetence, and about her possible collusion in covering the birth

of a suspected bastard child, but it seems that the gossip had more to do with

her carousing with Abraham Brand than her ministration in various London

birth rooms.

There is strong evidence here of the independent social life of metropolitan

women. City comedies and misogynist tracts often point to the unruly behav-

iour of citizens’ wives and their gossips, and some claim that they were notori-

ous for their unbridled licence and lust.11 The church court records help put

these more sensationalist allegations in context by showing us women and men

in all manner of situations, at work, at worship, and at leisure. Laura Gowing

has made brilliant use of defamation depositions to reconstruct the sexually

charged language of insult, and the same records can be used to show the social

settings and mix of company where offensive words were uttered.12 They take

us into such social spaces of early Stuart London as the Red Cross and Queen’s

Arms alehouses, Newgate market, and the shambles in the parish of St Andrew

by the Wardrobe.

The allegations and answers in these cases also remind us of the importance 

of reading around and across the record. We may gain knowledge from this

episode even if, like the civil magistrates and church court judges, we are not

quite sure whose testimony to believe. Elizabeth Wyatt described herself

as upright and efficient; but her enemies, in this tangle of jealousy and neigh-

bourly intrigue, depicted her as feckless and incompetent. The competing

stories, at one level, are about female honour, displayed not through women’s

sexuality but through their status, activities, abilities, and callings. They rein-

force Garthine Walker’s expansion of the boundaries of female honour in early

modern England,13 for Elizabeth Wyatt defended her honour as a midwife

while Elizabeth Brand sought restitution of her honour as a wife.

The case also reveals some of the weaknesses and pitfalls of patriarchy. Eliza-

beth Wyatt was a married woman (not a widow) but her husband is so entirely

effaced that we do not know his name. Despite his nominal domestic superior-

ity, he was unable to prevent his wife from spending evenings with Abraham

Brand, and he only intervened when the magistrate threatened to send his wife

to Bridewell. He seems to have played the role of cuckold, with an accommo-

dating set of horns. The carousing and philandering took place in public, over

several years, to the shame and dishonour of all concerned. Elizabeth Brand

was humiliated and abused, and at least once physically attacked, but she did

not remain silent and obedient. The records show vividly how an aggrieved and

angry woman could employ the resources of the state to help to recoup her
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respect. Elizabeth Brand was not entirely powerless in the face of her husband’s

ill-mannered behaviour, and she engaged the magistrates, the archdeaconry

authorities, and the testimony of female neighbours to air her complaints and

to secure some redress. The City magistrate, Sir Martin Lamb [or Lumley], was

willing to intervene on behalf of good neighbourly and domestic relations,

but he directed his injunction not against the errant husband but against the

formidable Elizabeth Wyatt, whom he seemed to think the stronger vessel.

Dramatis Personae

Elizabeth Wyatt of Newgate, unlicensed midwife (a married woman)

Abraham Brand of the parish of Christ Church (Elizabeth Wyatt’s drinking

companion)

Elizabeth Brand, , wife of Abraham Brand (Elizabeth Wyatt says she had been

‘distracted’)

Sarah Lee, , of St Sepulchre’s

Alice Harrison, , wife of John Harrison of St Sepulchre’s

Judith Simnell, , of St Giles, Cripplegate

Elizabeth Selby, , wife of a scissor-maker of Christ Church, daughter of

Mr Bennett of Newgate

Anna Brown, , of Snow Hill, licensed midwife, wife of William Brown

Annis Cox, , of St Andrew by the Wardrobe, midwife, widow

Christian Hoare, widow, mother of Edward Hoare

Catherine Wyatt, daughter of Elizabeth Wyatt

Catherine Morris, maid to Elizabeth Wyatt

Mr Barnes, minister of St Giles in the Fields

Katherine Colebank, wife of John Colebank of Holborn, nurse

Sir Martin Lamb [or Lumley], Justice of the Peace and Alderman

The Lord Mayor and Recorder of London

The Archdeacon of London
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The story that opens this chapter involves gender and generational relations,

limits and breaches of customary activity, normal and abnormal ceremonies 

of childbirth, and one of the most extraordinary cases of male to female 

cross-dressing recorded in early modern England. It illuminates social and

legal responses to deviant behaviour and, if pushed hard enough, may be made

to expose cultural tensions and social accommodations in the reign of Charles

I. To understand it we need to consider the customs and culture of childbirth,

puritan polemic about transvestism, comedy on the early Stuart stage, and the

practice of the ecclesiastical courts. Following the threads of this story—unrav-

elling the tangle of transgressions—involves confrontation with a variety of

problems and engagement with the interests of several academic disciplines.

Pursuit of these issues entails further exploration of the archives, an histori-

cal excursus into drama, and sharp disagreement with the findings of some lit-

erary cultural historians. It introduces that rarest of rare birds, an actual (or

non-fictional) cross-dresser, caught in the act, in early Stuart England. Since it

comes from the archives it belongs to a genre traditionally labelled as ‘evidence’,

but given our awareness of the fictionality of court reporting, it may be better

to call it a ‘story’. Like many such stories, it serves for more than entertainment

or delight, since it opens a window on complex cultures of the past. What

makes a story significant, rather than merely interesting, is the landscape it illu-

minates, the contours it reveals, and the opportunity it presents to examine

opaque attitudes, conduct, and speech.

Our window opens at Tew Magna, Oxfordshire, on  December  where

Francis Fletcher, midwife, the wife of Edward Fletcher of Tew, appeared before

the archdeacon’s court to answer some serious charges. As a midwife her

behaviour fell within ecclesiastical cognizance, and she may have had a licence

awarded by the Church. Francis Fletcher admitted that

she doth practice midwifery . . . at such times as her neighbours do require. Being

further demanded whether she did help Hugh Rymel’s wife of Tew to be delivered, she

sayeth she did; and being further interrogated whether Thomas Salmon her servant did



come to the labour of the said Rymel’s wife, or presently after she the said Rymel’s wife

was delivered, disguised in woman’s apparel, she confesseth he did come into her

chamber some six hours after she had been delivered so disguised, but by virtue of her

oath she sayeth at his first coming she knew him not, but afterwards, she discovering by

her daughter-in-law her clothes which the said Thomas Salmon had on, she made him

to depart the room, and was no way privy to his coming or to his disguise.1

The incident was outrageous on several counts. It was inherently disorderly,

even if it did not lead to a ruckus. It was an affront to the traditions of child-

birth, discourtesy to the mother and her friends, demeaning to her husband

and family, and discredit to the profession of midwifery. Whether it was also a

threat to the stability and sanctity of gender identity, an abomination unto the

Lord, and a symptom of sexual disorder, will be among the concerns of this 

discussion.

The village of Tew Magna—Great Tew—is best known in the reign of

Charles I as the literary retreat of Lucius Cary, Lord Falkland, who was lord of

the manor in the s. In an important essay on this community Hugh Trevor-

Roper (Lord Dacre) remarks that ‘we have all heard of the Great Tew Circle’, an

observation that sadly now has diminishing force. Falkland’s ‘Great Tew Circle’,

which included philosophers, churchmen, and poets, was renowned for its

high-minded reflection and learned conversation, ‘convivium philosophicum,

or convivium theologicum’.2 Humbler inhabitants of Great Tew make no

appearance in Lord Dacre’s version of cultural history; so it is both startling

and rewarding to encounter Great Tew villagers in a tale of transgression which

cuts to the heart of gendered identity and social practice in early modern

England.

Recent work on the cultural history of midwifery and gynaecology has

emphasized the degree to which childbirth was a gender-segregated event.

Women normally gave birth in the company of other women and celebrated

their safe delivery in a conclave of sisterly visiting. The childbed room was a

place of ‘mysteries’, a privileged female domain from which even the father 

of the child was excluded. Men had no place there, and remained ignorant of

how women conducted themselves behind the veil. The birth room belonged

entirely to women, except in dire medical necessity. Any male presence was

transgression.3

How could midwife Fletcher have allowed Thomas Salmon’s unprecedented

invasion? To what degree was she responsible for this rupture of the traditional

ceremony of childbirth? As keeper of the ceremonies, was she answerable for

losing control of the customary process? Was she in any way liable at law? Had

she failed to uphold the standards of her profession and the provisions of the

midwife’s oath which, among other provisions, required her to ‘be secret, and
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not open any matter appertaining to your office in the presence of any man,

unless necessity or great urgent cause do constrain you’?4 Worse, was she com-

plicit in this compound violation of gendered costume and female space, in

which her own servant and daughter-in-law were principals? By permitting 

her cross-dressed manservant to sit with the newly delivered mother and her

gossips midwife Fletcher was accessory to grave misbehaviour, for Thomas

Salmon’s offence lay in his presence as well as his gender-bending disguise.

With understandable delicacy, the court sought to resolve several problems.

How did a man come to intrude into the female domain of the birth room, and

what was the meaning or significance of his cross-dressing? How did the

intruder conduct himself, and why was he not immediately recognized? Why

did his face, voice, or manner not discover him, and his subterfuge only col-

lapse when his mistress belatedly attributed ownership to his clothing? What

were his feelings and intentions, who were his accomplices, and what did it all

betoken? What can such an unusual incident tell us about the culture of the

s?

The next witness before the court was Elizabeth Fletcher, the wife of John

Fletcher of Tew Magna and daughter-in-law to the midwife. In the course of

describing the conventional social courtesy whereby neighbouring women

crowded the chamber of a newly delivered mother—in itself rare documenta-

tion of a delicate and opaque topic—she explained how that practice was 

violated. Being asked,

whether she did help Thomas Salmon, her father-in-law’s servant, to put on woman’s

apparel and go to goodwife Rymel’s house, she being then in labour or newly delivered,

she sayeth that she herself being at her labour about two of the clock in the afternoon,

seeing her well laid in her bed, came home to her own house and stayed there till nine of

the clock the same night, and at nine of the clock she this examinate saying that she

must go to Rymel’s house to be merry with the other women there, Thomas Salmon her

father’s servant then replied that there would be good cheer, desired that he* might go

along with her.

(*At this point the court scribe, anticipating the climax of the story, and evi-

dently confused by shifting gender, wrote ‘she’ instead of ‘he’ and then crossed

out the letter ‘s’.)

Elizabeth’s testimony continued: ‘and afterward, at the request of the said

Thomas, she helped to dress him in woman’s apparel and consented to let him

go to the said Rymel’s house, intending only merriment thereby’. Whether she

meant merriment for herself, or amusement for Thomas Salmon, or laughs all

round, is not immediately clear. But it is evident that Elizabeth Fletcher was of a

younger generation, perhaps no older than the servant. She had scant respect
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for her mother-in-law’s position or the dignity of midwifery, and she certainly

did not behave with the gravity expected of a respectable married woman. At

best, by her own account, the younger woman helped to perpetrate an outra-

geous practical joke; at worst, by the standards of contemporary reformers, she

had colluded in a most sinful abomination unto the Lord. The Bible warned

that cross-dressing of any sort was abominable, and contemporaries who were

familiar with the text of Deuteronomy might have thought to apply that chas-

tisement to the case at hand.5

The final statement came from Thomas Salmon himself. The court de-

scribed him as ‘nuper de Tew, nunc de South Newton’, so apparently he moved

to another village after the scandal (or perhaps after his servant’s contract

expired; we have the date of the court hearing, but not the date of the birth

room incident. Nor, unfortunately, do we know his age, which may be a critical

factor in the story.). When asked, ‘who was privy to the dressing of him in

woman’s apparel’, he answered, ‘that at the said time he hearing that there

would be good cheer at the house of Eleanor Rymel who was then lately

brought a-bed, wished that he might be there; whereupon his dame Elizabeth

Fletcher said he should, and then fetched her apparel, and he put off his doublet

and he came to the said house where the women met, and bid them say that he

was Mrs Garrett’s maid, and that his mistress sent him to see how she did,

which he did; and he stayed there in the room but a little, but he continued in

that apparel about two hours.’

If Thomas Salmon can be believed, no offence was intended. But people

under investigation by the ecclesiastical courts commonly sought to minimize

the gravity of their offence and to mitigate its circumstances. (For example,

people presented for refusing to kneel at the altar sometimes claimed arthritis,

and those presented for keeping their hats on in church said they had cold

heads.) Salmon admitted that he had insinuated himself into the most private

and secret of female gatherings, but claimed innocence of evil or deviant inten-

tions. No man had been present at the vital moment of parturition, or had sight

of the mother’s privities, so the gynaecological mysteries of the birth room

were preserved. The young servant understood that there would be good cheer

at the post-delivery lying-in, and that, as usual, the drinking, eating, and gos-

siping would be enjoyed exclusively by women. He simply wanted some of that

good cheer. His cross-dressing, from this perspective, was a response to scar-

city, a means to temporary betterment, comparable to that of certain disadvan-

taged women from time to time who are known to have passed themselves as

men.6

Egged on by Elizabeth Fletcher, Thomas Salmon impersonated a neighbour-

ing maidservant, and was permitted by the assembled women to take his seat
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among the gossips. His ruse was helped by the customarily low light level in the

dimly lit birth room, after nine o’clock at night. If the gossips had been drink-

ing, as by custom they would, the intruder’s disguise might be still more secure,

especially if Elizabeth Fletcher was prepared to support his pretence. Only the

midwife’s recognition of her daughter-in-law’s clothes on a visitor purporting

to be someone else’s maidservant aroused suspicion, and led to the intruder’s

dismissal. This may sound disingenuous (both his account and mine), but

there is not enough evidence to judge whether Salmon was devious or deviant,

a simple-minded innocent or a pervert seething with complex desires.

Having heard from the midwife, the court let her go without punishment.

She, as much as the other women of Tew, was a victim in this affair. Her 

daughter-in-law, Elizabeth Fletcher, was ordered ‘to make acknowledgement 

of this her fault in such manner as shall be delivered her’. And the court accept-

ed Thomas Salmon’s confession and assigned him a formal penance. The inci-

dent was closed with punishments that were remarkably mild. The court had

done its duty in disciplining youthful folly, but found nothing gravely amiss by

the laws of Church or State.

Is this a case, like the Sherlock Holmes mystery, of a dog that did not bark?

Should we expect to find a greater sense of outrage in the ecclesiastical records?

Why was the gravity of the offence downplayed? Should we assume, following

recent critical suggestions, that Thomas Salmon was effeminized by his

wearing of women’s clothing, that his male identity was compromised and an

alternative self revealed? Should we be sensitized to the unleashing of erotic

energies, attuned to the notion of pollution, and alert to cries for retribution in

the outraged community of Great Tew? Was Salmon himself, or anyone else,

sexually aroused by this activity? What did the other Great Tew circles think—

the women, the men, the clergy, the gentry—when Thomas Salmon’s transves-

tite behaviour was exposed? Even if we cannot find the answer it is well worth

asking how the young man felt while his mistress’s daughter-in-law dressed

him in women’s clothes? And why did he continue to wear the borrowed gar-

ments for two hours after his sex had been discovered? Did he delight in his

unaccustomed costume, was he parading or carousing at the alehouse, or was

he simply unable to undo the points without assistance and so could not get the

borrowed clothing off? There is nothing in the record that explicitly relates

Thomas Salmon’s offence to the virulent prohibition on apparel-switching set

forth in Deuteronomy, and nothing that makes overt connection to the com-

plaints about cross-dressing that had reverberated for more than fifty years.

Yet, if recent literary scholarship is to be believed, cross-dressing was high on

the cultural agenda of early modern England, gender identity was subject to

intense and troubled scrutiny, and Reformers were quick to denounce viola-
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tions of gendered apparel. The case of the Great Tew cross-dresser provides a

point of leverage for examining several of these suggestions.

Thomas Salmon’s violation of clothing conventions and customary behav-

iour—his transgression of gendered dress, gendered space, and gendered social

activity—followed a period that some scholars have labelled ‘the transvestite

controversy’.7 From the s to the s, during the reigns of a manly queen

and a queenish king, England is said to have been challenged by disorderly

people presenting themselves in public in a gender-confusing manner. Late

Elizabethan and Jacobean England emerges, especially in some gay and femi-

nist literary history, as a golden age of cross-dressing. Whether the available

evidence bears some of the interpretations that have been strung on it remains

a matter for critical discussion. A review of recent critical assessments may

expose the social and sexual confusions of transvestism, throwing fresh light on

the cultural contests of early modern England and perhaps on those of our own

day too.

A celebrated article in Shakespeare Quarterly opens with the question, ‘How

many people crossdressed in Renaissance England?’ Jean Howard, who posed

this intriguing question, suggests that disruption of the semiotics of dress,

gender, and identity during the late Elizabethan and Jacobean periods points 

to ‘a sex-gender system under pressure’ and a patriarchal culture disturbed 

by profound anxieties and contradictions. Even if the answer to her question

turns out to be ‘very few’, the discourse surrounding the practice reveals an area

of critical and problematic unease. Female transvestism on the streets of

London, male transvestism on the stage, and vituperative attacks on cross-

dressing by Protestant reformers, are among the symptoms that indicate that

‘the subversive or transgressive potential of this practice could be and was recu-

perated in a number of ways’. Dressing boy actors for female roles, for example,

was not simply ‘an unremarkable convention within Renaissance dramatic

practice’, as some scholars have suggested, but rather a scandalous ‘source of

homoerotic attraction’ arousing ‘deep-seated fears’ of an ‘unstable and mon-

strous’ and feminized self.8 Whether in real life or in literature, by this account,

cross-dressing involved struggle, resistance, and subversion, as well as modi-

fication, recuperation, and containment of the system of gendered patri-

archal domination. Renaissance cross-dressing involved ideological work of a

complex kind which ultimately, in Howard’s materialist feminist analysis,

‘participated in the historical process eventuating in the English Revolution’.9

This is a claim that may make English historians gasp, but it is one that they

cannot ignore.

Literary Renaissance scholars are fascinated by cross-dressing, by men
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wearing women’s costumes or women dressed like men. Whether they focus on

boy actors taking female roles, female characters donning male attire, male

characters wearing drag, or London prostitutes sporting mannish attire,

literary scholars often argue that cross-gender clothing signalled subversion,

resistance, and transgression, and that the sex-gender system of early modern

England was in a state of flux. Cross-dressing, we are told, upset patriarchal

values, assaulted cultural boundaries, and unravelled the sexual separators of

ambivalence, androgyny, and eroticism. Historians, by contrast, have shown

little interest in these matters.10

Two types of cross-dressing have recently caught the attention of literary

scholars. First, the women of Renaissance England who ‘began adopting mas-

culine attire’; and second, the boys and young men who took female parts, and

dressed in female costume, in the course of dramatic performances on stage.

The first is represented as a challenge to patriarchal values, a bold assault on

oppressive cultural boundaries; the second as marking the sexual ambivalence,

androgyny, and muted eroticism linking actors, dramatists, and playgoers in a

sexually charged subculture of transgression. Both phenomena were disturb-

ing to moralists and Reformers, and both offer interpretative opportunities 

to modern cultural critics. Not surprisingly, they open avenues to politicized

discourse about sexuality, self-representation, and gender which have become

increasingly fashionable in our own contested culture within the last dozen

years.11

Linda Woodbridge has identified not simply isolated and ambiguous cases

of women ‘masking in men’s weeds’ but a full-blown ‘female transvestite 

movement’ in early modern England. Its indications were everywhere, she

finds, not just in literary polemic and satire but in ‘real life’ too, becoming ‘a

fairly permanent feature of the Jacobean landscape’.12 Women dressed as men,

Woodbridge suggests, for a variety of admirable reasons: to plead at law, regain

a fortune, or practise a profession barred to women; to advance a stratagem,

win back lovers, or fight a duel; to travel alone, avoid rape or molestation, and

to have adventures. The cross-dressed women, in this rendition, were bold and

ingenious, their actions commendably shrewd. The evidence that supports this

depiction comes mainly from literary sources, especially plays like The Roaring
Girl by Dekker and Middleton, read against anti-theatrical misogynist writings

like Stubbes’s Anatomie of Abuses. The degree to which this creative or polemi-

cal literature was grounded in social practice is never convincingly shown,

although it is somehow held to reflect ‘real-life fashion’ and ‘contemporary

reality too’.13

Several related studies of Elizabethan and Jacobean literature suggest that

early modern England was preoccupied with problems of gender and costume,
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and that the theatre provided special sites for the exploration of sexual prob-

lems. Shakespeare, one scholar tells us, invited his audience ‘to view themselves

as gendered subjects acting out a drama of sexual difference’. Shakespeare’s

world, another tells us, was tormented by ‘the problematics of the flesh’. The

theatre, says a third, was ‘a medium for the release of transgressive erotic

impulses’.14 The cross-dressed male was a familiar figure in literature, and was

used, so it has been suggested, to explore themes of ‘erotic androgyny’ and

homosexuality that could not be treated more directly. Early modern culture

appears to have been obsessed with ‘images of androgynous breakdown’ in

which ‘the hermaphroditic actor becomes the embodiment of all that is fright-

ening about the self ’.‘Cross-dressing’, Jonathan Dollimore suggests,‘epitomizes

the strategy of transgressive reinscription’ addressing ‘intense anxieties’ about

the ‘unsettling of gender and class hierarchies’. ‘Cross-dressing’, Susan Zimmer-

man adds, ‘had a disturbing, anarchic potential’.15

Many of these threads come together in a recent study by Laura Levine, Men
in Women’s Clothing, which endorses the claim that the theatre dissolved and

effeminized masculinity through changes of dress. Male characters who went

as woman became reduced, powerless, or degenerate because their masculine

identity itself was fluid, pliable, and unstable. ‘It is as if femaleness were the

default position,’ Levine suggests, ‘the thing one were always in danger of slip-

ping into.’ Puritan polemicists, she argues, betrayed their fear that clothing

could actually alter gender, since cross-dressing supposedly had the ‘power to

alter and unman the male body itself ’. Early modern culture, including the

drama, was animated by anxiety about ‘castration, porousness, effeminization,

otherness’, and above all by ‘the terror that there is no masculine self ’.16

Observations of this sort abound in Renaissance literary studies but are

rarely made by historians. Partly, I suspect, this has to do with disciplinary

rhetorical conventions. But it also reflects different ways of reading texts, differ-

ent ways of discussing evidence, and different ways of thinking about gender.

Contemporary moralists knew exactly what was wrong, and fumed at unnatur-

al and outlandish violations of costume. If it was unsettling, in an age of ambi-

tious self-fashioning, that people used clothing to misrepresent their social

status,17 it was downright disturbing if they misrepresented their gender by

dress. It was unconscionable that the sign should mis-signify, the costume

deceive. Worst of all was the unnatural impiety involved, in violation of the law

of God, since outward apparel intimated inward characteristics and the wearer

of cross-sexed clothing trod the slope to monstrous degeneration. Was it not

written in Deuteronomy that transvestism was an abomination unto the Lord?

Most of this diatribe was directed against representation and misrepresenta-

tion in the theatre, but it was generalized in polemical discourse to indict all
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disorderly costuming, off-stage as well as on. One did not have to be a puritan

to ask, with George Gascoigne in , ‘What be they? Women? masking in

men’s weeds? . . . They be sure even Wo to Men indeed.’18

Writing in the middle of the Elizabethan era, Stephen Gosson argued that it

was an ‘abomination unto the lord’ to counterfeit the opposite sex. ‘The law of

God’, he protested, ‘very straightly forbids men to put on women’s garments.’

Garments, Gosson explained, ‘are set down for signs distinctive between sex

and sex; to take unto us those garments that are a manifest sign of another sex is

to falsify, forge and adulterate, contrary to the express rule of the word of

God.’19 William Harrison reported meeting ‘some of these trulls in London so

disguised that it hath passed my skill to discern whether they were men or

women. Thus it is now come to pass that women are become men and men

transformed into monsters.’20

Men who attired themselves in ‘the habits and ornaments of women’, wrote

Thomas Beard in his thrice-printed Theatre of God’s Judgements, became ‘las-

civious and effeminate . . . monstrous . . . dishonest and ignominious’.21 Con-

tinuing the attack at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, John Rainolds found women’s

clothing ‘a great provocation’ to wantonness and lust. ‘A woman’s garment

being put on a man doth vehemently touch and move him with the remem-

brance and imagination of a woman’, stirring up uncontrollable feelings of

lechery, a sensation Rainolds may have recalled from acting in woman’s 

clothes as a youth.22 ‘What do they teach or stir up in us but lusts,’ asked 

the preacher Adam Hill of stage players, ‘whose bodies being made weak 

and wanton in imitating the going and apparel of women, do counterfeit

unchaste women with unhonest gestures?’23 Cross-dressing clearly touched a

raw nerve, and produced, in these Reformers, a recirculating rhetoric of anxiety

and fear.

Philip Stubbes, furious at multiple abuses, likewise fulminated against

women who dressed like men and men who dressed like women. Transvestism,

Stubbes reiterated, was offensive to God.‘It is written in the nd. of Deuteron-

omy,’ he reminded his readers, ‘that what man soever weareth woman’s apparel

is accursed, and what woman weareth man’s apparel is accursed also.’ Male and

female costumes were divinely ordained as God-given markers, so their misap-

plication subverted the fundamental structure of God’s universal plan. For a

man to wear effeminate costume made him ‘weak, tender and infirm’, indeed,

womanish. For a woman to dress like a man undercut the established order.

‘Though this be a kind of attire appropriate only to man, yet they blush not to

wear it, and if they could as well change their sex and put on the kind of man,

as they can wear apparel assigned only to man, I think they would as verily

become men indeed, as now they degenerate from godly sober woman,

in wearing this wanton, lewd kind of attire, proper only to men.’24 Female
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apparel-switching, in Stubbes’s view, violated fundamental boundaries and

distinctions; male transvestism diminished masculine character and imprinted

inferior values; and both brought down clouds of divine retribution.

Stubbes, of course, overreacted, and it is easy to follow his lead. But a genera-

tion later it appeared that certain types of cross-dressing had got out of control.

King James himself was so disturbed by female accessorizing with masculine

attire that in  he ordered the clergy ‘to inveigh vehemently and bitterly in

their sermons against the insolency of our women, and their wearing of broad-

brimmed hats, pointed doublets, their hair cut short or shorn, and some of

them stilettos or poniards, and such other trinkets of like moment’. And shortly

after, John Chamberlain reported from London, ‘our pulpits ring continually

of the insolency and impudence of women . . . the king threatens to fall upon

their husbands, parents or friends that have or should have power over them,

and make them pay for it’.25 Whether this was in response to a resurgent female

transvestite movement or a short-lived fashion craze inspired by revivals of The
Roaring Girl is not yet clear; but whatever its origins, the kingly intervention

precipitated a flurry of misogynist pamphlets, Hic Mulier, Haec Vir, and Muld
Sacke.26

The author of Hic Mulier suggested that female transvestism was rampant,

‘for since the days of Adam women were never so masculine’. Vain and foolish

women, the author charged, ‘have cast off the ornaments of your sexes, to put

on the garments of shame’. They cropped their hair, sported broad-brimmed

hats, donned doublets, pulled on boots, and equipped themselves with swords.

Habitués of theatres and brothels were particularly guilty of this mannish self-

fashioning but, Hic Mulier alleged, ‘It is an infection that emulates the plague,

and throws itself amongst women of all degrees, all deserts, and all ages, from

the Capitol to the cottage.’ Like Stubbes’s Anatomie of Abuses, Hic Mulier saw

experimental fashion as a violation of divine as well as social order. Gender-

specific costume—‘a coat for the man and a coat for the woman’—was mod-

elled by the ‘great work-master of heaven’. Dressing in the wrong coat called in

question the entire design of the cosmos.27

By the time of Charles I the transvestite controversy appears to have died

down, but it was revived in  by a new spate of puritan attacks on the stage.

William Prynne’s contentious Histrio-Mastix, published in the same year as

Thomas Salmon’s invasion of the birth room, refocused attention on costume

and gender, authenticity and representation, and sinfulness and deceit. Prynne

poured scorn on men who would ‘adulterate, emasculate, metamorphose,

and debase their noble sex’ by acting womanish parts or putting on female

costume. Like Gosson and Stubbes before him, Prynne cited Deuteronomy  :

 to prove that ‘God himself doth expressly inhibit men to put on woman’s

 Cross-Dressing in the Birth Room



apparel, because it is an abomination to him.’ Even someone ‘who puts on a

woman’s raiment but to act a part, though it be but once, is doubtless a putter

on of woman’s apparel . . . and so a grand delinquent against God.’ The effect

of such abominable behaviour—inevitably in Prynne’s view—was to shame

nature by making men monstrous and effeminate, and to unleash the sins of

lustfulness, sodomy, and self-pollution. He would rather die, said Prynne at his

trial, than put on woman’s costume.28

This fundamentalist critique, which forms a buttress of the literary scholar-

ship on transvestism, would appear to cement the case that cross-dressing was

a sign of moral and cultural distress. The Caroline preacher Daniel Rogers con-

curred that ‘effeminate disguisings and arrayings of one sex in the other’s attire’

were among the ‘extravagances of senses and sensuality’ to be abhorred at all

times.29 Fastidious godly students like Samuel Fairclough in James I’s reign and

Simonds D’Ewes under Charles I ‘purposely avoided’ dramatic performances

at Cambridge that required actors to be clothed as women lest they ‘hazard the

loss of the light of God’s countenance’.30 But the Jeremiad is not necessarily the

most accurate reflection of social reality. In order to contest this case I would

like to introduce my own reading of some early modern plays and some more

examples of transvestite behaviour from the archives.

In reconsidering this topic we need to differentiate kinds of behaviour that the

moralists deliberately blurred. We need to distinguish occasional deployment

of items of cross-gender costume from full gender-bending transvestism, while

recognizing, with the moralists, that divine wrath knew no such discrimina-

tion. We need to understand when apparel was designed, like a provocative

accessory, to heighten the wearer’s sexual identity (as with The Roaring Girl)
and when, by way of disguise, to hide it (like Thomas Salmon). We need to

know what messages were sent by dress, what signals received, and how

costume could be used to entice, to shock, to entertain, to convince, or to

confuse. What, for example, was the cultural charge of a codpiece or doublet, a

petticoat or bodice, points and ruffs, and how did their resonance change when

items were appropriated by the opposite sex? Robert Herrick, Prynne’s con-

temporary (and Thomas Salmon’s), wrote that ‘a sweet disorder in the dress

kindles in clothes a wantonness’, and went on to fetishize his lady’s petticoat,

stomacher, and shoe strings. In another poem Herrick is almost overcome by

the ‘liquefaction’ and ‘brave vibration’ of ‘Julia’s clothes’, as if the texture and

swish of the garments was directly erotic, not just because Julia was wearing

them.31

It is still something of a novelty for social historians to engage with creative

literature, particularly in light of Peter Laslett’s strictures on looking ‘the wrong
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way through the telescope’.32 Many of us have been warned away by our own

disciplinary training, by our hesitation in the face of fiction, and by our sense

that colleagues elsewhere in the academy have signed it ‘off limits’. But the

printed output of English Renaissance drama provides a huge trove of text,

almost entirely neglected by historians, that calls for cautious investigation.

Representations of male cross-dressing on the early Stuart stage may supply a

distant analogue for Thomas Salmon’s behaviour at Great Tew, as well as a

model for responses to his offence.

Whereas female dramatic characters who dress as men are usually presented

as admirable, resourceful, and effective—one thinks of Shakespeare’s Rosalind

or Viola—it is commonly argued that men who dress as women are more 

often rendered as comic or ridiculous, their circumstances degraded and their

manhood diminished by a feminizing costume.33 Similarly in Renaissance

romance, it is suggested, cross-dressed heroes fall victim to ridicule and degra-

dation. Rosicleer in The Mirrour of Knighthood () dresses as a noble wife 

in order to deceive a tyrant. Don Belianis in The Honour of Chivalrie () 

disguises himself as a woman in order to effect his escape. Sir Arlanges and

Prince Agesilan in Amadis de Gaule () impersonate young ladies in order to

pursue a loved one at court. Pyrocles in Sidney’s Arcadia disguises himself as an

Amazon for similar reasons. But their female costume unmans them, and in

their cross-dressed state they begin to adopt womanish traits and both men

and women fall in love with them.34 On stage too, the temporary transvestism

marks humiliation, as in the case of Falstaff, who is dressed as the old woman of

Brentford in The Merry Wives of Windsor.

But this is not always the case. Rather than being effeminized, the cross-

dressed man is more often rendered as proactive, virile, and effective. His dis-

simulation is a means to advancement, not downfall. In Jacobean comedy

(though not in dramatic criticism) the transvestite male appears more ener-

gized than emasculated by his temporary change of clothes. (So, mutatis
mutandi, is Mary Frith’s remarkable womanhood both problematized and

intensified by her cross-dressing as The Roaring Girl.) More than two dozen

plays from the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage feature a man disguised as a

woman who becomes the perpetrator rather than victim of practical jokes,

outwits an opponent through ludicrous mistaken wooing, or achieves sexual

success through the comic infiltration of female society. Most commonly the

cross-dressing is played for laughs, without suggestion of a gender system in

trouble.

Thomas in Fletcher’s Monsieur Thomas impersonates his sister. Welford in

Beaumont and Fletcher’s Scornful Lady impersonates his friend’s fiancée. Ius-

tiniano in Dekker and Webster’s Westward Hoe adopts his wife’s attire. Wily
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dresses as a seamstress’s maid in The Comedy of George a Green. Walgrave

becomes Susan in Haughton’s Englishmen for My Money. Bold is disguised as a

waiting woman in Nathan Field’s Amends for Ladies. Follywit takes the guise of

a courtesan in Middleton’s A Mad World, My Masters. And in Ben Jonson’s 

Epicoene, or the Silent Woman, the subject of considerable recent attention,

the central character is a male disguised as a woman who mingles freely with

the ladies.35 Even if male to female cross-dressing was rare in the streets and 

villages, it was a common device on the London stage.

In one of the earliest plays, George a Green, also known as The Pinner of
Wakefield, George’s servant Wily enters Grime’s house ‘disguised like a woman’,

a seamstress’s maid, to help Grime’s daughter Bettris run away to her lover. The

ruse works so well (despite Wily’s face being covered as if ‘troubled with the

tooth-ache sore’) that Grime calls him/her ‘a pretty wench of smiling counte-

nance’, and works up a proposal of marriage. The cross-dressing achieves its

comic end, deceiving Bettris’s father, and is approvingly described as ‘this

subtle shift’ when Wily reveals himself to be a boy. Follywit’s impersonation of a

courtesan in A Mad World, My Masters, is applauded as one of his admirable

‘mad tricks’. ‘’Tis an Amazonian time’, he remarks, combining his own mascu-

line doublet with part of a gentlewoman’s costume (Act III, Scene iii). Cross-

dressed to gull his grandfather, he also allows himself to be courted and kissed

by his grandfather’s steward (IV. iii). The satire is cruel and amusing, skewering

both gullible men and predatory women; but Follywit himself is unaffected by

his temporary change of attire.

In Ben Jonson’s Epicoene neither audience nor most of the characters 

know until the very end that the Silent Woman is, like Wily, a boy in disguise.

Mistaken wooing is the central joke of the play. Unlike the other male cross-

dressers in Jacobean drama, Epicoene has no prior independent role as a male

until he is revealed as an instrument of Dauphine’s plotting. As a woman

he/she appears ‘exceeding fair, and of . . . sweet composition . . . loving and

obedient’ and, at first, silent, satisfying all of Morose’s requirements in a wife

(II. v). In his feminine role Epicoene is adopted by the ladies’ collegiate to learn

their ‘secrets’, including ‘those excellent receipts, madame, to keep yourselves

from bearing of children’ (IV. ii), and is apparently initiated, more than

Thomas Salmon ever was, into the subculture of female fertility. Ultimately, of

course, Dauphine reveals Epicoene’s true gender—‘a boy, a gentleman’s son,

that I have brought up this half year, at my great charges’ (V. iv)—a relationship

that may hint at bisexuality and homoeroticism. But gendered cultural bound-

aries are preserved by Epiceone’s promise not to reveal ‘any mysteries’ he has

learned of the women. Like George a Green’s ‘subtle shift’, Dauphine’s ruses in

Epicoene are applauded for their ‘bravery and a wit’ (II. iv) and for ‘sport’ that is
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‘full and twanging’ (V. iii). True-Wit, who takes the role of a choral commenta-

tor, leads the audience in applause for ‘concealing this part of the plot’, a fore-

runner of the ‘surprise’ in the film The Crying Game ().36

Cross-dressing is also a matter of ‘sport’ in John Fletcher’s Monsieur Thomas
(first performed about ). This play features an on-stage robing scene in

which Thomas, like Thomas Salmon, is dressed by his female accomplice.

Dorothy and her maid paint Thomas’s face and help him dress in woman’s

clothing, in a knockabout scene with jokes about breeches, points, and but-

tocks. Coached in female graces and taught to curtsey like a woman, Thomas

asserts his manhood by filling the room with a monstrous (and masculine?)

fart (V. i). But attired as a woman, Thomas is confident in his female disguise:

‘Everyone takes me for my sister, excellent’ (V. ii). But the disguise is far from

perfect. The audience knows about it from the beginning, Thomas’s femininity

is grotesque, and other characters quickly see through his imposture. ‘I saw his

legs, h’as boots on like a player, under his wenches clothes; ’tis he, ’tis Thomas in

his own sister’s clothes,’ cries the servant Launcelot, betraying Thomas to his

father (V. i).

The disguise, however, is good enough to trick Valentine, the father of

Thomas’s beloved Mary, and Hylas, a lecherous old gentleman, who is per-

suaded that the ‘lady’ is in love with him. (Hylas describes his bride-to-be as

‘fair gentlewoman’ and ‘the sweetest woman, the rarest woman, and the lustiest

but wondrous honest’, and before being cruelly humiliated excuses Thomas’s

rough cheeks and lips when he kisses him/her (V. vi, ix).) Thomas’s woman’s

clothes admit him to Mary’s bedroom, and indeed to her bed, but the women

of the house, who know perfectly well who he is, play a trick upon him (V. v).

More successfully, his cross-dressed disguise also allows Thomas to enter a

nunnery where he ‘plays revel rout’, as one nun tells the abbess, like ‘the fiend

. . . among us’. He certainly makes no attempt to hide his sex, once he has

gained entry to this female sanctum, although, like Thomas Salmon at Great

Tew, he remains in female costume. Cellide, a novice, asks him, ‘what are ye . . .

and . . . what would ye with me?’ Thomas: ‘Any thing you’ll let me.’ Cellide: ‘You

are no woman, certain.’ Thomas: ‘Nor you no nun, nor shall be’ (V. x).

What is evident from all this is that Thomas, despite his woman’s apparel, is

not the least unmanned. Indeed, his lustiness is enhanced, his libido uplifted,

by the tricks he describes as ‘sport’. He ridicules others, and is himself made

ridiculous, in the interest of the trickeries of the plot. If there is a sexual charge

to Monsieur Thomas’s cross-dressing it is in the access it gives him to female

bodies, not in any erotic frisson from the women’s clothes themselves. The play

may help answer Peter Stallybrass’s question, derived from Rainolds, whether

woman’s clothes on a man awaken desire for a woman or to be a woman.37
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By the same token Walgrave in Englishmen for My Money, subtitled A Woman
Will have her Will, is not the slightest bit effeminized by dressing in woman’s

apparel. Rather, his dressing as Susan wins him Mathea, his heart’s desire, and

his masculine potency is vigorously aroused and satisfied by the effectiveness of

his disguise. Still wearing woman’s clothing, after a night in bed with Mathea,

Walgrave seeks blessing from her father, Pisaro, ‘for I have blessed you with a

goodly son; ’tis breeding here, i’ faith, a jolly boy’. Walgrave’s disguise as the

neighbour’s daughter Susan had so convinced Pisaro that the old man courted

her and called her/him ‘sweeting’, a joke that everyone but Pisaro could share

(Scenes xi and xii). Walgrave’s cross-dressing, like Monsieur Thomas’s and

Wily’s, is a sport, a jest, a trick, a stratagem, which earns him his reward, con-

gratulation from most of the other characters, and the humiliation not of

himself but of others thought deserving to be humbled.

Nor is Welford unmanned when he dresses in woman’s clothes and pretends

to be espoused to Loveless in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Scornful Lady.
Welford’s cross-dressing, like most in this comedic genre, is another stratagem,

‘a slippery trick’, designed to ‘overreach’ and ‘be even’ with the Scornful Lady

herself (V. i). Dressed in woman’s clothes, Welford makes a virtue of his

unwomanlike ‘ugliness’ by claiming to ‘use no paint, nor any drugs of art’, and

appears as ‘a good plain wench’ in need of comfort after being jilted by a lover.

Martha, the Scornful Lady’s sister, takes pity on this seemingly distressed gen-

tlewoman, and charitably invites her indoors: ‘ ’Tis very late, and you shall stay

all night. Your bed shall be no worse than mine; I wish I could but do you right’

(V. ii). And you can imagine the rest. Next morning Welford reports, ‘what a

pretty fury she was in, when she perceived I was a man; but I thank God I satis-

fied her scruple, without the parson of the town’, and Martha and Welford are

forthwith married. The Scornful Lady, herself now won by Loveless, admits to

being completely taken in by Welford’s disguise: ‘What a dull ass was I, I could

not see a wencher from a wench; twenty to one, if I had been but tender like my

sister, he had served me such a slippery trick too.’ And addressing Welford she

continues, ‘my large gentlewoman, my Mary Ambree, had I but seen into you,

you should have had another bedfellow, fitter a great deal for your itch’(V. iv).

Mary Ambree, frequently mentioned in these plays, was an Elizabethan woman

who passed as a soldier and was thus an archetype of gender disguise. The ‘itch’

too was replete with sexual meanings.

Nathan Field’s comedy Amends for Ladies is even more a riot of cross-

dressing and complex gender reference. In the course of this drama Frank,

‘attired like a woman’, pretends to be married to his brother Ingen, who is

trying to win the love of Lady Honour, and even allows Ingen to kiss him/her

(II. iii, III. ii). Lady Honour herself later takes the disguise of a footboy and is
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wounded by her unknowing brother, Lord Proudly (IV. iii). Lord Feesimple

dresses ‘like a lady, masked’, and is farcically courted and kissed by his own

father, the count who responds, ‘ ’Sfoot! She has a beard! My son?’ (V. ii). The

play even features a topical appearance by Moll Cutpurse, the roaring girl, a

woman dressed up as a man and addressed as ‘Mary Ambree’ and ‘Mistress hic
and haec’, referring to the Hic Mulier controvery (II. i). But the central action of

the play concerns Bold, a gentleman suitor who spends most of the drama in

woman’s costume.

Bold first appears ‘disguised as a waiting gentlewoman’, and it is not clear

how the audience would know that he was a man cross-dressed as a woman,

rather than a conventional male actor playing a female part. Perhaps there was

some stage business to tip the wink, like Monsieur Thomas with his farcical

curtsies. Lady Bright, however, the object of his attentions, takes Bold at her/his

word as a waiting gentlewoman named Mary Princox (another name with

sexual connotations) and accepts her/him into her service. Princox claims to 

be escaping Bold’s attempt at seduction, allowing the suitor, though dressed as

a woman, to assert his lusty manhood while reportedly attempting to seduce

himself. Bold’s disguise is so good that Lord Feesimple, convinced of her ‘truth

and honesty’, himself pays court to her: ‘an’t please God, that thou wert not past

children’ (I. i).

Ensconced in Lady Bright’s service, Bold as Mary performs the duties of a

waiting gentlewoman, pinning and unpinning her mistress, all the while chat-

ting of feminine topics. The scene is heavy with satire, irony, risqué jokes, and

double entendre, with considerable discussion of clothes. Eventually Lady

Bright concludes, ‘well, well, come to bed, and we’ll talk further of all these

matters,’ to which Bold says, aside, ‘Fortune, thank thee . . . now she is mine

indeed’ (III. iii). Given Thomas’s attempt on Mary, Welford’s bed-trick with

Martha, and Walgrave’s overnight success with Mathea, one might expect to

find Bold having his way. But Lady Bright is not so easily taken on finding her

female bedfellow to be a man. The Lady defends her honour, threatens to cry

rape, wields a sword (itself a masculine accoutrement), and bids the intruder

begone. Bold’s stratagem is comically undone and his sexual ambition ‘foiled

and disgraced’ (IV. i, ii) before, in their final reconciliation, Bold and Lady

Bright agree to be married.

Once again, the device of cross-dressing wins the audience’s applause. The

male character’s ‘putting on of woman’s apparel’ is a matter of mirth, his artifi-

cial femininity a source of ‘good cheer’. Welford, Walgrave, and Bold are not

made womanish by putting on woman’s costume. Nor do they appear to be

eroticized by the clothing itself. But wearing it gains them admission to inti-

mate feminine circles, and the sexual opportunity it gives them makes them

decidedly aroused. These, after all, are plays about courtship, about winning
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wives and property, and the overall dramatic framework within which they

work is resolutely heterosexual, even if that cannot be said of all members of

the acting company.

Theatrical cross-dressing is not portrayed as threatening, effeminizing, and

certainly not an abomination unto the Lord. But how should it be otherwise,

since plays were not the voices but the targets of Reformist propaganda?

Theatre treated costume playfully without the moral and religious weight of

Histrio-Mastix, The Anatomy of Abuses or Deuteronomy. Transvestite plotting

toys with the conventions of gender distinction, but does not profoundly in-

terrogate them. Yet even in comedy the cross-dressed male may be a source 

of unease, and his behaviour leads to dramatic complications. Though not

himself humiliated or ridiculed, the butt of his deception is cruelly abused.And

that may be the core of Thomas Salmon’s offence too, not the risk of emascula-

tion he took on himself but the potential harm he did to others.

The prevalence of the disguise motif in early modern literature, with its 

jokes about sex and costume, suggests that the inner and outer signs of gender

identity formed a topic of continuing concern, at least among playwrights and

playgoers. It may even reflect anxiety. When the comedy invites us to laugh, is it

the laughter of idle amusement, the laughter of venom, of disquiet, or uncom-

fortable self-recognition? One does not have to endorse the extreme view, that

the crisis in the sex-gender system of early modern England was part of ‘the

historical process eventuating in the English Revolution’ to agree that the

putting on of female apparel could be both mildly amusing and profoundly

problematic.

Moving from the stage to the street, from literature to social behaviour, what

were the circumstances in which men and women could be clothed in the

costume of the opposite sex? Is any kind of answer possible to Jean Howard’s

question, ‘How many people crossdressed in Renaissance England?’ And did

they compromise their gender or risk the sanctions of Deuteronomy by such

actions? Was there a context in which Thomas Salmon’s outrage at Great Tew

might be explained or excused?

Men sometimes burlesqued in female clothing during carnivals and

pageants. ‘Both men and women change their weeds, the men in maids array,

and wanton wenches dressed like men do travel by the way,’ reported Barnaby

Googe in  with reference to the Shrovetide revels.38 Men cross-dressed 

as ‘May Marions’ in the course of Maytide games, thereby earning the wrath of

the Elizabethan critic Christopher Fetherstone.39 The charivari or skimming-

ton used cross-dressing to ridicule and to discipline disorderly neighbours.40

Men dressed as women sometimes during enclosure riots or other public 

disorders, linking social protest to traditions of festive inversion, to taunt the
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authorities or to evade identification.41 They might occasionally don an item of

female dress, or have one put on them, while carousing or drunk, like Falstaff in

The Merry Wives of Windsor. Prisoners sometimes dressed as women in order to

escape.42 Some men may have disguised themselves as women in order to infil-

trate a forbidden place, or to make a rendezvous with a lover.43 Some men may

have worn women’s clothes for the sake of erotic stimulation. Male actors,

mostly boys, played women’s parts on stage. Evidence can be found to docu-

ment many of these situations, and imagination can supply the rest.

Women, in certain limited social settings, adopted items of masculine attire

to shock, to allure, and to stretch the limits of permissible fashion. Prostitutes

sometimes wore mannish gear to attract and arouse their customers. Women,

too, may have dressed as men, or put on mannish costume, for pleasure, fun, or

idle amusement. With more serious purpose they occasionally disguised them-

selves as men in order to travel, to serve in the army or navy, to meet or accom-

pany a lover, or to avoid sexual attentions. Dutch sources from the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries record over one hundred cases of cross-dressed

women in military service, at least a few of whom had taken female lovers or

wives, and there are a few similar stories from early modern England.44 Women

passed as men in order to better their circumstances, to obtain the privileges or

work of the opposite sex. There may have been an erotic charge for some trans-

vestite women, just as there was for some men; but more commonly their

transvestism was limited, temporary, and practical, addressing the needs of a

particular situation. Though often associated with anxiety and disorder, not 

all cross-dressing was erotic or pathological or reflected a cultural system in

distress.

Actual instances of women wearing male costume or men cross-dressed as

women rarely appear in the English historical records. (Like flag-burning or

communist infiltration, it may have been more feared than practised.) The

London Bridewell and Aldermen’s courts in the Elizabethan period made occa-

sional references to prostitutes who ‘went in men’s apparel’, who apparently

used their costume to advertise their trade. Dorothy Clayton, for example, was

a prostitute in  who ‘contrary to all honesty and womanhood commonly

goes about the City appareled in men’s attire’. She was ordered to stand in the

pillory for two hours ‘in men’s attire’, for public shame, and then committed to

Bridewell. Another Elizabethan woman, Joanna Goodman, was punished in

 for dressing as a male servant to accompany her husband to war. These two

incidents, grouped in Jean Howard’s discussion as examples of ‘actual’ lower-

class cross-dressing, in fact represent very different engagements with mascu-

line clothing; the prostitute cross-dressed to entice her clientele, indeed to

accentuate her available femininity; the soldier’s wife wore male costume in an
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unsuccessful attempt at disguise; the first was a sexual provocation, the second

a practical device or ruse.45

A cluster of incidents from the ecclesiastical courts of Elizabethan Essex

involved women who dressed like men. Susan Bastwick of Stondon in ,

‘whilst she was in service with her father about Allhallowtide last in a merri-

ment came on horseback in a cloak disguised and demanded of him if he had

any good ale’. The court ordered her to seek her father’s forgiveness before she

next received communion. At Littlebury in  a female servant ‘did wear

man’s apparel disorderly in her master’s house’. The churchwardens of Great

Chesterford reported in the same year ‘that Hunt’s wife, contrary to God’s law,

did put on man’s apparel and went forth from one house to another so ungodly

and shamefully, with other naughtiness of words’. In  the court heard that

James Cornwall’s wife of Terling, cited for sexual incontinence with John

Burles, ‘useth to wear young men’s garters and said she would so to do until

they came for them’. In  the three daughters of Thomas Day of Great

Wendon were cited ‘for going disguised a mumming’, presumably in cross-

dressed attire, and their father was cited ‘for suffering them to go’. Also in ,

in the season of Maytide merriments, Joanna Towler of Downham, was ‘de-

tected, for that she came into our church in man’s apparel upon the sabbath day

in the service time’.46

In  another Essex woman, Catherine Bank, servant to John Whitebread

of Grays Thurrock, was similarly presented, ‘for coming in man’s apparel into

the church . . . to the contempt of religion, thereby dishonoring God and dis-

turbing the minister and congregation’. I would guess that like Joanna Towler

she was wearing a festival costume rather than participating in any Jacobean

‘female transvestite movement’. The court ordered her to perform penance 

‘in her usual apparel with a paper on her breast’ proclaiming her fault.47

These were mostly minor offences, more jests and pranks than challenges 

to the gendered social order; and their punishment was appropriately mild.

Cross-dressing here involved mockery and high spirits and provocative disres-

pect for patriarchy and propriety, but it is hard to see it as subversive or seri-

ously transgressive. In most cases it was associated with seasonal merriments 

of Hallowe’en and Maytide and mumming from house to house, and only

attracted notice if it crossed the line from sanctioned to irresponsible behav-

iour, like Joanna Towler wearing her May games outfit to church. If fathers,

masters, neighbours, churchwardens, or ministers were offended when young

women flaunted mannish costume, and normal patriarchal discipline proved

insufficient, they had some redress in the ecclesiastical courts. But the courts,

more interested in restoring charity and harmony than in meting out punish-

ment, were content to secure acknowledgement of error and to pass out a mild
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rebuke. The stiffest punishment, like that enjoined on Thomas Salmon, was

performance of public penance.

This, too was the official response to Mary Frith, the original Moll Cutpurse

and model for The Roaring Girl, who was cited by the London Consistory

Court in  for disorderly revelling in masculine attire. An almost legendary

historical character, Moll Cutpurse enjoyed celebrity status on the fringes 

of the London stage and became a character in several plays. It is significant

that her cross-dressing was closely associated with the festive traditions of the

theatre, and that her costume was designed to flaunt, not to efface her gender.

Mary Frith had attended the Fortune theatre ‘in man’s apparel, and in her

boots, and with a sword by her side’. But any who doubted that she was indeed 

a woman she invited to her lodging to put the matter to the test. She was also

found in St Paul’s church on Christmas night ‘with her petticoat tucked up

about her, in the fashion of a man, with a man’s cloak on her . . . to the disgrace

of all womanhood’. Before the court Mary admitted her roistering but denied

more serious charges of lewdness and bawdry. Predictably she attracted con-

siderable attention when she performed her penance at Paul’s Cross, and, in

keeping with her character, despite promising to behave ‘honestly, soberly and

womanly’, she made a travesty of the punishment by turning up drunk.48

A smaller range of cases involved men who were cited for wearing women’s

garb. In practice the Church was less concerned that they had violated the sanc-

tions of Deuteronomy than that their behaviour provoked disorder. Young

men, like young women, took part in seasonal revels, May and summer games,

mummings, burlesques, charivari, skimmingtons, and the village morality

drama of skits and libels. Often these activities involved cross-dressing, and

were lubricated with good cheer, and sometimes they got out of control. If

there was any sexual frisson in this festive cross-dressing it remained well

hidden. The evidence points not to homoerotic ambivalence and subversive

androgyny but to problems of social discipline.

At Cawthorne, Yorkshire, in the summer of , in contemptuous disregard

of an order ‘that no rushbearings, summer games, morris dances, plays, inter-

ludes, disguisings, shows or abuses should be used . . . in any church or church-

yard or upon the Sabbath day’, an unruly company assembled none the less in

the church ‘and there did arm and disguise themselves, some of them putting

on women’s apparel, and othersome of them putting on long hair and visards’,

and then paraded through the town drawing the people after them.49 At Oxford

in , ‘the inhabitants assembled on the two Sundays before Ascension Day,

and on that day, with drum and shot and other weapons, and men attired in

women’s apparel, brought into the town a woman bedecked with garlands and
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flowers, named by them the queen of May. They also had morris dances and

other disordered and unseemly sports.’50 The following year John Wilkins of

Whitstable, Kent, was cited ‘for going about the street in woman’s apparel,

being the parish clerk at that time’. In his defence he explained that ‘at a mar-

riage in merriment he did disguise himself in his wife’s apparel to make some

mirth to the company’, and this excuse appeared to satisfy the archdeaconry

court.51

Matthew Lancaster, husbandman, offered a similar justification for his part

in a Maytide procession at Wells, Somerset, in  when he wore ‘woman’s

apparel like a spinster’. Lancaster’s outfit included ‘a red petticoat, kerchief and

muffler’ and he carried a distaff to accentuate his borrowed gender. On this

occasion the carousing became too raucous and ran to libellous mockery of

some leading citizens, which is why it came to the attention of the court of Star

Chamber. Using words that could have been spoken in dozens of similar inci-

dents, Lancaster acknowledged his cross-dressing but insisted he did it ‘in a

merriment and not otherwise’.52 The issue at law was behaviour, not costume.

Less leniently treated was John Taylor of Chester, but the circumstances of his

offence are not clear. Taylor was indicted before the civil authorities in , ‘for

wearing women’s apparel’ and was sentenced to have his clothes cut and made

into breeches, and to be publicly whipped through the town.53

Finally in , the same year as Thomas Salmon’s outrage in Oxfordshire,

Christopher Willan of Burton in Kendall, Cumberland, was cited ‘for bearing

rushes to the church or chapel disguised in women’s apparel’. This took place 

in the course of a traditional rush-bearing (the ceremonial garlanding of the

church), and it is likely that the Reformers were more offended by Willan’s per-

petuation of a superstitious ceremony and its affront to ecclesiastical good

manners than by his costume.54

The Church was concerned with order and discipline, the sanctity of the

holy space, and the dignity of the sabbath.55 Ecclesiastical regulators were pre-

occupied with propriety and decorum, and one of their recurrent concerns was

to maintain limits. It may have been permissible to cross-dress on the green,

but offensive if the celebrants came unchanged to church. Wedding guests

might play with gender and clothing by way of ‘merriment’, but questions of

propriety were raised when one of the merry-makers was the parish clerk.

Mary Frith could get away with cross-dressing at the Fortune theatre, but mas-

querading in St Paul’s church brought down the wrath of the Bishop of

London. The primary offence that needed remedy lay not in the gender confu-

sion or abomination of cross-dressing, but in the intrusion of inappropriate

behaviour into privileged space. This is why the East Anglian women and the
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north country men were cited for coming cross-dressed to church, and it 

helps us to understand the issues surrounding Thomas Salmon’s invasion of

the birth room at Great Tew. What the village community found truly offensive

was not that the manservant dressed as a woman, but that he used this 

disguise to enter a place where he did not belong. If dirt, as Mary Douglas 

has observed,56 is a substance out of place, then Thomas Salmon may have 

been doing something dirty and his presence in the birth room a pollution.

At issue was where he was, not what he wore. The critical matter in this case,

then, may have been genre rather than gender, and the latter a subset of the

former.

What is striking about the Great Tew case is that neither the church court nor

the Oxfordshire community appeared to share the anxiety or outrage about

cross-dressing exhibited by the London anti-theatrical critics. Prynne’s vitu-

perative strictures, though exactly contemporary with Thomas Salmon’s 

dressing-up, seem to have occupied a different world. Nor does the report of

the offence or the testimony of the witnesses suggest that gender disorder was

anywhere near as serious as some recent scholars have assumed. Neither

Thomas Salmon’s behaviour, nor Elizabeth Fletcher’s, fits the model of subver-

sion, oppression, or opposition advanced by radical critics. Nor does it have

much to offer champions of sexual liberation, resistance, and ‘transgressive

reinscription’. Instead we see a reasonableness and sense of accommodation

that accorded with the style and philosophy of the better-known intellectual

circle at Great Tew.

Of course, there were strains in early modern society, and questions about

gender roles and identity, but it is hard to argue that they were more acute than

at other times. Nor can it be claimed with confidence that gender mattered

more than other social, economic, religious, and political problems. The evi-

dence suggests that cross-dressing in practice was neither the subversive abom-

ination nor the eroticized transgression that some scholars have claimed.

Neither the records of ecclesiastical justice nor the London comedies reveal,

in my reading, a sex-gender system in crisis. Indeed, one could argue that the

system was robust enough to play with, with a measure of festive tolerance and

allowance for good clean fun.

Other scholars may read the sources differently, and make more of the 

case of Thomas Salmon, but it would be misleading to claim him as grist 

for any particular mill. The danger, in these matters, lies in projecting present

preoccupations onto the past, and in bringing our opinions to the evidence

rather than deriving them from it. There may well be politicized transgressive

energies at work here, but not all are confined to the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries.
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Dramatis Personae

Eleanor Rymel, wife of Hugh Rymel, of Great Tew

Francis Fletcher, midwife

Elizabeth Fletcher, daughter-in-law to Francis

Thomas Salmon, servant, impersonated Mrs Garrett’s maid

 -

Dorothy Clayton, London prostitute

Joanna Goodman, soldier’s wife

Susan Bastwick, servant, of Stondon, Essex

Joanna Towler of Downham, Essex

Catherine Bank, servant, of Grays Thurrock, Essex

Mary Frith (Moll Cutpurse), celebrity of the demi-monde
John Wilkins, parish clerk, of Whitstable, Kent

Matthew Lancaster, husbandman, of Wells, Somerset

John Taylor of Chester

Christopher Willan of Burton in Kendal, Cumberland
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On the twelfth day after Christmas, in January , Charles Wise, the parish

clerk of Holton, Oxfordshire, went to church early to ring the bells for the

Epiphany service. To his surprise, ‘he found the belfry door had been unbarred,

and the chancel door unbarred, and a grave digged and made up again, and the

table [i.e. the communion table] set upon it’. Furthermore, he told investiga-

tors, ‘he hath heard that Mrs. Horseman was buried there, but who carried her

to the church or buried her there he cannot depose’.1

Who buried Mrs Horseman? Who broke into the church and made an illegal

grave in the holiest of all possible locations, yet buried the body without can-

onical Christian ceremony? Who would undertake such illegal and sacri-

legious action, and why? What laws were broken, what conventions violated, by

this clandestine burial as the parishioners and officials of Holton struggled 

to understand the secret events of Twelfth Night? The ensuing investigation 

by the Oxford diocesan court produced a remarkable record of testimony and

prevarication, dissembling and partial co-operation, as witnesses disgorged

fragments of the story. We can almost hear the hesitation in their voices. Most

of those questioned were illiterate, and none of their words would be known to

posterity were it not for the bureaucratic practices of the ecclesiastical court.

And the court would not have taken such pains to get to the bottom of this case

had not Mrs Horseman been ‘an excommunicated person’ and therefore not

entitled to Christian burial, let alone burial in the sanctum sanctorum.

This case permits a rare insight into the actions and processes of a 

seventeenth-century community, exposing both the protocols of neighbourly

custom and the requirements of ecclesiastical justice when dealing with the

excommunicated dead. The story of the burial of Mrs Horseman—a story that

took several months to conclude and which had many modes of telling—

reveals conflicting standards of decency and discipline and variable notions of

community and exclusion, decency and pollution, as well as differing levels of

truth-telling and alternative modes of action, as laity and clergy, women and

men, negotiated the cultural distance between the bishop’s chancery and the

village street. Diocesan officials wanted the truth, or at least a satisfactory nar-
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rative, but, like modern historians, were forced to accept a tale full of gaps,

redolent with unvoiced possibilities and suspicions.

According to ecclesiastical law the minister was obliged to bury any parish-

ioner, but was excused from burying an excommunicated person. The canons

of  did not expressly forbid such burials, but if ‘the party deceased were

denounced excommunicated majori excommunicatione, for some grievous and

notorious crime, and no man able to testify of his repentence’, the parson was

not obligated to accommodate him (or her) (Canon ). Even lesser excommu-

nication could stand in the way, for Canon  required the churchwardens to

ensure ‘that all persons excommunicated and so denounced be kept out of the

church’, presumably dead as well as living. The rubric in the Book of Common

Prayer was silent on this matter, until modified in  to exclude ‘any that die

unbaptised, or excommunicate, or have laid violent hands upon themselves’.2

Even so, there was room for manœuvre and negotiation, as there was on so

many other contentious issues.

The problem in Oxfordshire stemmed from a lack of consensus about 

how to deal with the legal and social consequences of excommunication. In

early modern England a person could be excommunicated for a wide variety 

of offences. These ranged from failure to come to church to failure to pay tithes,

from participation in irregular marriages to disregarding the directions of

the ecclesiastical courts. One did not have to be a heretic or a major religious

dissident to earn this penalty. Excommunication was a crude device that

caught both serious and trivial offenders in its meshes. Offenders who ignored

citations to appear before the church courts, or who refused to perform 

court-ordered penance, were routinely punished by excommunication. So 

too were godly parishioners who refused to conform to particular aspects 

of Church of England worship. Elizabeth Shipden of Norwich, for example,

the wife of a puritan alderman, was excommunicated in  for refusing 

to wear a white veil at her churching.3 Christian Harper of Harborough,

Leicestershire, was excommunicated in  for refusing to receive communion

at the altar rails rather than ‘the accustomed place’, and was still seeking 

absolution four years later.4 Parishioners of Walsall, in the diocese of Lichfield,

were excommunicated in  for wearing a hat during service time, for 

laughing and talking in church, for not coming to church, for digging ditches

upon St Mark’s Day, and for carrying lime upon May Day, as well as for failure

to answer when summoned.5 In the early part of Charles I’s reign, it has been

estimated, some , people a year were excommunicated in the diocese 

of York, , a year in the diocese of Norwich, and more than , a year in

the diocese of Chester, as the church courts became increasingly willing to

impose this penalty. In some areas as much as  per cent of the population was



excommunicated.6 Reformers criticized the indiscriminate use of excom-

munication, but the frequency of its pronunciation and the ease with which 

its sanctions could be lifted encouraged many parishioners to regard excom-

munication with indifference.7

There were two grades of excommunication. ‘Lesser’ excommunication

deprived the offender of ‘the use of the sacraments and divine worship’;

‘greater’ excommunication was supposed to exclude the offender from ‘the

society and conversation of the faithful’. Excommunicates were not supposed

to enter the church during worship, and, emphatically, they could not approach

the altar. In principle they were excluded from the services of baptism, matri-

mony, and Christian burial. But they were rarely shunned by their neighbours

or treated as outcasts, since ties of kinship and community offered more 

generous standards of judgement than the ecclesiastical courts. In most cases

the Church worked hard to bring excommunicates back into the fold, and 

the sanction could readily be lifted through such processes of reconciliation 

as purgation, composition, penance, or simple acknowledgement of fault. In

post-Reformation England excommunication operated more as a disciplinary

stricture than a spiritual terror, an interim social inconvenience rather than a

lasting threat to salvation.8

The Church could apply increasing disciplinary pressure on offenders if pas-

toral counselling or neighbourly pressure failed to bring about correction or

submission. As Worcester diocesan officials explained in a memorandum of

, ‘if they persist in their obstinance, then may you proceed to excommuni-

cation; but you must be circumspect to have the articles set down by a public

notary’. For denunciation to carry weight the paperwork had to be in order and

the procedures properly followed. Forty days later, in extreme cases, the Church

might seek a Chancery writ de excommunicato capiendo, which could lead 

to action by the civil authorities, imprisonment, and attachment of the ex-

communicated person’s property. But in order to proceed ‘there must be a

significavit from the bishop after contempt of the party by willful standing

under the censure of excommunication’.9 The writ de excommunicato capiendo
was a heavy weapon, not usually worth the cost and complexity of the business,

and in practice it was rarely used except against the most obstinate offenders.10

No bishop was keen to transfer his cases to the secular courts.

Among the many ironies of post-Reformation England, Roman Catholics

could be excommunicated by a Church they did not recognize, and so be

barred from participating in services that they did not attend. Most English

Catholics coexisted with their Protestant neighbours, paid their recusancy

fines, and worshipped privately on the margins of the Christian community.

Some even made occasional use of their ancient parish church and secured
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burial in its consecrated grounds. Roger Martyn, for example, a prominent

recusant in Suffolk, was buried and memorialized in Long Melford church in

.11 Roman Catholics suffered myriad penalties and indignities, but 

recusancy by itself did not necessarily lead to excommunication. Nor were

Catholics automatically excluded from the community of the Christian dead.

Indeed, anti-Catholic legislation of  imposed a fine of £ on ‘any popish

recusant man or woman not being excommunicate’ who ‘shall be buried in any

place other than the church or churchyard’.12 Only those Catholics who per-

sisted in contempt of the established Protestant religion, or who appeared to be

‘heads and leaders of the rest’, faced the additional handicap of excommunica-

tion and its consequent sanctions and exclusions.13

What happened when an excommunicated person died? A determination

would have to be made quickly before decomposition rendered the body

‘loathsome’. In theory, being barred from the Christian community, an excom-

municant was supposed to be buried outside of hallowed ground, in any

garden, roadside, or convenient place; having forfeited the comforts of the rites

of passage the body would be interred without the Prayer Book ceremony or

the services of a priest. This was the fate of some Lancashire recusants in 

when, in the words of a later seventeenth-century co-religionist, ‘a bitter storm

of persecution extended its fury to the bodies of deceased catholics. The

churches in all parts denied them burial. Some were laid in the fields, some in

gardens, and others in highways as it chanced. One of these, as I have heard it

credibly reported, being interred in a common lane, was pulled out by the hogs

and used accordingly.’14

More often, in practice, to avoid such indignities, the matter was left to local

discretion. In most cases an accommodation could be reached. The impulses of

Christian charity and neighbourly solidarity commonly conspired to see that

all dead bodies were decently buried, with proper placement, ritual, and

respect. Whatever their former sins or status, these bodies were formed in

God’s image, served as vessels of the soul, and might be revived at the Resurrec-

tion. Common opinion, bordering on superstition, held that to bury anyone

without ceremony and to inter them anywhere but in consecrated ground was

to treat them like animals. Christians, observed a sixteenth-century theologian,

did not dispose of human corpses ‘as we be wont to carry forth dead horses or

dead swine’, nor bury their dead like carrion. ‘I cannot endure that Christian

people should be buried like a dog’, protested a seventeenth-century Yorkshire

minister.15 This deep-rooted horror of bestial interment offset the worst 

sanctions of excommunication. So did the barely articulated belief that the

souls or ‘shades’ of the dead might linger in torment if their burial was im-

proper or incomplete. There were strong cultural pressures to find mitigating 
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circumstances and to give deceased excommunicates the benefit of the doubt,

as if they had intended repentance and would have secured absolution before

dying. The saving clause of the canon—‘and no man able to testify of his repen-

tance’—allowed the possibility of posthumous reconciliation, and a speedy

resolution to the crisis. (Similar generosity was often extended to unbaptized

babies, though rarely to the burial of suicides.)16

In many cases, with the tacit agreement of parish elders and the silent acqui-

escence of the ecclesiastical authorities, an unreconciled excommunicate might

be interred in the parish churchyard at night. The body would then lie forever

in consecrated ground, in the ‘dormitory of Christians’, awaiting resurrection.17

Doubts might be settled, the matter expedited, and uncertainties resolved by

seeking a special faculty, permission, or dispensation. Payment of fees worked

wonders; the separatist Katherine Chidley charged in  that when anyone

died while excommunicated, ‘his friends must give money to absolve him after

he is dead, or else he shall not be buried in the consecrated earth’.18 But occa-

sionally, as in the case of Mrs Horseman, the process of inclusion and integra-

tion was thwarted, as different layers of parochial and diocesan authority stood

their ground.

Furthermore, no person, even the most unblemished Christian, was allowed

to be buried inside the body of the church without the express permission of

the incumbent. The chancel in particular was the minister’s preserve. The

church building and the soil beneath it was regarded as part of the parson’s

freehold, and a fee was required—normally s. d.—for interment therein. As

freeholder as well as pastor, then, the minister of Holton could feel cheated and

offended by the irregular planting of Mrs Horseman in his chancel. Since Mrs

Horseman’s residence at Wheatley, adjacent to Holton, lay technically outside

the parish, her illicit burial in Holton church would add to the outrage of

officials who guarded the incumbent’s privileges in this regard.19

Against this background we can return to the problem at Holton and the secret

burial of Mrs Horseman. The story sheds light on both routine and irregular

practices of burial, exposes social relations and rhetorical strategies within this

rural community, and illuminates the relationship of the parish to external

authorities. The diocesan court was determined to get to the bottom of the

matter, in the interest of religious decorum and discipline. The villagers

responded with due deference but the minimum of co-operation. Formal

interrogatories led to personal answers, and the clerks blended verbatim tran-

scripts with legal phrasing to create the documentary record. The drama

hinged on questions of authority and order as well as ritual practices and

Christian beliefs.
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On  January , having heard from the parish clerk, the Oxford diocesan

court examined others who might shed more light on the incident. Thomas

Day, labourer, Edward Day, John Robins, and John Stacy testified that they had

asked Bartholomew Price, the minister of Holton, to bury the deceased Mrs

Horseman, and that Mr Powell of nearby Forest Hill ‘would bear him out if it

cost an hundred pounds’. They understood that there might be a problem, but

as soon as it was resolved they were ready to do their parts as mourners, bearers,

and bell-ringers. The gentleman neighbour Mr Powell, apparently, was deter-

mined that Mrs Horseman should have a proper burial, and was willing both 

to underwrite the expense and to answer for any irregularity. The witnesses 

knew that Powell had sent to the diocesan office at Oxford, six miles to the west,

‘for a dispensation for her burial’, but claimed to know nothing of the actual 

interment. Thomas Day in particular insisted that he had no more to tell.

Edward Powell himself, the highest-ranking witness called before the court,

testified that he was not privy to the burial of Mrs Horseman, nor did he know

‘who or what parties did carry the said Mrs. Horseman to church to be buried

or were privy thereto’. He did say, however, that after the woman’s death, and

after the minister of Holton refused to bury her, he sent to Dr Hugh Barker, the

Bishop of Oxford’s Chancellor, ‘to desire a faculty for the burial of the said Mrs.

Horseman, which when the messenger brought word it would not be granted

[he, Powell,] did advise one Edward Day and another of his servants dwelling

in Wheatley to bury her, the said Mrs. Horseman, in the garden, intending, after

leave obtained lawfully, to remove her body’. Private interment in domestic

ground would have been the legally correct disposition for an unreconciled

excommunicate, though many would say she was buried like a dog. On further

questioning, Mr Powell denied offering a fee to the minister of Holton, ‘to 

will him to suffer the said body to be buried in his parish church, promising

that he would save him harmless’. Powell evidently understood the business of

dispensations, faculties, and permissions, and expected to be able to negotiate 

a satisfactory outcome through his dealings with the ecclesiastical hierarchy;

it was the failure of those negotiations that precipitated the crisis in this

Oxfordshire woodland village.

Richard Winstow of Wheatley, labourer, told the court that when Mrs

Horseman died ‘in the Christmas time last, and before New Year’s day’ her

maid, Mary Slyman, brought him ‘a stick or rod which . . . was the measure of

Mrs. Horseman’s coffin wherein her body was put’. The rod was to indicate the

length of the required grave, and it was Winstow’s task to take this information

to the parish clerk of Holton to arrange for the digging. Besides this he was

non-committal, ‘knew not’ who buried Mrs Horseman, and on this typically

inconclusive note the court adjourned.



Two months later the court resumed its investigation of the provocative

clandestine burial. Charles Wise, the parish clerk of Holton, acknowledged that

Richard Winstow brought him the measure and went with him, on Mr Powell’s

instructions, to ask permission of the minister that Mrs Horseman be buried in

Holton church. But the minister, ‘Mr. Price, refused to give his consent thereto

unless he had order from Dr. Barker for her burial there.’ And as we know,

Dr Barker refused to grant the dispensation.

Meanwhile, as was customary after the death of a prominent parishioner, the

church bells rang. The ringers—the same four men who had already testified 

in January to Edward Powell’s intercession—now said that ‘they rang for Mrs.

Horseman, and that Richard Winstow brought the ringers beer to church’,

which was part of their usual reward. Then, to their amazement, three or four

days later, ‘they found that the chancel door of Holton had been wrested open

and the belfry door unbarred and opened and the ground in the chancel had

been opened under the communion table and a body buried there as [they]

thinketh, and the communion table set over that place again’. This was on

twelfth day, a remarkable Epiphany for the community of Holton. Besides this

the ringers said they knew nothing, and to this they set their marks. In most

parishes the bell-ringers formed a close-knit fraternity on the border of the

sacred and profane, and these Oxfordshire labourers clearly knew more than

they were telling.

The court needed other witnesses to bring it closer to the truth. ‘Widow 

Ives of Wheatley watched with Mrs. Horseman in her sickness. Richard

Hoskins of Wheatley dwelleth by Mrs. Horseman’s garden wall and might

know somewhat, if she were brought out that way’, suggested a court memor-

andum dated  March. Mrs Horseman’s servant Mary surely possessed more

information, but so far she was either reluctant to speak or unavailable.

Another neighbour, John Bolton, testified that the maid had requested the

ringing of the death peal at Holton, and that the four men who rang had the

minister’s begrudging consent for their action. Bolton said that Mary had told

him that ‘Mr. Price [the minister] had promised Mrs. Horseman in her lifetime

that he would bury her when she was dead’, but, like everyone else, he insisted

he knew no more.

Eventually on  March, almost eleven weeks after the secret night-time

burial, the maid told her part of the story. Mary Slyman testified that her mis-

tress had died on Friday morning, New Year’s Eve, ‘and was kept in the parlour

of her house in Wheatley from that time until Monday both day and night;

albeit she was put into a coffin on New Year day, yet by Monday she began to

smell so strong that they could not endure her in the house; whereupon on

Monday night they drew her corpse in her coffin out into the garden and the
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next morning drew her into the parlour again, and continued this course until

Wednesday, and left her in the garden on Wednesday at night next after New

Year’s day last, from whence she was carried in the night and buried in Holton

church as she hath heard; but by whom she was buried or who carried her away

or who made her grave or were any instrument or furtherer thereof she cannot

tell’. The maid had heard, however, ‘that Mrs. Brown had sent her man to

Master Doctor Barker to have authority or warrant from him for her burial,

and [she] persuading herself that this warrant should be obtained did there-

upon send one Richard Winstow with a measure of the length of her coffin to

the parish clerk of Holton to make a grave, and he went about that message, but

what success he had therein she cannot tell’.

John Stacy, who had already testified in January, now added that he accom-

panied Richard Winstow to obtain permission for the burial, but the minister

refused to bury Mrs Horseman ‘until he had leave and warrant from my Lord

Bishop of Oxford’. The minister’s wife, however, gave them the key to the

church ‘for them to ring’, Mr Price ‘being not then risen out of his bed’. On 

this dark winter morning we may imagine the minister taking refuge from

conflicting duties by snuggling down deeper beneath the covers. Bartholomew

Price, the minister of Holton, was no new appointee but had been rector since

. He was now an old man, most likely in his seventies, and did not want

difficulties at the end of his career.20

The other bell-ringers confirmed Stacy’s account, and said that they rang

two or three peals for Mrs Horseman. One of the ringers, John Robins, added

that ‘there was a bottle of drink and a little loaf of bread brought them to the

church which they did eat and drink, and he thinketh it came from Mrs. Horse-

man’s maid’. But they still had no idea how Mrs Horseman came to be buried.

Listeners who did not yet know that a prominent neighbour had died might

easily confuse the early morning ringing with the traditional ringing-in of the

New Year, itself a contentious practice. The normal procedure when someone

died was to toll a passing bell, not to ring two or three peals.21

The case resumed again on  April with testimony from Anne Price,

the minister’s wife. She deposed ‘that the Sunday morning next after Mrs.

Horseman’s death Edward Day, Thomas Day the younger, and John Robins 

and John Stacy came to [her] house before her husband was up and desired to

have the keys to the church to ring a peal, and she asked them wherefore they

would ring, and Edward Day made answer and said they would ring for Mrs.

Horseman who would be buried there, and then [she] said you should first

know whether she should be buried there or not before you ring for her,

and then the said Edward Day, being Mr. Powell’s man, said you will take 

my master’s word will you not, meaning Mr. Powell of Forest Hill, and she said
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no she should not be buried in Holton church unless he brought a note 

from Dr. Barker to give leave for her to be buried there. And after this the 

same morning came Richard Winstow, Mr. Powell’s man . . . and brought

Charles Wise the clerk of Holton with him’. They asked if the curate could ‘serve

the turn’ if Mr Price refused, to which Mrs Price answered that none should

bury Mrs Horseman without a note from Dr Barker ‘to signify his consent’.

Anne Price appears here as a forceful character, gatekeeper to the minister’s

chamber, and adamant that no irregular service should be performed 

without permission in writing. She understood the protective power of written

consent, but her own limited literacy was revealed when, like most of the 

villagers in this story, she wrote a mark instead of a signature when subscribing

her deposition.

Richard Winstow had asked the important question, ‘where shall we make

her grave?’ To which the minister replied, according to Mrs Price, ‘there should

no grave be made till they brought a note under Dr. Barker’s hand for it. Then

Winstow said I will go to my master and we will send away George Ball to Dr.

Barker and then I will be here again presently; and he then charged clerk Wise,

who had then the measure of her coffin in his hand, to take heed that he lost not

the measure, and so they departed.’ Evidently they expected the Chancellor to

reassure or overrule the parish minister, so that they could get on with the

important business of burying the corpse. But the actual burial site was not 

yet determined. The sexton’s measuring stick represented the deceased Mrs 

Horseman and this symbolic instrument was carried from place to place

throughout the village as the parties negotiated the problem.

Several witnesses mentioned Dr Hugh Barker, the Bishop of Oxford’s 

Chancellor, to whom the villagers appealed to allow Mrs Horseman normal

Christian burial. He had rejected the petition, and now, some months later,

as both an interested party and the official in charge of the court, he was 

determined to get to the bottom of the matter. Not only had an excom-

municant been buried, a church broken into, a communion table rudely

handled, and the most sacred ground within the chancel violated, but his own

express denial of burial for Mrs Horseman had been most shamefully ignored.

Barker may also have been the official who sentenced Mrs Horseman to excom-

munication, although no record of this can be found.22 Issues of professional

honour and episcopal authority became bound up with matters of ecclesiasti-

cal law and custom, as the villagers mocked the court by maintaining their wall

of silence.

Mrs Price, the minister’s wife, in common with everyone else brought before

the Chancellor, deposed that ‘she cannot tell’ who buried Mrs Horseman.

But she concluded her testimony with the observation ‘that on twelfth day 
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last past in the morning by break of day or soon after [she] saw John Stacy 

of Holton . . . in the street with his boots on and his boots were all dirty’. Ann

Price’s glimpse of John Stacy’s dirty boots might prove to be the turning point

in this case.

Another witness, Eleanor Turner, the wife of John Turner, labourer of

Holton, contributed some useful circumstantial evidence which also sheds

light on gender relations, neighbourliness, moral sentiment, work, and gossip

in this Oxfordshire village. Early in the morning on twelfth day she had gone to

John Stacy’s house ‘to help to milk his cattle, and the sun being then up’ she

found Stacy only then getting dressed from bed. To her taunting question, ‘you

are now a good husband, do you rise but now?’ Stacy said he had been out late

drinking. No more than anyone else did Eleanor Turner admit knowing who

buried Mrs Horseman, but ‘in Shotover wood she heard Thomas George’s 

wife of Holton say “God’s blessing on them that buried the dead, it is fit the

dead should be buried”, but whom she meant she cannot tell for they had no

particular speech of Mrs. Horseman’.

It was time to call back John Stacy, who had previously appeared before the

court in January and March. John Stacy now ‘sayeth that on twelfth day

morning or night last past he being not well but loose-bodied rose in the night

and went out his street door with his high shoes on without any stockings on,

and the door is so hard to open that it makes a great noise when it is opened so

as the neighbours that dwell near him may hear the opening thereof. And when

he had done that which he went about, he came in again and went to bed. And

he many times weareth his boots, the ground being dirty, but whether he had

his boots on that morning or his high shoes he cannot remember.’ It was a plau-

sible story, at least giving pause to the suspicion that the dirt on Stacy’s boots

had come from digging in the church, and that his tardy rising resulted from

clandestine night-time exertions.

Stacy’s statement continued. ‘And he further sayeth that about the Sunday 

at night before twelfth day last past there was preparation made at Mrs.

Horseman’s house for Mrs. Horseman’s burial, and a great deal of meat made

ready for the company that met there expecting her then to be buried. And 

[he, Stacy,] at her maid Mary Slyman’s request helped with others to remove

the corpse out of the parlour into a porch by the garden because the corpse

savoured much. And for ought he knoweth it remained there that night. And

[he] and the company there met supped there that night, but there coming no

authority or warrant for Mrs. Horseman’s burial she was not then buried.’ But

beyond this, he told the court, he knew no more.

Everyone involved had a chance to testify. None claimed knowledge, and

nobody confessed. Village opinion was with Mrs Horseman and her helpers—
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‘God’s blessing on them that buried the dead’—not with the minister or the

episcopal court. But by this time the Chancellor had a fair idea of what had

happened. Eventually on  July  the ecclesiastical court pronounced judge-

ment. John Stacy, Edward Day, and John Robins (three of the bell-ringers),

Charles Wise (the parish clerk), Richard Winstow (the labourer with the 

measuring stick), and their neighbour John Bolton, were all cited ‘quod fuerint
assistents et consentients ad sepulturam clandestinam Maria [a mistake for Eliza-

beth] Horseman in cancella ecclesia Holtonis noctis tempore’. Presumably, they

all did it. All were ordered to acknowledge their offence and to perform public

penance in Holton church, and to certify the court of their compliance. And so

they did. None of the offenders was excommunicated, and Mrs Horseman was

presumably left undisturbed in her place of honour. At least, there is no record

of her disinterment, no surviving order to that effect. A body, once buried,

belonged to God or belonged to no one, and could not be exhumed without

official permission.23 The investigative process had been aimed at disciplining

the community, not at ridding the church of pollution. Given the gravity of

their offence and their lack of candour before the court, the judgement against

the gravediggers was remarkably mild.

We do not know what manner of offence earned Mrs Horseman her excom-

munication, nor when that sentence was passed. But it seems unlikely to have

been serious enough to lose her the sympathy and respect of her neighbours.

Evidently she died expecting a normal burial despite her alienation from the

Church of England. Her nuncupative will of December  included conven-

tional payments to have ‘her funeral expenses discharged’,24 and as soon as she

passed away the standard funeral preparations were begun. According to her

maid, the minister had promised Mrs Horseman a Christian burial, but such a

promise would not have been necessary unless the matter was in some doubt.

Elizabeth Horseman appears to have been a Catholic recusant, one of three

identified in  in the parish of Cuddesdon (which included Wheatley) and

she may have stood excommunicate for half a dozen years before her death. She

was certainly a neighbour, and perhaps an associate, of the Catholic activist

Ann Curson (d. ) in the adjacent parish of Waterperry,‘one of the centres of

Roman Catholicism in Oxfordshire’.25 Roman Catholic activism was a continu-

ing concern for the Oxford diocesan authorities in the reign of Charles I, and a

nuisance for the rector of Holton.

The primary problem at Holton, however, was social and practical, not 

theological or spiritual. Mrs Horseman’s prominence in the community, as a

widowed gentlewoman, is confirmed by the generous bell-ringing at her death,

and by the solicitous negotiations conducted on her behalf. The neighbours

partaking of funeral refreshments on the night before twelfth day evidently
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expected the Chancellor to overrule their minister, so that they could proceed

with the burial as planned. They may also have assumed that the body of

Mrs Horseman, like those of other gentlefolk, warranted burial not just in 

consecrated ground but inside the church, at the centre of the community’s

worship.

Both the site and the circumstances of Mrs Horseman’s burial were charged

with significance that we cannot now fully decode. Their symbolic meaning 

is susceptible to multiple interpretations. Though the men who broke open

Holton church may have been somewhat drunk after an evening of Christmas-

tide festivity, on top of funeral refreshments, their action achieved what many

of the villagers wanted. In effect they dissolved the distinction between com-

municant and excommunicate, Protestant and Catholic, inside and out, and

reasserted the claims of common humanity. They took the problem into their

own hands because the body was beginning to fester, because they agreed that

Mrs Horseman should not be buried like a dog, and because they were im-

patient with the ecclesiastical impasse. It seems likely that the grave diggers saw

themselves as unofficial servants of the community, engaged in an act of chari-

table and neighbourly obligation, and their subsequent silence a matter of

decency and solidarity. Though the night-time burial was hugger-mugger its

consequences were patent for all to see.

At the same time their action can be judged as sinister and transgressive. As

well as acting charitably to the deceased, the men who conducted the clandes-

tine burial effectively dramatized divisions within the community. In solving

one problem they provocatively precipitated another. They did not just bury 

a problematic corpse but, rather, they used Mrs Horseman’s body to proclaim a

message of resistance and defiance. Their flagrant disregard of ministerial

instructions and their trespass on the incumbent’s freehold served as a dramat-

ic reproach to a tired and uncooperative parish priest. Their violent intrusion

into the church and their ostentatious desecration of the chancel sabotaged

notions of reverence and decorum. Their action fired a salvo against ecclesiast-

ical protocol and put religious rigidity to shame. By digging a grave at the very

spot where the minister conducted holy communion, and then covering the

grave with the communion table (no doubt manhandled with dirty hands),

they sullied the sanctity that religious ceremonialists most cherished. They 

disparaged the beauty of holiness and exposed the most sacred part of the

church to pollution. Laudian ceremonialists, whose influence was rising in

Oxfordshire, would react with horror to this travesty of good liturgical order.26

If the action at Holton undermined religious reverence, subverted priestly

authority, challenged episcopal discipline, and allowed an unruly laity to

thwart ecclesiastical sanctions, it threatened the established order in ways more
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profound than the protagonists may have imagined. From this perspective, the

burial of Mrs Horseman was an act of revolt.

In order to provide a broader perspective for the case at Holton it may be use-

ful to consider how other communities conducted themselves when dealing 

with similar problems. Ministers elsewhere did not always behave with the 

cautious rigidity of the reverend Bartholomew Price, nor were episcopal

officials invariably as unyielding as the Chancellor to the Bishop of Oxford.27

Neighbours were not always so insistent on burying excommunicates in conse-

crated ground, nor so secret in their actions if official permission was denied.

No other case of this sort is so well documented as the one involving Mrs 

Horseman, but disputes over clandestine burials, hugger-mugger funerals, in-

terment in the church or churchyard, and even, occasionally, exhumation of

illicitly buried bodies, are sprinkled through the church court records. A 

surprising number come from the reign of Charles I, from a time when the

Church was especially concerned about decorum, discipline, and ceremony.

Reviewing these cases throws further light on lay and clerical relations, law 

and custom, and the negotiations and accommodations that were invariably

involved in creating and resolving local difficulties. Further exploration of the

church court records not only helps to contextualize the crisis at Holton, but

also illuminates other strands of discourse and disagreement in early modern

England.

Every problem had several possible solutions. Given goodwill and ingenuity,

there was no difficulty that could not be resolved. Successful administrators

knew that negotiation was preferable to confrontation, that concord was better

than division, and that community was founded on accommodation. Not all

churchmen, unfortunately, were blessed with this irenic spirit, nor were all

laymen so readily given to compromise. Personal rigidity, religious scrupu-

losity, and stubborn bureaucratic legalism all had the potential to turn a 

problem into a crisis.28 The records relating to the excommunicated dead

expose these variable processes of problem-solving, crisis-management, and

the restoration of community consensus.

The most effective resolution of the crisis was to lift the sentence of

excommunication. Even for superficial Christians who made light of ec-

clesiastical penalties, it was profoundly unsettling to approach death not

knowing where one would be interred, how one’s body would be handled,

or whether it would be treated with decency. Fears about salvation, anxiety

about reputation, and concern about exclusion from the customary funeral

processes led some people who had lived in a state of excommunication to 

seek timely absolution as they approached their final hour. Kinsmen and
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friends, who would otherwise be responsible for disposing of the body, and

whose own honour was implicated in its burial, often interceded on their

behalf. Ideally the sentence would be lifted before the person died, but it was

also possible for the authorities to act a few days later. Several cases show asso-

ciates arranging last-minute reconciliation or seeking posthumous assistance

from the courts.

A case from the diocese of London reveals the anxiety an excommunicated

woman felt about her impending death, and about the likely disposition of her

body. Alice Chapman, a widow of Stepney, Middlesex, had been excommuni-

cated for her contumacy in keeping a bawdy house on the outskirts of Jacobean

London. By all accounts she lived a disorderly and immoral life. But on her

deathbed in , according to witnesses, ‘she was very penitent and sorrowful

for her sins, and heartily desired such as were present with her to see that she

might be buried in Christian burial’. Whether or not her repentence was

authentic, the effective aim of this statement was to enfold Alice Chapman back

into the community of Christians. Evidently it succeeded. Similarly in ,

we learn, when John Collins of Stepney was ‘grievously sick and in danger 

of death’, his wife and a neighbour appealed to the court that he might be

‘absolved from the sentence of excommunication that is published against

him’. Once again the appeal to the bishop’s commissary was successful, so

Collins, who had been excommunicated for failing to answer a citation, could

now look forward to a normal Christian burial.29

The Oxford diocesan court, so intransigent when dealing with Mrs Horse-

man, acted favourably later in  in the case of Richard Halloway of Long

Combe. Halloway ‘died excommunicate, and before his death was desirous to

be absolved but was not able to come to Oxford for absolution and was desired

to be buried in Christian burial’. This time the Chancellor granted the posthu-

mous request, but whether in light of the modesty of Halloway’s offence, or to

avoid repeating the struggle at Holton, cannot be learned.30 These were norma-

tive cases, embodying the twin spirits of Christian charity and bureaucratic

flexibility; but not all such appeals were successful.

A chain of difficult choices followed when somebody died excommunicate,

‘and no man able to testify of his repentence’.31 Pressed by parishioners, the

minister could respond favourably and agree to a normal burial. This would

put an end to the matter unless somebody else complained. If the minister

denied the burial, as Bartholomew Price denied Mrs Horseman, higher author-

ities might be called to intervene. The diocesan court had the power to grant a

dispensation, but if it refused and all appeals were exhausted there was little to

prevent the body from being disposed of like an animal. At any stage in these

proceedings, however, the friends of the deceased might short-cut the process
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and take matters into their own hands by conducting a clandestine interment

in the churchyard.32 The secret night-time burial of excommunicates was

patently illegal, but it could, in some circumstances, provide an acceptable

solution to the problem. Faced with a fait accompli the authorities could choose

to accept the matter as closed, or they could seek to discipline the offenders. In

cases of bitter controversy and community division there might even be a con-

tested exhumation. Removing a corpse, unless officially authorized, was also a

matter for examination and discipline.

Some of the records reveal more hesitation than negotiation. Oxfordshire

officials were not sure what to do with the body of Julia Piggot of Eiston, who

was thought to be excommunicated and who was also suspected of having

drowned herself in . In this case the problem of excommunication paled

before the serious suspicion of suicide. Some officials advised keeping Piggot

unburied ‘until such time as the coroner had enquired how she came by her

death’, but others of a more pragmatic spirit instructed the vicar to proceed

with her burial forthwith, for ‘if there were any cause found afterwards she

should be unburied again’.33 It was simpler (and more salubrious) to bury her

promptly and disinter her later, if so ordered, than to allow the unburied body

to fester.

Another Oxfordshire case from , a year before the death of Mrs Horse-

man, shows how a corpse was disposed of when negotiations proved unsuc-

cessful. Certain parishioners of Eynsham took it upon themselves to inter their

neighbour, George Prescot, after their minister refused to give him Christian

burial; but they did not take the body to the churchyard. One witness, Thomas

Evans, told the court ‘that he heard that the said George Prescot was excommu-

nicate, and Mr. Lang refusing to bury him in the churchyard, he having been so

long kept after he was dead that it was noisome to the house where he lay, here-

upon he with others carried him out of the house and set him in a close called

the park at the back-side of Eynsham Abbey, and there left the corpse’. Another

witness, William Wiggington, added ‘that he knew that George Prescot in his

life time would not go to church, and that Mr. Lang refused to bury him, and he

helped to carry him out into the park, and there left him’. Thomas Barncote

helped the others to carry the body ‘and made a grave and helped to bury him’,

while a fourth parishioner, Humphrey Cap, ‘looked on’.

Prescot’s offence is not specified here, but his long-time refusal to attend

church points to Catholic recusancy. Lacking the social advantages and com-

munity support enjoyed by Mrs Horseman of Holton, Prescot’s corpse was dis-

posed of on wasteland when the stench of decomposition proved too much to

bear. This was burial like a beast, the final indignity that most English Chris-

tians abhorred. Nobody was punished as a result of this episode, for Prescot
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was buried exactly as the law intended. But the incident was unusual enough to

command the diocesan court’s attention. The fact that Prescot was ‘so long kept

[unburied] after he was dead’ suggests that his neighbours were not sure what

to do, that some sort of argument was taking place, and that the men who dis-

posed of the body thought that they were doing everyone a favour when nego-

tiations failed.34

Burying the dead was a pastoral duty, and in problematic cases the priest

could exercise his judgement and argue later with his ecclesiastical superiors.

In a case from Elizabethan Yorkshire the minister of Almondbury was 

cited in  ‘for burying Nicholas Littlewood, an excommunicate person, in

the churchyard’. Here the minister had exercised his pastoral discretion, but 

his superiors called his action into question.35 Another minister, Anthony

Gorredge, the vicar of Tutbury, Staffordshire, was cited in  ‘for burying an

excommunicate person in the night’. But it is not clear in this case whether he

was cited for being present, for conducting the service, or just for allowing it to

happen.36 In a Durham case in  the archdeacon proceeded against the min-

ister of Lanchester ‘for suffering Eleanor Forcer, a grand recusant, to be buried

in the choir’. The curate, Roger Willis, admitted that this had taken place, but

said ‘it was in his absence, and that Edward Willis, parish clerk, made the grave’.

It rather sounds as if the parish leaders had colluded in Eleanor Forcer’s privi-

leged burial, and that confronted with official displeasure they had begun to

run for cover.37

Daniel Letsham, the rector of St Peter’s, Wallingford, Berkshire, protested

that he did not know that the woman he buried in March  was ‘a person

excommunicate and a recusant convicted’. He thought he was doing his duty.

Mrs Austin, a Catholic widow, died in ‘the college’, the converted remains of the

old collegiate church of St Nicholas within the castle precincts at Wallingford,

where she was visiting Mr Michael Paine, a gentleman recusant. When Mrs

Austin died Mr Paine asked the rector to bury her, and assured him that she was

‘neither excommunicate nor convicted’. Paine made all the arrangements for

the funeral, and met all the expenses of transportation, grave-making, and bell-

ringing. Letsham told the court that he buried Mrs Austin on a Sunday between

six and seven in the evening, ‘according to the form prescribed in the book of

common prayer, there being present a great company, viz. forty persons and

upwards who did accompany the corpse to the burial’. Mrs Austin received 

a respectable funeral, a religious ceremony, and interment in consecrated

ground. Only afterwards did the minister learn that she had been formally

excommunicated, but by then it was too late. Had she been a regular parish-

ioner he might have known her status, but in the circumstances he could only

acknowledge his fault.38
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Faced with intransigent ministers or unaccommodating authorities, lay

neighbours, kinsmen, and friends were often prepared to act illicitly to bury

their loved ones in consecrated ground. Catholic recusants in particular seem

to have looked forward to burial in the ancient sacred enclosures. Churchyards

were easily accessible and rarely monitored, allowing a determined burial 

party to dig a grave and to bury a corpse while nobody else was watching.

Churches too could easily be entered, as parishioners discovered at Holton.

Clandestine intrusions of this sort were hard to prevent, but the physical evi-

dence was difficult to hide. Episcopal authorities usually made some effort to

punish the perpetrators, but left the corpse where it lay. It was much easier to

bury than to unbury someone, due to complex legal procedures governing

exhumation.

A brief selection of cases will indicate the range of complaint and response in

these circumstances. Robert Harwood of Banbury, Oxfordshire, was ordered to

perform penance in  after acknowledging ‘that he is sorry for offending the

law in interring his wife contrary to the law being excommunicate’. William

Radhouse of Weedon Beck, Northamptonshire, dying excommunicated in

January , ‘was buried by stealth in the night time in the churchyard . . .

whereupon the church was interdicted a fortnight’. Here the court decided to

punish the entire parish since they were unable to identify those responsible.

Catholic recusants around Dorchester, Oxfordshire, buried several members 

of their families in the ancient churchyard during the s. Parish officials

reported these intrusions, but there was little they could do to prevent them.

The Dorchester recusants were not necessarily excommunicated, and there is

no evidence that the perpetrators were punished.39

Christopher Messenger of Great Marlow, Buckinghamshire, was cited before

the archdeaconry court in  ‘for bringing his wife into the churchyard,

and burying her in the night time, she standing excommunicated’. The court

ordered the churchwardens to find out who else was present when this viola-

tion occurred. Most belonged to a cluster of local recusants. Another Marlow

resident, Silvester Messenger, who may have been involved in the night-time

burial, himself died excommunicate and was also secretly buried. Similar

charges were laid against Francis Gamon of Warborough.40 Eleanor Bateman,

a widow, ‘excommunicate and convicted of recusancy’, secured a private night-

time burial at St Oswald’s, Durham, in . And friends and family members

buried William Ward, another excommunicated person, in the church at

Marchington, Staffordshire, in .41

Covering the grave with earth was not necessarily the end of the matter. The

body of an Essex woman was one of several to suffer interment, exhumation,

and reburial as neighbours and officials argued about its proper disposition.
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Elizabeth Chambers was buried in the churchyard of Pitsea, Essex, in , ‘in

the dead time of night, she being an excommunicated person’. Upon discover-

ing her grave the churchwardens dug it up, but then, when money changed

hands, consented to her reburial. John Lane, one of the churchwardens, was

cited ‘for consenting to the taking up of the body of Elizabeth Chambers . . .

and afterwards compounding with one Robert Cornish for s. for the burial

of the said Elizabeth again’ in the churchyard. There was no question of her

having a Prayer Book ceremony, but considerable ambivalence about where her

remains should lie.42

An horrific incident occurred in  after the night-time burial of another

excommunicated recusant at Thornton, in the archdeaconry of Cleveland,

Yorkshire. A crowd of villagers accompanied the body of Ann Hodgson to her

clandestine burial in the churchyard. (Among those cited were five labourers,

a husbandman, a fuller, and a wright.) One of those present, Thomas Story,

denied taking part in the burial, but claimed rather to have been sent by the

rector, John Robinson, ‘to take note of the business’. The minister apparently

kept his distance, and certainly withheld his permission, but his representative

was not content to remain passive. After the burial party had departed, Thomas

Story and five other men ‘took up the body of the said Ann Hodgson after it was

buried and brought her back to the house, and broke her coffin wherein she

was’ and tipped her out on the ground. The report continues, ‘that the swine

tore the sheet off her and had eaten her if some neighbours had not come and

laid her in the coffin again and after buried her’.43

It may not be coincidental that so many of these cases occurred in the reign

of Charles I. In pressing its demands for discipline the Caroline Church

identified many offenders while weakening its capacity for compromise, in-

formal negotiation, and the exercise of charitable discretion. At a time when

the church courts were increasingly profligate with excommunications they

seemed less willing to give excommunicates or their friends the benefit of the

doubt. Common to Mrs Horseman’s case at Holton, George Prescot’s case at

Eynsham, and Ann Hodgson’s case at Thornton, was the refusal by the ecclesi-

astical authorities to yield to popular sentiment or to exercise their wonted dis-

cretion. The high ceremonial style of churchmanship that became fashionable

in the s involved a fastidiousness that some members of the laity found

offensive. Just as they railed off altars to prevent desecration by dogs, installed

font covers to prevent contamination of the water of baptism, and required

women at their churching to present themselves in veils, Laudian ceremonial-

ists may have been especially insistent that excommunicates be separated from

communicant Christians. They certainly insisted on the sanctity of God’s

precincts and the dignity of God’s priests. In promoting the beauty of holiness

Who Buried Mrs Horseman? 



the Caroline Church drew fresh attention to notions of sanctity and pollution,

and may have followed stricter standards in dealing with the excommunicated

dead.

Although many of these cases involve recusants, Catholics were not the 

only ones affected. Laudian officials were concerned to police the burial of

excommunicates, no matter what the religious inclination or prior offence 

of the deceased. When a puritan activist died at Aldham, Essex, in the s 

the Laudian rector, Daniel Falconer, ‘refused to bury him, and sent his son to

forewarn the sexton not to make his grave’. At Burrow, Lincolnshire, in  the

archbishop’s commissioner noted ‘many puritans’, and when one of them died

excommunicate he ordered an investigation of ‘where she was buried and by

whom’.44

Nor may it be entirely coincidental that so many of these cases involved

women. Scholars may argue whether this reflects women’s poverty in 

patronage and community support, the gendered dimensions of pastoral 

ministry, or another aspect of patriarchal domination. Women were no 

more likely than men to suffer excommunication, but the disposition of

the bodies of excommunicated women appears to have been particularly 

controversial. Some Caroline churchmen found women’s bodies embarassing

whether they were alive or dead, and were unwilling to stretch the rules on their

behalf.45

Similar problems occurred in the later seventeenth century when the restored

Church of England faced challenges from dissenters and recusants. The

Church still used excommunication as a sanction against offenders of all sorts,

but its disciplinary effectiveness in the post-Restoration era was substantially

reduced. The revised  Prayer Book explicitly denied the funeral service to

excommunicates but offered no guidance about where such people should be

buried. As in previous generations, the matter was left to local discretion. Con-

tinuing the practice of revolutionary-era radicals, Quakers established their

own burial grounds and shunned the Anglican church. But Roman Catholics

still laid claim to the old churchyards and were prepared to seek burial by day or

by night. In cases of difficulty parishioners sought guidance from their minis-

ters, ministers referred problems to their bishops, and occasionally mediation

was left to the archbishop. Many senior churchmen understood the virtues of

compromise and the force of extenuating factors, and recognized that punctil-

iousness could be counter-productive. Others insisted that the bodies of

excommunicates should not lie alongside their brethren, and ordered their

removal to the common highway. Fewer cases of this sort came to court, and

later Stuart church court records are generally more laconic; but ecclesiastical
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correspondence shows churchmen groping for a satisfactory combination of

principle and pragmatism.

An episcopal letter of  commended John Bennet, a Dorset minister, for

his ‘zeal, courage and prudence’ in the face of troublesome papists. After two of

these recusants died Bennet ‘refused to bury them in the churchyard because

they were . . . excommunicate persons, but their own gang came and buried

them by a strong hand’. Faced with such disorder the minister sought advice

from his bishop. Bishop Guy Carleton of Bristol referred the problem to Arch-

bishop Gilbert Sheldon, explaining, ‘he desires to be advised if they bury their

excommunicated persons any more in the churchyard whether he may . . .

cause them to be taken up and buried in the highway’.46 We do not have the

answer to this request, but the letter further testifies to the gravity of the

problem and to continuing uncertainty how to deal with it.

Acting in strict accordance with the law Peter Mews, the Bishop of Bath 

and Wells, ordered ‘the removal of the body of a papist who died excom-

municate’ in , after the dead man’s friends had secured his burial inside the

church. Influential Catholics complained to the king, prompting this retort

from the bishop: ‘I am sure I did nothing but my duty, though the manner 

of doing it be represented under very ill but (which is my satisfaction) false 

circumstances.’47

Faced with a similar problem in , Richard Exton, a minister in the

diocese of Hereford, sought episcopal permission before proceeding with the

funeral. ‘Worthy Sir’, he wrote to the bishop, ‘there is a poor man dead in my

parish that was excommunicated, and Mr. Reynolds said he cannot be buried

without special licence, which if you please to grant I shall perform my office

. . . The bearer will acquaint you with the deceased’s condition.’ A diocesan

official endorsed the letter before sending it on to the registrar. ‘I well know

what direction we have in the Book of Common Prayer for the burial of the

dead. Is a licence in this case usual? I find no canon to countenance such

licence; but the bearer is in haste, instances in this case are rare; there is some-

what to be said for this man if the bearer speaks truth. I consent to what is 

irregular, then if you grant a licence I affix my fiat.’ 48

The negotiations, accommodations, permissions, and objections involved 

in burying the excommunicated dead are further illuminated by yet another 

incident from Oxfordshire in . Roger Cooper (the parish clerk?) of All

Saints, Oxford, was cited, ‘that he did toll the bell and set open the church door

and suffer [Ann King] the wife of Lawrence King of the parish of St. Martin to

be brought through the church and put into the ground without any divine

service.’ Cooper responded that this was true, ‘but doth allege that he first went

to Dr. Marshall, Rector of Lincoln College and rector of the parish of All Saints,

Who Buried Mrs Horseman? 



and advised with him what to do about her burial, being an excommunicated

person, who gave leave, with the consent of the churchwardens, that she should

be buried in the churchyard without divine service as an excommunicate

person’. And Cooper displayed certificates from Dr Marshall and the church-

wardens to satisfy the court. Ann King’s body was transported through sacred

space and buried in hallowed ground, but without the burial service from the

Book of Common Prayer. Despite her excommunication, her burial was duly

recorded in the parish register on  June .49

Finally, mixing toleration, evangelism, and discipline, Bishop Edward Jones

of St Asaph wrote to Archbishop William Sancroft in February  about occa-

sional practical modifications to the ‘severity that we use toward all persons

that die under excommunication. It was ordered at the last convocation in this

diocese that whosoever dies excommunicate shall want burial in the church or

churchyard, unless the bishop order the contrary in any particular case. This

indeed is a punishment to the relations, and therefore where the relations are

good conformable people I have suffered them to bring their dead in the

churchyard (but by no means in the church) and that by night, without prayer

or other solemnity. Yesterday some papists came to me for leave to bury one of

their dead that died under excommunication. I endeavoured by that handle to

bring them to church but after long discourse with them found them obstinate,

and therefore refused them the use of holy ground for their dead.’50 The bishop

could exercise a discretionary power, even for excommunicated papists, so long

as there was co-operation and goodwill. By seeking guidance, affixing fiats,

giving leave, and consenting to what was irregular, these late Stuart prelates

sought practical modifications to the law, of the kind that her neighbours

sought for Mrs Horseman. By this time, however, the churchyard was no longer

the only desired resting place, and dissenting groups who were subject to

excommunication increasingly operated burial grounds of their own. Burying

the excommunicated dead still posed problems for the Church and for the

community, and their effective resolution still depended more on goodwill

than on law.

These cases demonstrate, once again, that the ‘final hour’ of death was by no

means the end of the story. A person’s social presence continued post mortem
through such processes as watching, carrying, burying, and memorializing.

Whether privileged to be buried inside the church, or interred as was most

common in the churchyard, villagers continued together as neighbours in the

enduring community of the living and the dead. The collective burying ground

of the churchyard was, as contemporaries sometimes described it, the ‘dormi-

tory of Christians’ whence they would awake in joyful company on the day of

resurrection. Local sentiment held that no neighbour should be denied this
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prospect because of the inconvenience or ill-fortune of excommunication. Our

records make no mention of hovering shades, anxiety about pollution, or the

baneful influence of the unburied, though ideas of this sort formed part of the

ferment of popular culture. Instead, we see a determination to do what was

best, by means official or unofficial, to resolve controversial problems, and to

achieve community cohesion. The sentiments voiced in Shotover wood in 

may serve as a general epitaph, ‘God’s blessing on them that buried the dead, it

is fit the dead should be buried.’

Dramatis Personae

Mrs Elizabeth Horseman of Wheatley, widow, deceased

Mary Slyman, servant to Mrs Horseman

widow Ives of Wheatley, watched at Mrs Horseman’s deathbed

Edward Powell of Forest Hill, gent.

Dr Hugh Barker, Chancellor to Bishop of Oxford

Bartholemew Price, rector of Holton

Anne Price, rector’s wife

Charles Wise, parish clerk of Holton

Thomas Day, labourer, bell-ringer

Edward Day, servant to Edward Powell, bell-ringer

John Robins, bell-ringer

John Stacy, bell-ringer

Richard Winstow, labourer

Richard Hoskins

John Bolton

Mrs Brown

George Ball

John Turner, labourer

Eleanor Turner, John’s wife

Thomas George’s wife
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‘Parson thou art an ass . . . I never saw such an ass as thou art,’ proclaimed a

Yorkshire yeoman to his parish priest in the late s. Lincolnshire ecclesiasti-

cal authorities were scandalized a few years later when a layman reviled his

vicar as a ‘scurvy rascal knave’. A Buckinghamshire man in the s dismissed

his minister as ‘tinkerly parson’, while another in Northamptonshire addressed

his minister as ‘jackanapes’. A Norfolk parishioner railed at his rector in  as

‘a wide-mouthed rascal’, while a Yorkshireman was cited in the same year ‘for

comparing his minister to a pedlar and his ministerial function to pedlars’

wares’. Elaborating on this vocabulary a Dorset tailor in  addressed his

rector as ‘a base knave, a dangerous knave, a base rogue, a dangerous rogue’,

while a Suffolk innkeeper called a clergyman ‘knave, fool, jacksauce’, before

swinging at his head with a cudgel.1

In these and hundreds of similar confrontations, lay parishioners used the

language of insult against ordained ministers, and were called to answer for

their offence before the ecclesiastical authorities. Their remarks disparaged and

demeaned the ministry, violated the norms of neighbourliness, and undercut

the hierarchical, deferential, and reverential conventions on which English reli-

gious culture was based. Their words transgressed against decency, charity, and

linguistic restraint, and bruised the honour of a sensitive professional caste.

Whether they were also expressions of anticlericalism, rather than soured per-

sonal dealings or strained community relationships, is a question of some

importance. Historians are currently inclined to see anticlericalism as a signifi-

cant and robust phenomenon, and to treat it more as a consequence than a

cause of the Reformation in England; but the altercations documented here

point to frustration with particular clerics rather than generalized hostility to

the clerical estate.2 The collisions and exchanges were ad hominem rather than

ad clerum, though especially fraught for being directed at men of the cloth.

This chapter probes more deeply into episodes of verbal confrontation. It

sets ministerial precepts about priestly dignity against legal testimony, mostly

in the ecclesiastical courts, in order to calibrate some of the tension between

ministers and parishioners. It studies the vocabulary of derision, the choice of



insulting words and the circumstances in they were hurled, in order to under-

stand the nature of abuse the courts described as railing, reviling, irreverent,

slanderous, or blasphemous. It also examines the obverse of this relationship,

ministerial contempt for the laity, and in particular the intemperate language

some preachers used against parishioners they considered to be obstructive,

rude, or reprobate.

The larger historical framework here, and throughout this book, is the

impact and progress of the Reformation and the struggle for social discipline in

the decades preceding the English civil wars. By paying attention to insult and

mockery we may throw fresh light on the relationship between the elite and the

popular, the godly and the multitude, and the occupants of the pulpit and the

pew. Though any neighbour could berate another, and secular officials like

constables and churchwardens could also be targets for abuse, the exchange of

insults amongst the laity lacked the religious edge—the frisson of blasphemy

and sacrilege—involved when a parishioner called his parson an ass.3 These

verbal collisions were especially damaging in times of religious contest, when

ministers were seeking to achieve moral, liturgical, or disciplinary reforms.

Mockery of the clergy was especially disturbing because it undercut the spir-

itual authority of God’s ministers on earth.

The relationship of clergy and laity in post-Reformation England was compli-

cated by social, cultural, religious, and financial transactions, as well as by

problems of personality and style. For lay men and women there was no escap-

ing the rhythms of the Prayer Book or the barrage of catechism and sermons.

Church attendance was mandatory, and adults could be sanctioned for irregu-

larly coming to worship. The church was indispensable in managing and

sacralizing rites of passage—from the baptism of babies and the churching of

newly delivered mothers to the solemnization of matrimony and the burial of

the dead. Weekly and seasonal routines and the rituals of the life-cycle all came

within ecclesiastical cognizance, as did questions relating to sexual morality,

community relations, and probate. Furthermore, everyone had clerical neigh-

bours. All but a few of England’s nine-and-a half thousand parishes had resi-

dent ministers—in the rectory, parsonage, or vicarage—whose lives intersected

with those of their parishioners. Tithe-fat parsons could be sources of envy

while impoverished curates generated contempt, but the entire clerical order

laid claim to a dignity that set them apart. Gentle householders may have

looked down on their minister as a social subordinate, while humbler parish-

ioners looked up to him as a member of the elite, but all could measure their

Christian duty in the outlay of rates and assessments, fees and tithes. Deeply

rooted structural tensions associated with education, income, and class were
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compounded by passing differences over religious solemnity, devotion, and

belief.

Not surprisingly, lay–clerical relations were often brittle and uncomfortable.

Both sides were quick to find fault. For university-trained scholars,4 preferment

to a rural parish could seem like isolation in one of the dark corners of the land.

For parishioners at home in their local community, their minister could appear

as an overweening or incomprehensible outsider. In a world of tradesmen, arti-

sans, and agriculturists, academic clerics (no matter what their taste in theo-

logy) were inevitably alien. They knew themselves, as did George Herbert in

Caroline Wiltshire, ‘to be both suspected and envied’.5 Intellectually, socially,

culturally, and often geographically, they did not belong.

Herbert was but one of many ministers to remark on the problem of pastoral

communication, ‘especially with country people, which are thick and heavy,

and hard to raise to a point of zeal and fervency’. His parish of Fugglestone with

Bemerton was a far cry from the intellectual refinements of Cambridge or the

spiritual intensity of Little Gidding.6 Even superhuman saints like Richard

Greenham at Dry Drayton or Richard Baxter at Kidderminster spoke of the

‘untractableness and unteachableness’ of many of the people, and experienced

their dealings with parishioners as battles of slings and arrows.7 ‘It is an heap of

miseries and a very representation of hell to be continually vexed and exceed-

ingly grieved with their wicked conversation’, complained the Jacobean minis-

ter William Attersoll of his ‘lewd’ and abusive parishioners at Isfield, Sussex.

John Thaxter’s parishioners at Bridgham, Norfolk, were not deliberately offen-

sive, but ‘being wholly bent to the toil of manual affairs and the tilth of the

ground’, he complained, they were unreceptive to all catechism.8 William Har-

rison’s hearers at Huyton, Lancashire, were deaf to his sermons, preferring jests

and fables to the solemn word of God.9 ‘I am seated in a barren place,’ com-

plained Ralph Cudworth from deepest Somerset.10 What were the prospects for

a minister in another ‘dark corner’ of the land like Cumberland or Westmor-

land, where, as one put it in the reign of Charles I, ‘he sees his hopes shall be 

terminated and himself nailed fast’?11

Cultural, personal, and professional antagonisms often estranged ministers

from their flock. Financial demands and exigencies kept them at odds. Clerical

diaries, treatises, and correspondence of this period repeatedly reflect on the

struggle against ignorance and irreligion, boorishness and intransigence, while

church court records reveal some of the hostility and derision with which

incumbents had to cope. Godly reformers and strict ceremonialists were

equally likely to collide with parish intransigence, for neither puritans nor 

Laudians were exempt from being called an ass or a knave.

The clergy enjoyed a privileged place in the post-Reformation community,
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and expected due deference to their office and function. Despite early Protes-

tant notions of ‘the priesthood of all believers’, the established Church of

England maintained a strict distinction between clergy and laity. Ordination to

the priesthood conferred the right to administer the sacraments and other 

services, while induction to a vicarage or rectory carried social as well as finan-

cial privileges. But attempts by social historians to locate the clergy in the socio-

economic spectrum from gentlemen to peasants often miss the point that the

crucial differential was their calling and their relationship to God. The clergy

were spiritual leaders, distinguished from ordinary mankind. This was a view

that could unite radical presbyterians and Anglican sacerdotalists against the

multitude to whom they ministered. A review of clerical perceptions of their

role, and of their pastoral-sacramental relationship to the laity, may help to

explain why ministers found mockery so unsettling and so offensive.

Late Elizabethan ministers took an elevated view of clerical dignity, which

was taken to new heights of sacerdotal conceit by some of their seventeenth-

century successors. Their high sense of spiritual and professional superiority

may explain the frustration most clergymen felt when laymen subjected them

to scorn. To Edward Dering, for example, ‘The true minister is the eye of the

body, the workman of the harvest, the messenger that calleth unto the mar-

riage, the prophet that telleth the will of the Lord, the wiseman to discern

between good and evil, the scribe that doth expound the law, the servant that

occupieth his master’s talents unto gain, the witness that beareth testimony of

Christ to all people, the dispensers of the mysteries of God.’12

It became a commonplace of early Stuart preaching that the clergy were

God’s ambassadors, his husbandmen and builders, the Lord’s soldiers and cap-

tains. ‘The ministers are builders of the Lord’s house, soldiers in the Lord’s

camp, husbandmen in the Lord’s fields, watchmen in the Lord’s city, and shep-

herds over the Lord’s flock,’ claimed the Sussex minister William Attersoll in

. The clergy were ‘the salt of the earth, ordained of God to season men’,

asserted the Jacobean preacher George Downame, so that ‘not to reverence the

ministry is to dishonour God’.13 Caroline priests made similar claims, like

William Hardwick of Reigate, Surrey, who preached in  that ‘our God will

have us reputed as his ambassadors, and as shining stars, yea, as angels’.14 Small

wonder that bold laymen thought to bring them down a peg or two!

Clerical authors devoted a considerable amount of time to discussing ‘the

smitings of the tongue’, particularly when they themselves were its victims. In a

work that was often reprinted between  and , the Cambridge theolo-

gian William Perkins lamented ‘the abuse of the tongue among all sorts and

degrees of men everywhere’, in particular the ‘swearing, blaspheming, chiding,

quarreling, contending, jesting, mocking, flattering, lying, dissembling, vain
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and idle talking’ that poisoned relations between Christians. Evil speech was

explicable, he thought, because ‘the heart of man by nature is a bottomless gulf

of iniquity’. It had to be answered by loving correction and godly reproof.15

‘Scoffing speeches, railing voices, and slanderous words’ were especially

serious, according to the Leicestershire minister Anthony Anderson, because

they undermined ‘the true church of God now in England’, and eased the 

path for popery and superstition. Christ and his father were despised and the

work of antichrist facilitated, he said, when ‘the holy ministry is holden in 

contempt’.16

Calvinist theology helped many ministers to understand that reprobates

were all around them. But one did not have to endorse the harsher nuances of

predestination to believe that bawdiness, irreverence, and incivility divided the

world between saints and sinners. Alehouse culture and common village life

were worlds apart from the parson’s study, notwithstanding the mitigating

effect of popular religious ballads and the temptation some ministers felt to

display good fellowship by sitting at the ale bench.17

Revilement and abuse were part of the parson’s lot, a standard occupational

hazard.‘Scoffers, scorners, mockers, and suchlike monsters’ were to be found in

every parish, wrote Charles Gibbon, with an eye on the inhabitants of Bury 

St Edmunds. ‘We shall find our function to be full of labour and sweating . . .

evil entreating and hard entertainments,’ wrote the minister of Isfield, Sussex,

who had to put up with ‘reviling taunts’ and ‘railing and rotten speeches’ while

attempting to exercise his calling.18

‘Dunghill scurrilities, quaffing compliments, ridiculous jeerings, obscene

ribaldries [and] irreligious tongue-smitings’ (the complaint is Joseph

Bentham’s) were only to be expected, especially in the polarized religious

culture of early modern England. George Herbert remarked on ‘the general

ignominy which is cast on the [clerical] profession’, but made it a badge of pride

to share ‘the portion of God his master and of God’s saints his brethren’ in suf-

fering.19 ‘The vile railings and contradictions of Satan’s revellers and popish

insolency’ had to be met with patience, ‘generous magnanimity, and brave con-

tempt’, advised the Northamptonshire minister Robert Bolton. Against ‘the

language of hell, which consisteth in oaths, lying, slandering, in obscenities,

railings, contemptuous insolencies against the ministry and ways of God’, was

to be set the judicious exercise of ‘Christian reproof ’.20 But too often, as many 

a minister knew to his cost, reprimand of a parishioner produced another

tongue lashing in return.

Assailed by a sea of profanity, harrassed and offended clergy consoled them-

selves by claiming to be on the side of the angels. Their enemies, by contrast,

could be consigned to the darkness of reprobation or be bestialized as ‘swinish
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wretches’ and ‘currish dogs’.21 The experience of mockery confirmed anxious

ministers in their own sense of righteousness and encouraged them to identify

with the torments of the prophets, and even with the suffering Christ.22 Revile-

ment helped bond the puritan godly as a moral elite, gave Laudians a sense of

common suffering in God’s cause, and stiffened the ministerial sense of mem-

bership in a dedicated professional caste. Though weekly worship was sup-

posed to unite the parish as a Christian community, hostile interactions left

many a minister and layman glowering at each other across a personal and cul-

tural divide.

Embattled clergymen could turn to their books and identify with Old Testa-

ment prophets. They could stand with Nehemiah against ‘spiting Sanballat and

menacing Tobiah’, and take comfort in the fall awaiting mockers and scorners.23

William Perkins cited various judgements of God against men’s evil tongues.

Dod and Cleaver’s popular Godly Forme of Houshold Government repeated the

warning that ‘the two and forty children that mocked Elisha the prophet, saying

come up thou bald head, were rent in pieces with bears’, as if the same might

happen to their own irreverent neighbours. Joseph Bentham’s Societie of the
Saints recalled the fate of the ‘mocking Ishmaels, railing Rabshakehs, reviling

Shimeis, scoffing children, backbiting dogs [and] slandering Tertullus’, who

‘escaped not the sharp and smiting punishments of the Lord’.24 Providential

anecdotes showed that God’s anger was not only spent in the biblical past. He

was still ‘a visiting God’ who vented his anger on his enemies. Thomas Beard’s

Theatre of God’s Judgements, for example, included the story of John Apowel,

‘sometimes a serving man’, who was driven to the devil after ‘mocking and

jesting at the word of God’. Beard also reported the case of the gardener John

Vintner of Godmanchester, ‘one that would profanely . . . scoff at religion and

abuse good men’, who in July  ‘fell from the top of a pear tree to the ground

and brake his neck, and so died’.25 These were things to think about while

turning the other cheek.

Though ecclesiastical law as well as priestly rhetoric demanded reverence to

the clergy,26 leading churchmen recognized that their estate was perennially

vulnerable to mockery and abuse. Jacobean bishops inquired at their visita-

tions whether any parishioners had ‘spoken slanderous and reproachful words’

against their ministers, or used them ‘unreverently’ with ‘violent hands’ or ‘con-

temptuous speech’, as if such outrages were not uncommon. Archbishop

Abbot’s articles for the diocese of Gloucester in  were typical in inquiring of

the churchwardens, ‘have any in your parish quarrelled or stricken or used any

violence to your minister . . . or demeaned him disorderly in the church, by

filthy or profane talk, or any other lewd or immodest behaviour? Or have dis-

turbed the minister in time of divine service or sermon, or have libelled or
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spoken slanderous words against your minister, to the scandal of his voca-

tion?’27 All such indignities were supposed to be punished if they could not be

endured.

In the early part of Elizabeth’s reign, when the Church of England was barely

established, attacks on the clergy could be triggered by their commitment to

reform or their adherence to tradition, as well as perennial problems of pay-

ments and personality. New priests and new practices rubbed many tradition-

alists the wrong way, while married ministers were especially easy targets for

derision. By the end of the sixteenth century, when English Protestantism was

more firmly entrenched, laymen were more likely to berate ministers for their

slackness than for their zeal, though zeal too was often socially disruptive. Strict

Calvinist reformers clashed with parishioners they considered unregenerate,

ceremonialist innovators sparked nervous reactions amongst the laity, while

adherents of good fellowship picked quarrels with their more godly neigh-

bours. Improving standards of clerical education and the beginnings of recov-

ery in the economic fortunes of the clerical estate did little to ease social

difficulties.28 The problem was exacerbated when high churchmen insisted that

their priesthood set them above and apart from the laity, on opposite sides of

the rail.

Writings by clergymen suggest that they often endured mockery and contempt,

but their printed works give few indications of what was actually said. The fol-

lowing discussion examines fragments from manuscript court records that

reproduce some of the words actually spoken in lay–clerical altercations. Alle-

gations, answers, and depositions reveal something of the circumstances of

the altercation in which the offending words were uttered. The examples will

necessarily be selective, but they lead to an instructive lexicon of insult and a

profile of acrimonious interactions. Though the processes of ecclesiastical law

and the mediation of scribal recording somewhat rob them of immediacy and

inflection, the words and phrases may none the less be taken as an echo of

heated speech and a crude reflection of popular attitudes and beliefs.

The church court evidence makes clear that the laity commanded an escalat-

ing vocabulary of abuse—from the mildly offensive to the unrepeatable—that

could be unloaded on clergymen as well as anyone else. It exposes a variety of

situations and a hierarchy of places in which utterance of these words was espe-

cially sensitive or fraught, from the church itself to the churchyard to the public

highway. And it shows how insults directed at ministers could extend by trans-

ference to parish officers and to clergymen’s wives. These were not ‘instance’

cases, pursued by one aggrieved party against another over verbal defamation

or sexual slander, of the kind well known to social historians. Nor were they
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gender-charged complaints, except to the extent that anyone thought the clergy

‘womanish’.29 Rather they were serious proceedings by the ‘office’ of the ordi-

nary (usually the bishop), or even the High Commission, designed to deal with

offences against the Church. They came to court not just because the words

were personally defamatory or slanderous, but because they impugned ecclesi-

astical authority. The purpose of the proceedings was didactic as much as puni-

tive, designed to police the limits of lay–clerical discourse, to restrain loose

tongues, and to re-establish harmonious parochial relations. Behind these

exchanges often lay a history of dispute and confrontation over money or reli-

gious practices, fees and tithes or liturgical conformity, as well as personality,

temper, and drink. Occasionally, the boot was on the other foot, as a minister

gave as good as he got, or even took the initiative in pouring abuse on his

parishioners.30

Some early Elizabethan cases from the diocese of Canterbury provide a con-

venient place to begin. In the parish of Wareham, Kent, in  William Black

called his minister a ‘knave’. This was a potent term of abuse imputing dishon-

esty, lack of principle, baseness, trickery, and deceit. After evening prayer one

Sunday before Michaelmas, it was alleged, Black ‘fell out with the parson for

speaking against great ruffs and breeches, [and] said the parson ought to speak

only of parish matters and not of the Jews or the Pope; and though advised by

the parson and Thomas Harlackenden [one of the churchwardens?] to revoke

his words, refused to do so.’ Then on Michaelmas Day Black ‘went out of church

during reading of the Epistle, saying he could not abide the doctrine. He

thought his heart would have burst.’ This was evidently a clash between tradi-

tion and reform as well as between layman and cleric, triggered by a sermon on

apparel. The parishioner seems to have taken the preacher’s call for reform as

an attack against him personally. William Black’s social standing is not certain,

nor do we know his taste in clothing, but his willingness to dispute with the

minister and his sensitivity to criticism of fashion bespeaks a member of the

gentry. His choice of the word ‘knave’, however, points to a loose tongue and a

choleric temper as well as an offensive view of lay–clerical relations. The court

ordered Black to apologize, and to re-establish himself in charity with his

neighbours, but he died before he could complete his purgation.31

In the same year another Kentish parishioner, George Brysto of Stocksbury,

misbehaved in church and reviled his minister with words that were irreverent,

insulting, and threatening. He too called his minister ‘knave’. The court heard

that ‘the Sunday before the feast of St Michael last past . . . being in the middle

part of church, [Brysto] did play with a dog when the curate was in the pulpit

reading of the paraphrases of the gospel, and the curate rebuked him of it. And

upon Michaelmas Day after the said George did follow the curate out of the
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church gate and reviled him and called him knave above ten or twelve times . . .

and afterwards did say afore his master that he would thrust his dagger through

both the curate’s cheeks.’ This was a confrontation of a different sort, but it 

produced the same electric language. George Brysto, apparently, was a hot-

tempered servant who carried a weapon. Like many an early-modern church-

goer he thought nothing amiss with taking his dog to service, found the dog

more interesting than the Gospels, and was upset to be singled out for correc-

tion in the face of the congregation. The curate, who remains anonymous, per-

formed his duty in reading the word and in guiding his flock, in correcting a lax

parishioner and in protecting the church from canine pollution. Though the

conclusion of the case is unknown, the altercation can best be understood in

terms of the unending friction between reformist ministry and secular youth.32

A report from the West Country in the mid-s cited extreme instances of

what ministers had to endure from their parishioners. ‘In all the western circuit

of Cornwall,’ it alleged, ‘the ministers are so contemned, threatened, reviled,

abused, that in many places they cannot go out of their doors.’33 Several had

been manhandled or assaulted, suffering bodily harm as well as verbal abuse.

Robert Edbrooke, the curate of St Mawgan, ‘was not only sundry times reviled’

by parishioners who called him ‘knave priest, rascal priest, polled priest’, but

also, ‘as he was riding in the common highway’ was ‘struck . . . with a cudgel,

down from his horse’ and then beaten ‘with many blows’. The rector of St

Pinnock was likewise ‘miserably beaten about the face’, while the vicar of

Phillack was struck on his ‘head, face, body, arms and legs’ and had to retire to

his bed. William Drake, ‘a learned preacher and vicar of [St] Just, walking in his

own ground, had a naked dagger cast at him’. Nor was he the only Cornish

priest to face ‘the point of [a parishioner’s] dagger’. Several preachers were

interrupted in their sermons or dragged out of church, it was said, ‘in great

despite and contempt of the ministry’.

Most of the victims were described as ‘learned preachers’ or ‘ministers of the

word of God’. The code words suggest that they belonged to a minority of

forward Protestants in a backward region, and the document was drafted on

their behalf. With its Celtic heritage and proliferation of local saints, Cornwall

possessed a unique religious culture, and western Cornwall, in particular, was

long resistant to the godly reformation. Robert Edbrooke and his colleagues

may have faced an especially unruly traditionalism, but it is by no means clear

that they were hated more for their attempts at reform than for their collection

of tithes. Several ‘learned preachers’ in Cornwall were set upon when ‘they

demanded their just and lawful tithe’. One of them, Ralph Kett, ‘a godly preach-

er’, had his sermons interrupted and ‘his tithe corn taken from him by force’.

Ministers suffered revilement for a variety of reasons—their personalities,
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their churchmanship, their financial exactions, or their use of English—and

hostile parishioners might not tell which they hated most.34

Anthony Anderson, rector of Medbourne, Leicestershire, whose sensitivity

to revilement we have already noted, complained to the Bishop of Lincoln 

in  that John Pain, one of his parishioners, had abused him and attacked

him over the collection of tithes. The rector and the Pain family were already

engaged in protracted litigation over unpaid tithes of fleeces and sheep.35

Matters came to a head one September Thursday morning around harvest

time, when the reverend Anderson on horseback met John Pain ‘riding in his

cart to fields’. Pain protested that his tithe was wrongly assessed and last year

‘ignorantly’ taken, which Anderson denied. Then the farmer lost his temper

and began to lash out with words. ‘Was I a preacher?’ Pain asked of Anderson,

‘no I was a palterer, and my living was but in paltry, and I had no mind to mend

yet.’

To gauge the weight of this insult, we need to remember that a palterer 

was a trifler, a huckster, a haggler, an untrustworthy person who played fast 

and loose; paltry was worthless rubbish; so ‘paltry’ and ‘palterer’ were sharply

degrading words to apply to an ecclesiastical freeholder, the minister before

whom on other occasions the parishioner knelt to take the sacrament. Ander-

son tried to calm Pain down, saying, ‘John, thou dost use thyself to me like a

boy, and not like a man,’ but this patronizing tone, with its challenge to Pain’s

manhood and its condescending use of his Christian name, had just the oppo-

site effect. Overcome with rage, Pain moved from verbal to physical violence

and threatened to pull the minister from his horse. Anderson testified that he

appealed to Pain’s own sense of honour and reputation. ‘Thou wilt not strike

me having no weapon about me, said I, surely lest thou should be thought to

play the boy.’ But Pain was not stayed, and the altercation moved from bad

blood to bloodletting, from animosity to violent assault.

It might be claimed that the rector was overbearing and insensitive, but there

is no excusing Pain’s offensive words and actions. In Anderson’s account, the

only version available, the minister presents himself as the restrained upholder

of clerical dignity and law, and his parishioner as the epitome of unguarded

temper. According to Anderson, ‘he laid at me, railing upon me, and I having

nothing about me but a little willow stick to beat my horse was fain to bear off

his blows with my right arm, striving to get from him; but he did grievously

break my head, and worse bruise it, so as it is as soft as a sponge, and the blood

ran plentifully about my ears; and indeed, if rescue had not come, I think verily

he had purposed to have slain me.’

A few years later Anderson moved to become rector of Stepney, Middlesex,

and London diocesan records show him on no better terms with some of his
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new parishioners. Anderson had, by this time, published several sermons and

had been invited to preach in the Chapel Royal. Though evidently a divine of

some distinction, he was no more able to command due pastoral respect. Early

in  the Bishop of London’s Commissary heard that John Pye, a moneyer,

‘did abuse Mr. Anderson, the pastor of Stepney, with opprobrious terms, and

gave him the lie, and bade turd in his teeth, contrary to his duty to a man of his

place so well deserving’.36 ‘Giving the lie,’ or calling the rector a liar, was deeply

offensive to a minister of God’s truth. Bidding ‘a turd in his teeth’ was a stinging

scatological insult, the equivalent today of saying ‘eat shit’.37 In the course of the

inquiry the churchwardens alleged that Pye had abused Anderson, in the min-

ister’s own house, ‘in evil words’, while Pye, on his part, denied the charge,

except to acknowledge a slip of the tongue. According to Pye, it was the clergy-

man who used the words, ‘thou lyest, thou varlet’, to which Pye responded ‘to

the said Mr. Anderson, being sore provoked by him, why then thou lyest, and

that was the worst that was said unto the said Mr. Anderson’.

‘Varlet’, like ‘liar’ and ‘palterer’, was a serious term of abuse whether used by

layman or minister. It was a demeaning word, implying servile or menial status,

and also carried connotations of rascally or knavish behaviour. Significantly,

the defendant denied saying it, and his accuser did not press it. In this case,

though the court was concerned to uphold clerical dignity, it seemed more

interested in reconciliation than in punishment, and left Pye to the judgement

of his employer, the Warden of the Mint.

Anthony Anderson was involved in another case of ‘railing speeches’ a short

while later when he supervised the public penance of Thomas Nettleton of

Ratcliffe, a hamlet within Stepney. Nettleton’s original offence was keeping his

shop open on the sabbath, but his mouth and his temper brought him into

deeper trouble when he cursed the churchwardens who brought the charge

against him. In his statement to the court Nettleton denied calling one of the

parish officers a knave, but ‘being moved by one Morris Ward, the churchwar-

den, with bad and threatening words, did answer him again with froward and

unseemly words which he doth not now remember’. In this case Nettleton’s

lapse of memory did him more good than his earlier loss of decorum, and his

acknowledgement of negligence and fault restored him to public harmony

with the parish.38

A few more cases from the late Elizabethan courts add to this pattern of

tongue-smiting. Zachary Some, we learn, ‘uncharitably abused’ the parson 

of Sandon, Essex, in , calling him ‘a prattling fool, for preaching against

drunkenness’. ‘Prattling’ was the unshaped speech of babies, not of ministers,

while ‘prating’, a cognate term, meant idle and boastful chatter. A ‘fool’, in early

modern discourse meant someone clownish, simple, or light-minded. The
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words came together in the biblical proverb, ‘a prating fool shall fall’.39 Zachary

Some went on to avow that ‘he could if he had authority within a fortnight

space make as good a sermon’ as the minister, and he further distinguished

himself ‘by throwing pessocks [i.e. hassocks, kneeling cushions] at the head of

the sexton and thereby brake his head’. Though not mentioned explicitly in the

record, the use of these cushions to attack a parish officer implies strong con-

tempt for the controversial practice of kneeling in church.40 Behind Some’s

antics lay a view of churchmanship and clerical dignity very different from that

of the incumbent priest.

John Whippe of Slaidburne, Yorkshire, likewise unnerved the reverend

Thomas Banks in the mid-s by making ‘great outcries, hallooings and

shoutings’ every time he met the minister in public. His laughter and mockery

seemed designed ‘to disgrace and bring into contempt the said Thomas Banks’.

On one occasion Whippe addressed him, ‘Thou art an ass, parson . . . I never

saw such an ass as thou art,’ which he repeated ‘at least six or seven times over’.

An ‘ass’ was notoriously clumsy, ignorant, stupid, and absurd, as well as a

phoneme for ‘arse’, which is evidently what Whippe thought of his parish

priest. He concluded, in a remarkable topsy-turvy version of the reformation of

manners, ‘I am ordained to plague thee, parson. Thou art learned, indeed, I

confess. But thou wanteth worldly wit and discretion.’ Using mockery, effron-

tery, and insult, the parishioner set out to humiliate, discredit, and discipline

the priest.

Whippe, it seems, was a minor landowner and sheep-farmer, probably a

superior yeoman, who rode a horse and enjoyed the leisure of hunting with

hawks and greyhounds. The animosity between Whippe and Banks was fuelled

by disputes about the tithe of sheep, cutting of wood, and about the ownership

and treatment of hunting dogs. But it exploded over matters of religious

decorum. The reverend Banks considered Whippe ‘long time a slanderer and

depraver of the minister of God’s holy word’, who in ten years residence in

Slaidburne ‘never received communion but once, and then most unreverently,

departing out of the chancel with his hat upon his head’. Whippe, for his part,

complained that the parson was neglectful of his cure, was often absent and

rarely preached.41 When Banks preached a pastoral sermon against ‘opprobri-

ous speeches and . . . all disdainful gesture and action’, particularly directed at a

parishioner, it only stimulated Whippe’s campaign of ridicule and derision,

and he persuaded other parishioners to join in the ‘sport’. The discord climaxed

in an incident of jostling on horseback on the road from York to Tadcaster,

when Banks addressed Whippe as ‘base fellow’ and Whippe, with more ‘evil and

scornful words’, repeated that the parson was an ass and threatened to pull him

from his horse. The testimony of witnesses and participants is remarkably full
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at this juncture, allowing a partial reconstruction of their dramatic public

interaction.

Banks and his servant and Whippe and his companions, all on horseback,

met on the road from York to Tadcaster in October . Predictably, there was

hallooing and jeering on the one side, dignified discomfort on the other.

According to Banks, the layman ‘began to quarrel and brawl with him, and to

rail and revile him’, repeating his assertion that the parson was ‘an ass . . . a bad

man . . . an ass in man’s shape’. Whippe, for his part, claimed that he merely

offered a neighbourly greeting, ‘well overtaken, parson’, to which the minister

responded, ‘what dost thou here, thou base fellow? Get thee out of my sight.’

Harsh words led to unwise actions, and it appears that Banks’s servant inter-

fered with Whippe’s passage and deprived him of his cloak, while Whippe

attempted to push past the minister ‘and offered to lay violent hands upon him

and to pull him off from his horse’.

The exchange was essentially trivial, but highly revealing of local social

dynamics. A secular lawyer might see defamation, assault, and affray, but 

the Court of High Commission, a prerogative court for ecclesiastical affairs,

was primarily concerned with Whippe’s demeanour towards a man of the

cloth. Like the preachers who spoke of clerical honour, the judges in High

Commission would argue that contempt for a minister was contempt for the

ministry, and tantamount to contempt for the crown, for Christ, and his

Church.42

Whippe’s behaviour was boldly insulting, but it did not necessarily indicate

anticlericalism. Like other verbal assaults against ministers, it was personal and

specific, more reproof of the man than rejection of his calling. Indeed, there are

hints that Whippe expected more from his minister in terms of good preaching

and good fellowship, and that his campaign of ridicule was directed at the

shortcomings of the incumbent. Whippe might argue that he was as good a

man as his minister, despite their difference in status, because he was a leader

among farmers, sportsmen, and drinkers while the minister ‘lacked worldly 

wit and discretion’. A different minister with a different manner might have

been able to command his respect. There is nothing in the evidence to suggest

that Whippe was a recusant, although he may well have been a traditionalist 

or church-papist. He may even have been a progressive Protestant, who was

absent from his parish communion because he went gadding to more godly

ministers. More likely he was observant but indifferent, a farmer who went to

church and grumbled about his tithe, but whose true religion was greyhounds

and sheep.

A few years later John Barker of Helpringham, Lincolnshire, another ill-

disposed parishioner, heaped verbal assault on John Foster, the vicar of Wigtoft,
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in a confrontation on St James’s Day,  in the churchyard at Helpringham.

Barker, it was charged, addressed the reverend Foster ‘in angry, brawling, quar-

reling and chiding manner’, calling him ‘a knave, a rascal knave, a scurvy rascal

knave’, in ever-compounding dishonour. ‘And being forewarned by some that

stood by, did notwithstanding in despiteful manner reiterate the same . . . with

many other railing speeches to the discredit of the said John Foster.’ Whether

Barker was drunk, on this high summer saint’s day, whether there were under-

lying causes for his anger, or whether Foster had said something in church to

upset his religious sensibilities, cannot, at this stage, be determined. Appearing

before the bishop’s court, Barker admitted that ‘being in choler and anger by

reason of some speeches that were then and there spoken to him, he did utter

divers unreverent speeches to Mr. Foster, calling him knave’. Barker sought to

represent his anger as an external mitigating force that made him beside

himself, or outside himself, and therefore not fully responsible, but he would

not go so far as to acknowledge his use of the contemptuous adjectives scurvy

and rascal.43 ‘Scurvy’ meant shabby, scabby, worthless, and contemptible, a

sorry word to apply to a minister. A ‘rascal’ was a member of the mob or rabble,

the meanest and least trustworthy member of society. No man of God could

allow these words to attach to him, or to endure being called a knave.

Under Archbishop Laud’s regime in the s, with its heightened concern

for sacerdotal and ceremonial reverence, mockery against the clergy acquired

extra religious and political connotations. There were few new words of abuse,

but ministers became quicker to take offence and bishops more determined 

to seek discipline. Caroline ministers seem to have been especially sensitive 

to laughter that detracted from the beauty of holiness and undermined the

dignity of the clergy. Church court records of the s contain dozens 

of charges against parishioners for laughing in church as well as for bad-

mouthing their ministers.44 But laughter, though disconcerting, could be the

product of a merry brain or wandering attention and did not necessarily have

to be construed as mocking, derisory, or hostile.

Thomas Massingberd of Simpson, Buckinghamshire, for example, was cited

in  ‘for laughing in the church upon a sabbath day in sermon time’. This was

unnerving to the priest, and a patent assault on the dignity of God’s worship.

Massingberd sought to minimize the gravity of his offence, and confessed to

the court ‘that he did laugh in the church in sermon time, but not at the minis-

ter, nor by reason of any thing that he preached, and is sorry that he gave

offence thereby’.45 We do not know what the court decided. Mr Dooley, the

minister of Elford, Staffordshire, had similar problems with Edward Denston,

and cited him in  ‘for laughing and scoffing in the church in prayer time’.

Hauled before the episcopal court, Denston acknowledged ‘that he did smile at
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time of catechising, but not at anything Mr. Dooley said’.46 Without further evi-

dence it is impossible to tell whether we are dealing with an exceptionally sensi-

tive minister or a frivolous and irresponsible parishioner. But clearly, as Keith

Thomas has shown, laughter, like ridicule, struck a raw cultural nerve.47

The churchwardens of Anstie, Leicestershire, presented John Middleton

before Archbishop Laud’s visitation in  ‘for his great and gross abusing our

painful, orderly and peaceable minister, in uncivil, unbeseeming and scan-

dalous speeches, to the disparagement of the ministry’. Appearing in court,

Middleton acknowledged that ‘some angry words passed between him and Mr.

Pole, but what words he knoweth not’. Prompted by the churchwardens that it

was ‘publicly reported that John Middleton called Mr. Pole rascal’, Middleton

admitted ‘that he did give some ill terms’ but would not repeat them. That the

minister was not so ‘peaceable’ as is here depicted is suggested by another pre-

sentation sixteen months later in which Mr Richard Pole, clerk, was cited ‘for

striking one of the churchwardens in the churchyard with a naked sword many

blows’.48 In the same year the archdeacon of Norfolk cited several parishioners

who called their churchwarden ‘a rogue and a rascal’ or ‘busy fellow’, and others

who bid their minister ‘a turd in his teeth’ or who cursed the minister ‘and that

day he came to serve’. Christopher Blythe of Belthorpe, Norfolk, was excom-

municated ‘for abusing Mr. Dunn, clerk, in his ministerial function, saying he

did not hold or account such a minister worth a fig or a rush’.49

Richard Dawson of Chenies appeared before the Buckinghamshire archdea-

conry court in  ‘for giving our minister Mr. Jay many base and ignominious

terms, viz. tinkerly parson, and other such like scandalous words as the report

goeth, these words he gave publicly in the street’. Dawson’s defence recon-

structed the scene and the conversation, in such a way as to deflate or deflect the

charge. He explained ‘that upon some pretended discourtesy taken . . . Mr. Jay

called him in Chenies street twice or thrice, saying, “sirra, you are a saucy

fellow,” and again, “sirra, do you come hither blustering to get anything?”

Whereto [Dawson] replied,“Sir, I am as good a man as yourself, and none but a

tinkerly fellow will call me sirra,” but as for other scandalous words or speeches

[he] denieth that he spake any.’50 To call God’s minister ‘tinkerly’ was to

describe him as bungling and unskilful, to associate him with disreputable it-

inerant metalworkers, and to disparage both his person and his calling. ‘Your

ministers be tinkers’ was one of the charges Roman Catholic polemicists used

to discredit the Church of England.51 For the minister to address Dawson as

‘sirra’ and to call him a ‘saucy fellow’ was equally offensive, to anyone who

stood on his dignity, for the words implied a contemptible and servile condi-

tion with an insolent and presumptuous demeanour.52 Richard Driver of

Gargrave, Yorkshire, similarly offended in  ‘for comparing his minister to a
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pedler and his ministerial function to pedlers’ wares sold for money’, but in this

case the minister accepted his apology and had the citation withdrawn.53

Another disrespectful layman, George Catesby, esquire, of Ecton, Northam-

ptonshire, called his minister, William Churchman, a ‘fool, ass and knave’ and

threatened to kick him in  because of his support for Laudian ceremonial-

ism.54 In the same year Nicholas Darton, the vicar of Kilsby, Northampton-

shire, complained to Archbishop Laud about parishioners who made his life a

misery. When Darton attempted to teach his people ‘the doctrine of Christian

subjection to authority’ and reminded them of their obligation to pay tithes,

they called him a ‘cheater’ and said that he was one of ‘a den of thieves’. When

he ‘exhorted the parish to pay his majesty’s ship-money and not to be disobedi-

ent and rebellious to his majesty’s prerogative’, they responded with jeering 

and slander. Henry Jenkins spread rumours that the vicar was drunk, while

Lawrence Hall ‘called me to my face rebel and jackanapes’ (meaning a ridicu-

lous monkey). When he tried to get them to bow at the name of Jesus they

railed against him, one of them invoking the biblical curse against Meroz for

not coming to the help of the Lord. Darton endured what he called ‘schismati-

cal and seditious molestation’ from a host of hostile parishioners, but aided by

the Archbishop of Canterbury he was able to obtain their apologies. Lawrence

Hall confessed that he had ‘dealt very knavishly’ with the vicar, thereby turning

the language of opprobrium back on himself.55

In one last example of hostile interaction, visitation proceedings at Sudbury,

Suffolk, were violently disrupted in October  when an armed ‘rout of pren-

tices, say-weavers, and other poor rascals’ broke down the altar rails and

snatched at the visitors’ books. In the ensuing mêlée one Hodgkins, keeper of

the inn where the churchmen had earlier lodged, charged one of them ‘with the

name of knave, rogue, fool, jacksauce’ and then broke a cudgel over his head.

The word ‘jacksauce’, a derogatory term for a saucy or impudent fellow, was the

sting in the tail of a line of compounded insults. The complaint was serious

enough to come to the attention of the authorities in London, but by the

autumn of  the ecclesiastical courts were crumbling and the government of

Charles I was no longer capable of punishing men who mocked or assaulted

the clergy.56 Speech offences paled besides other assaults on a Church that was

trembling, root and branch.

These examples represent a large number of cases involving verbal exchanges

that the Elizabethan and early Stuart authorities deemed offensive. Though

places, names, words, and contexts all varied, the reports seemed to follow a

similar formula. A dramatic confrontation took place in which a layman made

heated remarks to a minister. The court, or the complainant, then described
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these words as ‘unseemly, offensive, despiteful, opprobrious’, or the like. These

modifiers did powerful work in establishing the pejorative tone of the alter-

cation and marking the offender as an enemy of good order. Other adjec-

tives characterized the language as ‘abusive, angry, bad, base, blasphemous,

brabling, braving, brawling, cavilling, chiding, contemptible, contemptuous,

contending, contumely, depraving, disdainful, disgraceful, evil, frowardly,

ignominious, ill, incontinent, irreligious, irreverent, jeering, misbecoming,

misbeseeming, outrageous, profane, quarreling, railing, reproachful, reviling,

scandalous, scoffing, scolding, scornful, slanderous, taunting, threatening,

unbeseeming, uncharitable, uncivil, unreverent, unruly, vile and wrangling’.

These were words that set people’s ears on edge. Often they were accompanied

by gestures and actions that made them even worse. These were words that

could wound, that undercut standards of community discipline, and chal-

lenged the reverential dignity of the Church.

The actual alleged words were then introduced into the record, with 

conventional procedural framing, so that all could see and hear how de-

meaning they were. They drew on a fairly limited vocabulary of abuse, most 

of which we have already heard. The standard repertoire included ‘rascal,

knave, arrant knave, lousy knave, scurvy knave, rascal knave, wide mouthed 

rascal, varlet, rogue, base rogue, ass and fool’, with such refinements as ‘palterer,

cheater, liar, lying priest, beggarly priest, scurvy vicar, tinkerly parson,

pedler’s wares, pratling fool, shitten churchmaster, jacksauce, jackanapes, rebel,

traitor and thief ’. Related imprecations include the classic ‘a turd in your teeth’,

‘I care not a fart for you’, ‘a fig or a rush’, ‘a pox on your church and you’, and 

the timeless ‘kiss my arse’. Many of these words had far more gravity, and 

were much more damaging, than they now appear in their weakened modern

form. They were scandalous in any discourse, but especially disruptive when 

applied by a subordinate to a superior or by a layman to a minister of God.

They associated the clergy with the filthiest and least reputable levels of the

social order, and called into question the priest’s honour, reputation, dignity,

and calling.57

Unlike the sexual vocabulary common in defamation cases among

women—‘brazen-faced quean, hacking jade, filthy bawd, and hot tailed

whore’—these words struck at the parson’s professional standing, his aura of

reverence, and his association with gentility. Whereas a woman’s sexual behav-

iour was ‘the absolute centre of her integrity’,58 a man’s honour or credit

depended on his honesty, rectitude, and ability to command his household. In

addition, a clergyman’s honour was tied to his priestly dignity, the divinity of

his pastoral calling, and the maintenance of authority over his flock. Insults

called all these properties into question, undermining the minister’s relation-
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ship both to his parishioners and to God. Ultimately they touched the honour

of the monarch, supreme governor of the Church, which is why the prerogative

court of High Commission became involved. In a rare case of sexual language

used to demean a minister, George Bryan of Stepney, Middlesex, in  ‘did

call Mrs Bowers, the vicar’s wife, quean and drab in contempt of the ministry’

(the words implied harlotry and sluttishness). Bryan alleged that Mrs Bowers

had ‘called him a knave’ and spat in his face, so that he was sorely provoked.

Harmony was restored by the offender making a public confession of his fault

in church, with the vicar officiating and his wife looking on.59

Usually the lay defendant denied the worst of the charges, or offered a milder

version of the exchange, and claimed to have intended no offence. Sometimes

the outburst was excused as being attributable to anger or drink. Occasionally

we learn that it followed a longer argument over financial issues, such as burial

fees, parish assessments or tithes, or disagreement over preaching. Rather than

belonging to the dregs of society, most of these speech offenders came from the

otherwise-respectable mainstream. They drove their own carts, rode their own

horses, and tilled their own fields. If they claimed to be able to ‘make as good a

sermon’ as the minister and to be ‘as good a man as’ their parish priest they were

standing up for themselves rather than pulling the clergy down. Nor were they

obviously mired in the culture of reprobation. Far from being resolutely anti-

clerical, the men who made their minister’s life a misery often advanced an

alternative view of the priestly or pastoral function. They were not so much

opposed to the priesthood as exasperated by the actions or shortcomings of a

particular priest. Like Zachary Some in Essex and John Whippe in Yorkshire,

they wanted clergymen they could work with, men whom they could respect,

rather than the ‘fools’ or ‘asses’ foisted on them by the system of clerical prefer-

ment. Others, like George Catesby and Lawrence Hall in Northamptonshire,

were puritan laymen who wanted a less rigorously ceremonious church.

Parishioners usually had no say in the choice of their incumbent but by lan-

guage and demeanour, the weapons of the weak, they let their frustrations be

known.60 If the matter went so far as to reach the court it usually ended with

censure and attempts at reconciliation.

Ministers could rarely get the better of these exchanges, unless they invoked

divine or episcopal authority. Usually they were resigned to endure. George

Herbert advised, ‘When any despises him, [the country parson] takes it either

in an humble way, saying nothing at all; or else in a slighting way, showing that

reproaches touch him no more than a stone thrown against heaven.’ He could

also, as the case required, turn revilement to pastoral advantage, offer ‘a bold

and impartial reproof ’, or refer the matter to the courts. The best defence,
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thought Herbert, was the minister’s ‘courteous carriage and winning behav-

iour’ in the face of hostility and derision.61 This might salve clerical dignity and

personal honour, but it did not resolve the underlying clash of style and dis-

course, or the problem of deference and discipline. It did not help Thomas

Banks in Elizabethan Yorkshire or Nicholas Darton in the Northamptonshire

of Charles I.

If a priest went further than offering mild reproof it was often with words

designed to re-establish social distance and to sharpen cultural boundaries.

Hence we hear such terms of address as ‘sirra, boy, base fellow, greasy fellow,

saucy fellow, and varlet’. These were dismissive and insulting terms, with an

extra sting when applied by a younger minister to an older countryman. Such

language put the listener in a state of servile subjection, though it also triggered

some to retaliate and give as good as they got. Ordinary insults like these could

lead to a shouting match, each calling the other a ‘knave’.

Sometimes we hear of churchmen whose own command of invective went

well beyond anything directed against them by their parishioners, and which, if

reported, could get them into trouble. Hard-line Calvinists seem to have been

especially susceptible to outbursts of anger against parishioners they judged to

be reprobate, but ceremonialist conformists could grow just as angry. They

often drew on a bestial vocabulary, associating their opponents with farmyard

animals or with vermin and sometimes implying that the trials of clerical life

were akin to the biblical plagues of Egypt.

The reverend Robert Roe of Hanworth, Norfolk, in  was said to be ‘rude

and rustical in speech and behaviour, lik[en]ing his parishioners to the spawn-

ing of a toad’.62 The reverend Mr Baillie of Kimcot, Leicestershire, so offended

parishioners with his ‘wrangling and undiscreet proceedings’ that in  they

sought relief from the Bishop of Lincoln. ‘In speaking and reasoning with his

neighbours’, they charged, ‘he giveth occasion of quarrel, by reviling them with

base and railing terms, as dog, jade, stews, carrion, scurvy paremonger [dealer
in hedge-trimmings?], scurvy companion, and such like. In sermons he calleth

them swine and dogs, reprobates, bankrupts, hypocrites, etc’.63

An incumbent like this was very hard to remove, no matter how much hos-

tility he showed to his flock. His resort to intemperate language could reflect

the cultural alienation of the rusticated academic, as well as a Calvinist con-

tempt for the hell-bound multitude. Sometimes the words were aimed at a par-

ticular group or faction, sometimes at everyone in sight. Often the citation for

abusive language came amidst a struggle for control of the parish and imple-

mentation of a particular religious style. The parishioners who took offence at

Mr Baillie’s language, for example, also alleged that ‘in many things he breaketh

the order of the church and the Book of Common Prayer’, a charge guaranteed
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to attract the bishop’s attention. The accusations against him may have been

partisan, exaggerated, or false. In this case, instead of summoning Baillie to

appear before the court, the bishop ordered two neighbouring ministers to

examine the matter and to restore the community to peace. Reconciliation

might easily be achieved, the visitors reported, if ‘Mr Baillie himself could leave

wrangling and undiscreet proceeding in his ministry’.64

Caught between conflicting religious imperatives, and sometimes too

between the Bible and the bottle, intemperate ministers of the s berated

their congregations with cascades of hostile speech. They gave voice to a vitri-

olic range of insults with socially demeaning, sexual, pathological, and ani-

malistic connotations. In doing so they undermined their own reputations,

spoiled the possibility of brotherly dealing, and diluted the honour that was

essential to their priestly calling.

Cuthbert Dale, rector of Kettleborough, Suffolk, ‘frequently in his pulpit

upbraideth his parishioners, calling them knaves, devils, rascals, rogues and 

villains’, according to the enemies who later secured his sequestration. Out-

raged by someone who put on his hat during a sermon, Dale called him ‘lob,

saucy goose, idiot, widgeon and cuckoo, saying he was a scabbed sheep and

none of his flock’. In a similar vein Thomas Geary, the vicar of Bedingfield,

Suffolk, railed at his parishioners as ‘sowded pigs, bursten rams and speckled

frogs’. Another Suffolk minister, Robert Shepherd of Hepworth, insulted his

congregation as ‘black mouthed hell hounds, limbs of the devil, fire brands of

hell, plow joggers, bawling dogs, weaverly jacks, and church robbers, affirming

that if he could term them worse he would’. Dr Samuel Clerke publicly reviled

the churchwardens of All Saints, Northampton, as ‘coxcombs’ and ‘giddy

headed fellows’ when they resisted his plans to turn the communion table 

altarwise.65 Edward Layfield of All Saints, Barking, allegedly lashed out at his

enemies as ‘black toads, spotted toads, and venemous toads, like Jack Straw and

Wat Tyler’, when parishioners protested against his ceremonial innovations.66 It

is hard to imagine whether listeners shook with fear or quivered with laughter

as the preachers blew their tops. Handbooks for ministers warned them to

avoid ‘foolish, ridiculous and . . . undecent’ or ‘unbefitting’ terms,67 but in

times of stress it was hard to contain the anger in the breast.

Anthony Lapthorne, rector of Tretire, Herefordshire, and before that an

incumbent in Somerset and Gloucester, found himself before the High Com-

mission in  for publicly insulting both laity and clergy. Lapthorne was 

an old-fashioned Nonconformist who was profoundly out of sympathy with

the Laudian style of churchmanship. ‘He reviled some of his parishioners 

who bowed at the name of Jesus’, and referred to neighbouring ministers as

‘great Rabbis . . . monsters . . . idol shepherds, dumb dogs and soul murderers’.
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When told that he was to be reported to the bishop for his ‘disorderly carriage’

he responded, ‘that he cared no more for the churchwardens’ presentments

than for the hissing of a goose or barking of a dog’. Incapable of reconciliation,

he was suspended from the ministry and removed from his parish.68

Lapthorne’s contemporary, Francis Abbott, of Postlingford, Suffolk, simi-

larly lashed out from his pulpit against parishioners he deemed unteachable.

At one time he told his congregation that ‘if adultery, swearing, forswearing,

drinking, sabbath-breaking, cosening, cheating and such-like will bring a man

to heaven, then there is none of my parish but shall go thither’. Another time he

addressed the women of the parish as devil-serving ‘wantons, naughty plucks

and whores’, and then singled out ‘one of the chiefest parishioners’ wives’ for

breeding ‘cuckoo’s eggs’ and bastards. Cautioned by Silvester Strutt, one of the

churchwardens, about his ‘railing, miscalling, and reviling of his parishioners’,

Lapthorne allegedly responded to him in the street, ‘Sirra, I care no more for

you than the dirt of my shoes . . . sirra, your black grandfather will come for

you one of these days.’ The Court of High Commission charged Lapthorne

with behaving ‘very scandalously and offensively’, and ordered him excommu-

nicated and suspended. It is doubtful whether they would have acted with such

force if he had been a high churchman rather than some kind of puritan.69

Equally out of sorts with his listeners, and equally prone to abuse them as

reprobates, George Burdett, the public lecturer at Great Yarmouth, faced the

Laudian High Commission in . A hard-line Calvinist in a Church increas-

ingly dominated by Arminians, Burdett had preached that Christ died for the

elect only, and not for the drunkards, whoremongers, swearers, and profaners

who populated his Norfolk parish. As for his fellow ministers, he dismissed

most of them as ‘dumb dogs’, observing that ‘there are dogs and curs which will

be snarling at the saints and servants of God’ and ever licking at their vomit.

Behind this intemperate language was a local dispute about order and confor-

mity, kneeling and bowing, that mirrored divisions in the national Church, as

well as arguments about inclusive versus exclusive congregations that would

ultimately wreck it. Burdett might have been able to continue to conduct 

services that nourished Nonconformity if only he could govern his tongue.

Instead, he was removed from his post and was forced to make public admis-

sion of ‘his scandalous, blasphemous, erroneous, heretical and schismatical

opinions’.70

One final case from the s concerns Dr Stephen Dennison of St Katherine

Creechurch, London, who ‘reviled some of his parishioners, comparing them

to frogs, hogs, dogs and devils, and called them the names of knaves, villains,

rascals, queans, she-devils, and pillory whores’. Dennison complained ‘that he

was persecuted by a company of base fellows and rascals’ that diverted him
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from his studies, and that he faced ‘a damned crew’ of ‘cursed conspirators that

were ready to thrust out their powerful minister, if all the wit in their knavish

heads could do it’. His diatribes against his parishioners became a matter of

episcopal concern when he derided a newly installed stained-glass representa-

tion of Abraham and Isaac as a ‘whirligig, a crow’s nest, and more like the swag-

gering hangman cutting off St John’s head’, to the great affront of those who

‘took care for the beautifying of the church’. A dispute over language displaced

an argument about ecclesiastical style and images. Though generally unwilling

to prefer the complaints of laymen over clerics, the Laudian court of High

Commission agreed with Dennison’s enemies that he misused the pulpit,

making it ‘the place of revenge for his malice’ and the venue for ‘his personal

taxations and . . . invective’, and stripped him of his office.71 The Caroline

preacher Thomas Trescot may have had examples like these in mind when he

warned fellow ministers against ‘bitter invective’ that was more like railing than

reproving. ‘A satire from the pulpit’ would be ‘unhappily repaid with a jeer at

the bar’, and tongues dipped in ‘gall and vinegar’ would bring the ministry into

further contempt.72

Despite their many differences, puritan and orthodox clergy shared a common

concern to uphold ministerial privileges, including the payment of tithes, and

were equally likely to be called ‘varlet’ or ‘fool’ for their troubles. Isolated and

unhappy ministers would occasionally lash back at their parishioners, though

only Calvinists would dismiss entire blocks of them as reprobates rather than

individual sinners. Many clergymen, by training and by temperament, were

unsuited for the pastoral ministry, in the same way that some doctors of

philosophy are unfit to be college teachers. Unless they found solace at a local

gentleman’s dinner table, or buried themselves in their books, or adapted to 

the ale-bench and the local culture of good fellowship, their relationship with

their parishioners was subject to deterioration.

The neighbours who mocked their ministers saw the world in very different

terms. Though some tormented their parson for ‘sport’, others were pursuing 

a more instructive or corrective agenda. It is clear that a good many who

upbraided their priest in crude and insulting language did so to bring him

down a peg, to remind him who paid the piper, and to make him dance to a dif-

ferent tune. Their anticlericalism, if such it may be called, was personal and 

circumstantial, not critically directed at the clerical calling. If parishioners

grumbled over fees and tithes, resented their minister’s posture of sanctimony,

criticized his pastoral or liturgical performance, and generally thought him an

ass, that did not necessarily turn them into anticlericalists. It was easy to fall 

out of charity with individual ministers without disparaging the ministry as 
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a whole. Acknowledging the need for an established national Church with a

privileged ecclesiastical hierarchy did not require extending respect to every

incumbent. One could loathe the man while honouring the estate, distinguish-

ing, as Chaucer had earlier, ‘a shiten shepherde and a clene sheep’.73

Dramatis Personae



William Black of Wareham, Kent

George Brysto of Stocksbury, Kent

John Pain of Medbourne, Leicestershire

John Pye of Stepney, Middlesex

Thomas Nettleton of Ratcliffe, Middlesex

Zachary Some of Sandon, Essex

John Whippe of Slaidburne, Yorkshire

John Barker of Helpringham, Lincolnshire

Thomas Massingberd of Simpson, Buckinghamshire

Edward Denston of Elford, Staffordshire

John Middleton of Anstie, Leicestershire

Christopher Blythe of Belthorpe, Norfolk

Richard Dawson of Chenies, Buckinghamshire

Richard Driver of Gargrave, Yorkshire

George Catesby of Ecton, Northamptonshire

Lawrence Hall of Kilsby, Northamptonshire

one Hodgkins, innkeeper, of Sudbury, Suffolk

George Bryan of Stepney, Middlesex



George Herbert of Fugglestone, Wiltshire

Richard Greenham of Dry Drayton, Cambridgeshire

Richard Baxter of Kidderminster, Worcestershire

William Attersoll of Isfield, Sussex

John Thaxter of Bridgham, Norfolk

William Harrison of Huyton, Lancashire

Ralph Cudworth of Somerset

William Hardwick of Reigate, Surrey

Anthony Anderson of Medbourne, Leicestershire, and Stepney, Middlesex

Charles Gibbon of Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk

Robert Edbrooke of St Mawgan, Cornwall

William Drake of St Just, Cornwall
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Ralph Kett of Cornwall

Thomas Banks of Slaidburne, Yorkshire

John Foster of Wigtoft, Lincolnshire

Mr Dooley of Elford, Staffordshire

Richard Pole of Anstie, Leicestershire

Mr Dunn of Belthorpe, Norfolk

Mr Jay of Chenies, Buckinghamshire

William Churchman of Ecton, Northamptonshire

Nicholas Darton of Kilsby, Northamptonshire

Robert Roe of Hanworth, Norfolk

Mr Baillie of Kimcot, Leicestershire

Cuthbert Dale of Kettleborough, Suffolk

Thomas Geary of Bedingfield, Suffolk

Robert Shepherd of Hepworth, Suffolk

Samuel Clerke of Northampton

Edward Layfield of Barking, Essex

Anthony Lapthorne of Tretire, Herefordshire

Francis Abbott of Postlingfield, Suffolk

George Burdett of Great Yarmouth, Norfolk

Stephen Dennison of London
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T A’ S: B, U, 

T   E N

In the early spring of  some of the principal inhabitants of East Drayton,

Nottinghamshire, laid serious charges against their neighbour John Mynet

who was under investigation by the court of High Commission. He was, they

alleged, ‘an atheist, heathen, or infidel who in the contempt of God and of

his blessed word, hath openly and manifestly reported that there is no god,

no devil, no heaven, no hell, no life after this life, no judgement to come,

whereof he being persuaded as it seemeth, he thereupon rejoiceth in his sins

and glorieth in his wickedness’.1 If most parishioners had learned their creed,

Mynet, it seems, had learned his backwards.

Further charges augmented this extraordinary account of village atheism.

John Mynet, according to his enemies, was a greedy schemer who could ‘not

rest for covetousness’ and could not sleep ‘for devising and imagining with

himself how he may join house to house, land to land, and how he may deceive

his neighbour’. He was a disruptive presence, ‘a brawler in the church of God

and a disturber of divine service, by whom our minister hath been hindered 

in the exercise of his office’. He was, furthermore, ‘an uncharitable contemner

of our said minister . . . a slanderer, backbiter, and a common sower of dis-

sention, discord and sedition between person and person’. And if this was not

enough, they claimed that the infidel was also ‘a charmer, sorcerer, enchanter,

and conjuror, who taketh upon him to set down how long men shall live, and at

what time they shall die, to the marvellous disquieting of the minds and con-

sciences of the poor ignorant people’. The final charge, in this comprehensive

catalogue of deviance, was that Mynet, a layman, had taken upon himself ‘to

preach in the church’ and had preached ‘false and erronious doctrine’. The 

presentment was subscribed by the minister, John Hutton, and by six leading

parishioners of East Drayton, including the two churchwardens.2

If John Hutton’s complaint was our sole source of information we might

conclude that Mynet was that rarest of early modern phenomena, an overt 

and resolute atheist. His denial of the fundamental tenets of the Christian 

religion appears to have been comprehensive as well as ‘openly and manifestly

reported’. Like drunkards, scolds, and other sowers of disorder, John Mynet



seems to have been a severely disruptive presence in his Nottinghamshire

village. He appears as one of the reprobate, a troublemaker, a multiple trans-

gressor, whose manners were gravely in need of reformation. But the court 

gave Mynet an opportunity to answer these charges, and his account, entered

into the judicial record, tells a much more interesting story. The exchange

between Mynet and his enemies opens another window onto parochial 

relations, popular culture, and the world of competing truths in early modern

England.

The papers in this case, consisting of allegations and personal answers, depo-

sitions and statements of evidence before the Court of High Commission at

York, shed extraordinary light on the contested world of village politics and

popular religion at the end of the sixteenth century. They reveal the tension

between clergy and laity, and disagreement among neighbours, over such

matters as fellowship and charity, authority and deference, and perhaps also

between traditional country divinity and reformed evangelical Protestantism.

At stake here were issues of lay independence and community cohesion, cler-

ical dignity and social discipline, as well as views about salvation. The case

could take us in various directions, involving sorcery and atheism, popular reli-

gion and the progress of the Reformation, social and economic change and

hardening divisions within communities, and the requirements and rhetoric of

ecclesiastical justice. Mynet’s midsummer sermon, with its ‘false and erronious

doctrine’, provides a remarkable example of Elizabethan lay piety and may be

considered a bridge between the old religion and the new.

John Mynet was a landowner in East Drayton, apparently a minor gentleman.3

He was literate, articulate, and better educated than most of his neighbours,

and this may have been part of his problem. He appears to have been quick-

tempered and sharp-tongued, not one to suffer fools gladly, a man accustomed

to throwing his weight around. He had little patience with the lumbering min-

ister, and scant respect for the ecclesiastical authorities. But this does not make

him an atheist, nor does it substantiate the rest of the minister’s charges,

though it could explain the bad blood between Mynet and his neighbours.

When first summoned before the court Mynet’s temper got the better of him

and made matters worse. He acknowledged that when first arrested he ‘did in a

rage very unadvisedly say that he did not care for the Archbishop of York his

grace, nor for any of the High Commissioners’. Nor did it help when he drew

his dagger at the constables. He was taken to York Castle for his contempt,

before being set free on bond.4

Mynet told the court, ‘that one of his tenants paying his rent at Martin-

mas last . . . did desire [him] to give him d. back in consideration of an 
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amercement which the said tenant had paid for him’. Mynet, as landlord,

refused,‘and when the said tenant did more earnestly desire [him] to allow him

the said d., and that for God’s sake, he this respondent answered that neither

for God’s sake nor for the devil’s sake he would pay it.’ The charge of atheism

seems to have rested on this uncharitable defence of his financial interests.

Mynet invoked the Devil and took the Lord’s name in vain, but he made no

formal rebuttal of Christian beliefs. He sinned against Christian charity and

Mosaic law, but no worse than scores of his contemporaries. Of course, there

may have been other exchanges that Mynet would not choose to relate, but in

this area his accusers alleged nothing more specific. At the core of the issue 

was a hot-tempered exchange between landlord and tenant, a shouting match

between two laymen, rather than a fundamental reconsideration of theology.

But Mynet had problems with the Church as well as with his neighbours and

tenants.

Atheists, to the Elizabethan godly, were not necessarily non-believers in God.

The charge was more supple and more expansive, embracing reprobates whose

behaviour failed to meet the highest Christian standards and deviants whose

opinions appeared to drive them away from salvation. Anthony Anderson, the

Leicestershire preacher, battled against ‘atheists, papists and cursed worldlings’

who held back the cause of true reformation. Other clerics raged against

profane ‘swaggerers’ and ‘wicked and unrighteous people’ whose atheism 

was evident in their actions. Simply criticizing the clergy could be a sign of

atheism, if it meant that the offender turned his back on God or weakened

God’s ministry.5 Principled unbelievers were extremely rare in early modern

England, and the remainder of the testimony makes clear that Mynet was not 

of their number. There were, however, profound anxieties among England’s 

governors that atheism might be rampant, and these concerns extended to the

late Elizathan north.6

The charges of sorcery were neither pursued nor documented, and no other

evidence survives to show whether Mynet operated as a cunning man or

manipulated supernatural powers. There were several known wise men, sor-

cerers, or soothsayers in Nottinghamshire at this time who acted as lay counsel-

lors and advised on the location of lost or stolen goods,7 and it is quite possible

that Mynet provided such services with some freelance astrology on the side.

He was, as we shall see, attuned to traditional beliefs and customs, and may

have offered local wisdom and advice of the sort that was no longer available

from the university-trained clergy.

Like other Elizabethan countrymen of substance, John Mynet was a regular

churchgoer. But he was not necessarily respectful, silent, and devout. He told

the court that ‘on a holiday in summer last Mr Hutton, vicar of East Drayton,
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read the Psalms of the tenth day, it being the eleventh day of the month; which

this respondent noting, did tell the said Mr Hutton in friendly and quiet sort

whilst he was reading that it was the eleventh day.’ It was this calendar correc-

tion, called out openly in church, that led to the charges of disturbing divine

service and hindering the minister in the exercise of his office. For the purpose

of his defence Mynet described his intervention as ‘in friendly and quiet sort’

but it seems likely that he was responsible for a loud and raucous disruption.

One of his accusers, Richard Pickhaven, yeoman, recalled Mynet’s exact words

on this occasion, ‘priest thou readest wrong’. The layman’s correction of the

minister, even if founded in fact, could be seen as an uncharitable display of

contempt, a disgracing of spiritual authority, and an occasion for ‘dissension,

discord, and sedition’.

Far from being an unbeliever, Mynet was active in his church, and served

sometimes as a lay reader. This was an office created by the early Elizabethan

Church in response to a serious shortage of clerical manpower, intended to

advance, not retard, the Reformation.8 It was ironic that Mynet used this posi-

tion to promulgate a divisive and discredited doctrine. Two or three years

earlier, he told the court, ‘being lawfully tolerated to read in Askham chapel in

East Drayton parish, [he] did openly warn the people to keep holiday upon

Midsummer Day, and as for bonfires he told them they might use them or

refuse them at their pleasure’. On another occasion ‘he made a speech touching

bonfires but what it was he now remembereth not’. Documentation introduced

into the record would serve to jog his memory, furnishing a remarkable

account of lay religious teaching.

The Elizabethan Church of England preserved the midsummer holiday as 

St John’s Day, but had mixed feelings about some of the ancient attendant 

celebrations. Reformers in particular censured the midsummer bonfires and

frowned on midsummer bell-ringing and night-time watches. A fine line

divided superstition from godliness. The holiday could be marred by argu-

ments, whether to keep up the wakes, pageant or procession, whether to light

the bonfire or ring the bells, or whether to maintain the festivity at all. We do

not know where Mynet’s accusers stood on these issues, but his keenness to

keep up traditional customs and his apparent enthusiasm for bonfires would

put him at odds with puritan activists.9

Although Mynet’s memory apparently failed him before the ecclesiastical

court, his enemies supplied a digest of his controversial remarks.10 Richard

Pickhaven deposed that on St John’s Day Mynet ‘made a sermon in Askham

chapel at which time he did declare that there was three St Johns’. This was true

enough, though confusing, referring to John the Baptist, John the Apostle, and

John the Divine. There were also, Mynet said, three kinds of fire—fires of bone,
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hence bonfires that could ward off dragons and elephants; familiar wood fires

‘for people to sit and wake by’; and special fires of wood and bones. Wood fires

gave light ‘to be seen far off as a token that St John was a lantern of light to the

people’, while the bones of this third kind of fire ‘betokeneth John’s martyr-

dom, for his bones were burnt’.

Mynet’s sermon also told stories of angels and holy helpers, of Zachary,

Elizabeth, Mary, and the birth of St John, of Christ’s baptism in the Jordan 

and John’s death under Herod. It certainly does not sound like the work of

an atheist, though its folksy naivety would not meet the standards of univer-

sity-trained Protestants. Mynet’s Christianity was more rooted in the tradi-

tions of medieval devotion than late sixteenth-century Calvinism. Perhaps his 

principal offence was to explain St John’s Day to a country congregation more

effectively than their ordained minister. He was clearly a person with some

charisma, and the minister may have been jealous of Mynet’s quick mind 

and easy tongue and his ability to communicate with the laity. The religious 

authorities were alarmed that any lay person might supplant the authority of

the clergy, and they were especially troubled by lay preaching that appeared to

be untouched by the Reformation.

Here are the words ‘complainted against Mr Mynet, reader in Drayton

parish’. (I have supplied paragraph breaks but preserved the original spelling.)

It seems more likely that the text was taken from Mynet’s incriminating papers

than reconstructed from an auditor’s notes or memory.

Deare & welbeloved frendes, ye shall understande how this feaste of St John Baptiste

was firste founded & why yt is so called. It is for iiii causes.

First yt our lorde & Savyour Christe Jesus was by him baptysed in the water of flowe

Jordan. Therefore to wit this feast Christian people made iii maner of fires in remem-

braunce yt St. John Baptised our Saviour Christe Jesus. One fire was made cleane bones

& no woodd & yt is called a bonefyre: Another is cleane woodd and no bones: & yt is

called a woodd fyre for people to sitt & wake by: The iii is made of woodd & bones & it is

called St. Johns baptiste fyre: the first fire is of bones, as a great learned clarcke St Byllet

telleth, he was in a certayne country & in that cuntry ther was so greate heate the wch

caused the dragons to go together: in tokening yt St. John Baptiste died in bearing love

& charity to god & man and they yt died in charity shall have p[ar]te of all good praiers.

& they yt do not shall never be saved: Thenne as thes dragons flew in the ayre they fled

downe to the waters & frothe of their kinde: & so venimed the waters & caused much

people to take their death therby: & many diverse sikenes:

then on a time there were many greate clarkes & reede of king Alisander: how on a

tyme as he should have batayled with the king of India. & this king of Inde brought wth

him many Elephantes bering castles of trees on their backes as the kinde of them is to

have armed knightes in that castle for the bayttle: then knew king Alisander the kind of
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the Elephantes that they dreade nothing more then the Jarringe of Swine. wherfore he

made to geather together all the swine yt might be gotten & caused them to be dryven as

nie the Eliphantes as they well might heare the iarring of the swine and then they made

a pigge to cry, & when the swine harde they pigge cry anone they made a greate iarringe

& as sone as they elyphantes heard that they began to flee every one. & caste downe the

castles & slew the knights yt were therin: and by this meanes alizander had the victory.

also thes wise clarckes knew well yt the dragons hated nothing more then ye stinke of

Burning bones: therefore they gathered as many as they might finde & burned the[m]

and so wth the stinke therof they drove away the dragons & so then bonefyres were first

invented for this cawse. the second fyre was made of wood yt will burne, light & wilbe

seene farre. for it is the cheife of fires, to be seene farre & a tok[e]ning yt St John was a

lanterne of light to the people & also the people made blases of fyre for they should be

seene farre & specially in the night.

Sainct Hieromye ye prophet many a yeare or John was borne he p[ro]phecied &

spake thus wth gods mouth & said (Prinsqua te formare un utero novi te) before thou

were formed in thy mothers wombe, (et antiqum exires de vulua sanctificavi te) & before

or thou yeldest out of thy mothers wombe I hallowed thee (et p(ro)pheta in gentibq dedi
te) & I gave the prophete to that people. Therefor St. John should be holy or he were

borne. god sent his aungell Gabriell to zachary saint Johns father, as he did sacrifice in

steedd of Abia the bishoppe in the temple, & prayed to god to have a child for both he &

his wife were barren & old then sayd the aingell to Zachary (ne timeas zacharia) dreede

not zachary god hath hard thy praier Elizabeth thy wife shall have a child & his name

shalbe called John he shall be fulfilled wth the holy ghost (et multi in nativitate eius
gaudebunt) and many shall joy in the birthe of him for then zachary was old, he prayed

the aungell to have a token for his behooffe, then sayd the aungell to him thou shalt be

dombe till the child be borne, & so he was. then conceaved Elizabeth & when she was

quicke with child our lady came wth child also to speake wth Elizabeth. And assone as

she spake to Elizabeth the St. John played in his mothers wombe for Joy of christes

p[re]sence yt he saw in our lady, and thus our lady was wth Elizabeth unto the time yt

John was borne & was midwife to Elizabeth & tooke St. John from the erthe. and when

neighbours harde that elizabeth hadd a sonne they weare ioyfull and came togither as

the manner was that tyme to give the child a name and called it zacharye after the father

But Elizabeth badd call hym John therfore was none of the kynne of that name they

asked zacharie by signes what the chyld should hight or be named. Then he wrot to

them and badd call him John and therfore god losed zacharias tonge and spake readily

and thancked god highlye:

thus was John holy or he was borne for he wold gyve evrie man light of grace and of

good lyvinge he gave them ensample for assoone as he was of reasonable age he went

into desert and was there tyll or lorde came to be Christened of hym, and there he lyved

full straytlye. (Johanis hauit vestimenta de pillis Camillox) John had his clothes made of

the heare of a Camyl and a girdle about him of the same skyne. (Esta autem eius erat
locusta et melli silvestre) forsoothe his meat was leaves and honysockles yt hathe a wyt

flower that groweth in trees and he eate all man[er] of wormes that weare noryshed in
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the desert amonge herbes and the wormes be as great as a mans fynger and sucked hony

of flowers that be called honysuckles/ that yos people gather and frye them in oyle to

their meate also John eate broord rounde leaves that growe in trees in that desert and

when they be broken betwene a mans handes thei be swet as hony and he drank water of

a well that was in the desert. ther was St Johns lyfe in that desert tyll that or lorde was

xxxtie wynters of age and then or lorde and he met at the water of flow Jordan, and then

John told the people of Chryste and said (ecce agnus dei) see the lambe of god that I have

told you of, that shall fulfill you in the holy ghost. Then went John into the water and

there he baptized Christe and when he was baptized (Ecce apti sunt Celi) heaven opened

(et videt spiritum dei discendentem sicut Columba) and he saw the holy god come downe

as a dove (et vox ale celo anorte est dicens) and as a voyce from heaven spake thus (ecce
filius meus delectus in quo mihi bene complicavi) This is my well beloved sonne yt

pleaseth me. here learned John Baptist fyrste to know thre p(er)sons in Trinitie and

all this betokeneth twoo fires.

The third fire of bones betokeneth Johns martirdom for his bones were brent. and

now yo shall here we reade that kynge herode hadd a brother that was called Philip and

he had a fayre woman to his wyfe and herode loved her well and held her under his wyfe

where John repreved him and sayde (non licentum est tibi here uxem fratris tui) It is not

lawefull for the to have thy brothers wyfe and therefore he put him in prison and

ordeneded betwene him and his wyfe howe John might dye wthout troublinge of the

people, for the comen people loved John well Then herode ordeined and made a great

feaste for all the states of the countrie that thei should hold with him if yt the people had

rysen. And so when the daye was come the feaste shold be houlden & all the people were

served at meate herodes wyfe as covenant was betweene them two she sent her daughter

into the halle for to dannce & to tomble before the gests and that pleased her father so

well yt he swore agreat oathe and sayde (pete a me quid vis & dabo tibi) aske of me what

thou wilt & I shall give it the Then as the mother bad her saye she saide (caput Johannis
baptiste) the hed of John Baptiste then herode feyned him wrothe & sorye yt he had

made suche anothe But he was glad in his harte and then sent into pryson to Smyte of

Johns head wthout anie delay or Judgmt and was brought to the damsell Then the

mother bad burye it in a privie place farr from the bodye then the next after Johns dis-

ciples came & toke his boddie buried yt & there it laye tyll July and the apostea [Julian

the Apostate] the Emperour came that waye then he made take up Johns bones and to

burne them & windowe them in the winde hopinge that he shold never rise [‘up’crossed
out] anie to lyfe agayne thus ye may understand how holy this man was then an angell

came from heaven & told zacharie of his comeinge, and was hallowed in his mothers

wombe & or ladie toke him from the earthe in his birthe and an angell brought his name

from heaven & after he Cristened or lorde Jesu Christe this was a holy man ye shall

understande that St John ye/ Evangeliste dyed the same daye But the holy Churche

maketh no mencon thereof for this daye is holden in Christmas weke therefore theis

twoo Johnes be comnpted the worthiest Seynts in heaven

then there were twoo scholers of divinite thone loved John baptiste and thother John

the Evangeliste and on adaye to dispute on this matter & the daye was assigned, but the
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nyght before ether Johnes appeared to theise schollers of divinitie and bad then leave

their disputacon for thei were well accorded in heaven and made no stryfe and then on

the morrowe before all the people thanked god and bothe Johnes of this fayre myracle

also there were two mesell men and Lepers that loved well theis twoo Johnes and so as

they were in Comminge they spake of theis two Seyncts wch were the greater in heaven

and so ye one saide for that one was greater then the other and so thei begane to fyghte

then there came a voyce from heaven & saide we fyght not in heaven and therefore fyght

not ye on earthe for us for we be in peace & so be ye and therwth thei were bothe holle of

their sicknes & thancked god & both St Johnes and after woord they were both holy

men and therefore let us worshipp thoes holy Sts whereby yt we maye come to ever-

lastinge [‘lyfe’ crossed out] Blesse. Amen.

This is an extraordinary text for a country sermon in late sixteenth-century

England. At first sight it appears to be the work of an English Menocchio,

a layman who patched together his history and theology from eclectic but

pious reading.11 Its antique devotional qualities and anecdotal structure asso-

ciate it with the Golden Legend and other popular tales of the saints, while its

lore about elephants and dragons would appear to derive from ancient and

medieval natural history.12 Closer inspection, however, reveals that the text was

taken almost word for word from the early fifteenth-century homilies of John

Mirk (or Myrc), which were published in at least seventeen editions between

 and .13 Despite the turmoils of reformation and the considerable

destruction of popish books, it was not improbable that a -year-old devo-

tional handbook should still be in use in a late-Elizabethan northern parish.

Indeed, a medieval ‘gradual’ or manuscript book of chants and anthems that

belonged to an early Tudor vicar of East Drayton still survives, from what may

have been a local devotional library.14 When asked to read at the midsummer

service in Askham chapel Mynet apparently did what he thought proper, and

turned to the relevant saint’s day in the book.

By , however, even in north Nottinghamshire, the medieval teaching of

the Festial and the Golden Legend was out of favour. Protestant believers in

predestination and justification by faith alone would have no truck with inter-

cessionary saints or holy helpers of the kind that Mynet described. Residual

beliefs that saints were holy in the womb, that saints like John the Baptist gave

grace, and that the worship of saints was a means to everlasting life, were anath-

ema to Elizabethan reformers. The claim that ‘they that died in charity shall

have part of all good prayers, and they that do not shall never be saved’, implied

both the discredited theology of salvation by works and the erroneous belief in

the efficacy of prayer for the dead. The devotional references to ‘our lady’, the

exotic tales of fires, bones, and dragons, and the peppering of the text with

Vulgate Latin, all hark back to a late-medieval form of piety that Protestants
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had sought to transform. Mynet’s sermon, derived from medieval sources, was

a sign that the Reformation had shallow roots. It was a demonstration, both 

for Elizabethan evangelists and for modern historians, of the gap between

official provision and popular religion.15 The message was neither atheism nor

counter-reformation Catholicism, but it was not the kind of godly instruction

that would satisfy the archbishop or dean of York.

Mynet, however, was not prosecuted for his preaching. He was not a Roman

Catholic or a recusant, although he may well be fitted into the category of

‘church papist’ or ‘parish anglican’ or ‘unreformed conformist’. He may even be

claimed as a ‘prayer-book protestant’, based on his correction of the minister

for failing to comply with the letter of the Book of Common Prayer.16 From his

own perspective he was merely doing his duty, and was surprised at the hostile

repercussions. It must have been painful and humiliating to be taken to York

prison and presented before the High Commission on charges of atheism and

irreligion.

In the end Mynet bowed to the power of the Church, and confessed to his

‘false and erronious doctrine’. If he had spoken offensively, he said, its was also

‘unadvisedly, for the which he asketh God forgiveness’. He was a farmer, not a

martyr, and was not vehemently attached to any of his alleged views. Like many

men caught in the church court system, his most sensible course was to seek

reconciliation. The ecclesiastical authorities for their part were willing to let

him go after he admitted his error and performed public penance. If the story

has winners and losers, it may be significant that the reverend John Hutton had

left East Drayton by the end of , while Mynet and his kinsmen continued

among the principal landholders in the parish.
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B B  O T:

A  R  P

This chapter marks another move from the mildly contentious to the flagrantly

outrageous, from topics that were broadly troublesome to those that were pro-

foundly transgressive. It focuses on violations of decorum, inversions of proto-

col, and travesties of religious ritual. Contemporaries found these incidents to

be profane and offensive, the work of reprobates and ruffians, but historians

may judge them to have been subversive or insubordinate, ludic or carnival-

esque. I shall begin with an incident from the s which suggests that even

the grossest affrontery was governed by latent protocols and traditions.

In the summer of , writes the presbyterian chronicler Thomas Edwards,

Captain Beaumont and his company being quartered at Yaxley in Huntingdonshire,

there being a child of the town to be baptised, some of the soldiers would not suffer the

child to be carried to church to be baptised, and the lieutenant of the troop drew out a

part of the troop to hinder it, guarding the church that they should not bring the child

to be baptised; and instead of the child being baptised, in contempt of baptism, some of

the soldiers got into the church, pissed in the font, and went to a gentleman’s stable in

the town, and took out a horse and brought it to the church, and there baptised it.

The villagers of Yaxley, like readers of Edwards’s Gangraena, were expected 

to react with horror. Here was friction between soldiers and civilians that 

bode ill for the parliamentary polity; here was thwarting of a customary social

ritual that family and kinsfolk normally cherished; here was interference with 

a fundamental rite of passage that all but anabaptists deemed holy; and 

here, most transgressive of all, was derision of the sacrament and profanation

of the church. The soldiers’ urine and the gentleman’s horse were instruments

of pollution, their conjunction at the font a sign of the world turned upside

down.1

There were several ways to understand this troubling incident. It can be seen

as part of a pattern of irreligious or mock-religious behaviour that reflected the

continuing conflict between popular and official culture. It set licentiousness

against decorum, profanity against respect for the traditions of the Church.

It can also be interpreted as a breach of discipline, an act of revolt, and a form 

of social drama enacting and defaming the sacramental performance of the



priest. Contemporary guardians of order found it strange and disturbing, but

this was neither the first nor the last time that an animal would be offered the

baptismal sacrament of salvation.

Edwards framed his report with reference to the reliability of his sources. His

problem, like ours, was to probe for deeper significance and to gauge if the

story was true. Like earlier accounts of miracles and monstrous births, reports

of travesties of the sacraments might be cries in the wind unless rooted in cred-

ible report. ‘Two citizens, honest men, related to me this story in the hearing of

another minister, and that with a great degree of confidence,’ Edwards began.

‘Yet because I well know that reports will fly variously, and many mistakes may

arise in relations, and because this was so sad a story and such a desperate pro-

fanation and contempt of God’s ordinance of baptism, I therefore entreated

the citizens for my satisfaction, and for the credit of the story to others,’ to

furnish an account of it in writing, signed or certified by witnesses. Edwards

then printed an elaborated retelling of the outrage at Yaxley, drawn up more

than two years after the incident, with the signatures of six men and the mark of

another, as if that would clinch the matter.2

In this version we learn,

that Captain Beaumont was quartered at Yaxley in the county of Huntingdon about 

June , and preached on the Lord’s day in the parochial church; and in the time of his

quarter there, his soldiers fetched a bald horse of the captain’s out of Mr Finmore’s

stable where he was quartered, and in the church at the font, having pissed in it, did

sprinkle it on the horse, and call him Bald Esau (because he was hairy) and crossed him

in the forehead. They had soldiers [as] godfathers, and one widow Shropshire, a soldier

so-nick named, was the godmother. This the lieutenant, Brayfield by name, reported to

the captain, and they all glorified in it at Mr Finmore’s, and the other soldiers immedi-

ately reported the same to be done in many houses where they were quartered . . .

Robert Rayner, corporal, was the man that acted the part of the minister; Bartly Ward by

name was the godmother; Lawrence Dodds, Lieutenant Brayfield’s man, was he that

fetched the horse out of the stable.

Furthermore, the minister added, he could report ‘many other misdemeanours

of some of the same sectarian soldiers . . . as the baptising of a pig, and other

strange exploits’.3

The exploit at Yaxley could be explained in terms of the disruption of war,

when a radicalized but ill-disciplined fighting force had too much time on its

hands and too much beer in its belly. It could be taken as a symptom of irrever-

ence and irreligion, to which the young and the reprobate were ever prone. It

could also be attributed to sectarian teaching that disparaged the baptismal

ceremonies of mainstream Protestants. This was Edwards’s view, which blamed

derision of the sacrament on the anabaptist preachers and sectarian agitators
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who sometimes accompanied the troops, as well as the malicious high spirits of

Captain Beaumont’s company.

Anabaptists, according to Edwards, insisted that ‘’tis as lawful to baptise a

cat, or a dog, or a chicken, as to baptise the infant of believers’. To drive their

point home, ‘they have done and practiced many strange things in reference to

baptism of children, dressing up a cat like a child for to be baptised, inviting

many people both men and women as to baptising of a child, and then when

neighbours were come, having one to preach against baptism of children’.4

Travesties of the sacraments, then, were crude theatrical enactments of a devi-

ant theological position, and the Huntingdonshire incident belonged to this

vein. Indeed, as a concrete illustration of previously undocumented charges it

was almost too good to be true.

Stories of mock baptisms and ‘other strange exploits’ spread rapidly in the

news-hungry culture of civil war England. It was difficult, as Edwards recog-

nized, to differentiate reliable information from propaganda and gossip. The

militarization of society increased the chances of vandalism and religious pro-

fanation, as huge numbers of young men were removed from their homes,

given weapons and companionship, and placed in circumstances where disci-

pline might fail. Commanders and chaplains worked hard to secure order, but

occasionally things got out of hand. At the same time the expansion of printing

made it possible for outrageous acts to gain national attention. If soldiers were

involved in the soiling of a church, pulling down altar rails, chipping at images,

or parodying the sacraments, their exploits would quickly be memorialized in

print.5

In the same year as the mock-baptism of a horse at Yaxley, the royalist 

propaganda sheet, Mercurius Aulicus, reported from another front: ‘the highest,

boldest blasphemy and treason we have ever yet told you of, against God or his

sacred majesty: viz. When the Earl of Essex was at Lostwithiel in Cornwall,

one of the rebels brought a horse into that church, led him up to the font,

made another hold him while himself took water and sprinkled it on the

horse’s head and said, “Charles, I baptise thee in the name of the Father, etc.,”

then crossed his forehead and said, “I sign thee with the sign of the cross,

in token thou shalt not be ashamed to fight against the Roundheads at

London,” with a deal more such horrid blasphemy as no modest Christian is

willing to repeat.’6 The royalist Richard Symonds, a veteran of the western 

campaign, incorporated this story into his diary, claiming, ‘in contempt of

Christianity, religion and the church, they brought a horse to the font in the

church, and there with their kind of ceremonies did as they called it Christian

the horse, and called him by the name of Charles, in contempt of his sacred

majesty’.7 The story spread across the country from the likes of Robert Tite, a
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Norwich minister recently returned from Cornwall, who told it to his East

Anglian congregation.8

Though incidents of this sort were rare, they fed a legend about the icono-

clastic irreverence of the parliamentary forces and their sectarian allies. It

seemed always to be parliamentary soldiers who offended by parodying the

sacraments or profaning the church.9 (Royalists, by contrast, were renowned

for debauchery and plunder.) If Cromwellian soldiers were not smashing 

fonts with hammers they would appear to have been filling them with urine to

baptize their beasts. It was as if they had taken to extremes the notion of ‘the

priesthood of all believers’ against a monarchy and a religious establishment

they deemed utterly devoid of divinity. By offering the laver of salvation to 

cats, dogs, pigs, and horses, the soldiers added insult and mockery to a sacra-

mental regime that was already experiencing theological and liturgical attack.10

Looking back on these years of excess and disturbance, the London puritan

Nehemiah Wallington recalled an anabaptist ‘that did deride and mock of the

ordinance of baptism in the baptising of a cat’, and who subsequently suffered

the judgement of God.11 William Dugdale expressed outrage at the parliamen-

tary soldiers at Lichfield cathedral who ‘brought a calf into it wrapped in linen,

carried it to the font, sprinkled it with water, and gave it a name in scorn and

derision of that holy sacrament of baptism’.12 A London woman was ques-

tioned in  for accusing another of ‘baptising a cat, and speaking words of

defamation against the sacrament of baptism’.13

What should we make of these various fragments? Do they belong to the

history of riot or the history of religion? What did the actors themselves think

they were doing, and why were the chroniclers so deeply offended? Whose

interest governs the narrative and whose viewpoint should we adopt? What

part did alcohol play in these mock ceremonies, and what was the role of

radical sectarianism and crowd dynamics? Were those involved spontaneously

creating an original piece of theatre, or were they reproducing a ritual, or

counter-ritual, with a scripted tradition of its own? Were these incidents symp-

toms of social or spiritual disorder, or relatively harmless outbreaks of high

spirits? Above all, what light can they throw on the social and cultural history of

early modern England? Baptisms of beasts are puzzling phenomena, and it is

by no means clear how they fit into our larger understanding of history.

We can find examples of mock baptisms and other travesties of religious

ritual in each of the reigns of the Tudors and Stuarts, with different weight or

significance according to the religious climate of the time. Some of the evi-

dence comes from diaries and correspondence, but most is drawn from the

records of ecclesiastical courts. Usually we have no more than the citation, a
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statement of the presentment or charge, but occasionally witnesses told in

detail what was said and done. Unlike the reports from the civil war period,

these accounts were buried in manuscripts, not published in print, though

news might spread through oral networks. The following discussion examines

a variety of these ‘strange exploits’, most of them involving the sacrament of

baptism.

John Stokesly (–), principal of Magdalen Hall, Oxford, and later

Bishop of London, was charged in  with baptizing a cat in the course of a

conjuring ritual to discover buried treasure in his home parish of Collyweston,

Northamptonshire. He was defamed ‘de baptisatione mureligi et conjuratione

illicita pro thesauro inveniendo’, and was summoned before the council of

Margaret Tudor, Countess of Richmond, the queen mother, who had jurisdic-

tion over the manor of Collyweston. The charge of baptizing the cat was

revived at a college visitation in , compounded by complaints of Stokesly’s

alleged unchastity, adultery, heresy, and receipt of stolen goods. No evidence

was introduced to support any of these charges, and Stokesly was able to clear

his name. Six compurgators made oaths in his favour, and he was formally rec-

onciled by the visitor, a commissary of Bishop Richard Foxe. Nothing more can

be learned about the incident with the cat, but if it happened at all it seems

more likely to have belonged to a quasi-occult practice than to the drunken dis-

order of other travesties of the sacraments. Perhaps his former neighbours

looked on their Oxford priest as a kind of academic cunning man, and Stokesly

obliged them with some kind of supernatural religious business involving the

christening of a cat. The incident came back to haunt him in the early years of

the Reformation, as Stokesly, a heretic-hunter, was derided as ‘bloody bishop 

christen-cat’.14

Cats were in the news again, in mockery of the mass rather than baptism, at a

later stage in the Reformation. In April , within a week of the consecration

of six new Catholic bishops in London, somebody hung up a cat, gibbet style,

on the gallows next to Cheapside Cross in the commercial heart of the city. The

party responsible remains unknown, but was evidently someone with a cruel

wit and ingenuity as well as hatred for the Marian religious regime. The cat was

‘habited in a garment like to that the priest wore that said mass; she had a

shaven crown, and in her fore feet held a piece of paper made round, represent-

ing the wafer’. Within days a proclamation was made offering twenty marks (£

s. d.) to anyone ‘that could bring him forth that did hang the cat on the

gallows’ but none appeared to claim this hefty reward.15

Half a century later, when England was officially Protestant, opponents 

of godly order again resorted to the theatrics of religious travesty. William

Cotton, Bishop of Exeter, complained in  about the ‘profane atheists’ who
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were undermining the work of reform in south-west England. Among many

outrages, ‘there was a ridiculous and profane marriage of a goose and a gander;

a cat having an apron, and a partlet, brought to the church to be baptised; a

horse head at Launceston lately lapped in a mantle and brought to the church

to baptism, and afterwards the bell tolled and rung out for the death of his

head; a dead horse brought to the communion table with his feet spread upon

it, as being prepared to receive the sacrament; a young youth of sixteen years

baptised by the name of Gurlypot, at which time the font was overthrown,

libels made upon every sermon almost in every town.’16 The dead and decapi-

tated horses were especially horrific, as props in a grossly profane parody of the

two remaining sacraments.

Similar episodes offended religious sensibilities in eastern and southern

England. The devout Lady Margaret Hoby recorded a ‘judgement . . . worth

noting’ when one of her reprobate neighbours, young Farley, was murdered 

in . ‘This young man being extraordinary profane, as once causing a 

horse to be brought into the church of God, and there christening him with 

a name, which horrible blasphemy the lord did not leave unrevenged.’

Though Farley’s death had other causes, Lady Margaret associated it with his

mockery of the sacrament of baptism.17 With less of a sense of providential 

retribution, an archdeaconry court in Sussex cited Peter Simons of Udimore

‘for baptizing a cat’ in . Simons denied his involvement, and at the next

court session the same charge of ‘baptising a cat’ was levelled at Joan Golding of

Winchelsea.18

Mock baptisms did not have to involve animals to violate godly order, for

mockery and profanity of any sort were deeply offensive to committed Chris-

tians. Officials of the archdeaconry of St Albans appeared to be embarrassed 

in  when they reported to the Bishop of London ‘a notorious and wicked

misdemeanour, whereby the holy sacrament of baptism was by certain lewd

persons profaned’.19 In this case there was an abundance of testimony explain-

ing who did what to whom.

Fifteen-year-old Thomas Bennet of Watford, Hertfordshire, servant to

William Edlyn, recounted the abuse he had suffered at the hands of neighbour-

hood bullies who were also the parish bell-ringers. Here as elsewhere, the bell-

ringers formed an informal fraternity who enjoyed privileged access to the

church, but were more renowned for their strong arms and capacious bellies

than for their piety or decorum. (As at Holton, Oxfordshire, the ringers were

single young men who formed a close-knit community within the parish.)

Appearing on oath before the archdeaconry court, in the presence of the mayor

of St Albans, Bennet testified
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that upon an holiday in Easter week was twelve months last past, between one and two

of the clock in the afternoon, divers young men being then ringing of the bells in

Watford church, he and divers other boys being at play in the church, the ring being

ended, one William Haydon beat him with a rope to cause him to depart the church,

whereupon the rest of the boys came out of the church. He made haste also to be gone,

but Roger and William Haydon laid hold of him, and William wished to have him to the

font, and thither the two did draw him, demanding of him what his name should be,

until Ralph Stretton . . . answered, ‘Hodge of the town’s end’, and till the said Stretton

had most profanely and wickedly taken water out of the font with his hand and cast it

upon his face, and said, ‘I baptise thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of

the Holy Ghost’: Whereto Thomas Hoddesdon standing by said ‘Amen’. Then he ran

away, having got loose from them, but William and Roger Haydon, Stretton and Hod-

desdon ran after him again, saying they had forgotten to sign him with the cross; but

they could not take him for that he ran apace.

It did not take long for the bullies to regret their prank. As bell-ringers they

would have been liberally supplied with beer, and their refreshment had most

likely weakened their judgement. But they continued to be busy on festive 

and sacred occasions. Meeting Thomas Bennet in church a few months later,

William Haydon offered him twelve pence to keep quiet about the incident, but

word had already spread. ‘Goodman Peter’s son was in the bell loft where they

ring’ and heard the whole exchange. Joseph Potter asked about the noise in the

church and was told that ‘the boys have christened a boy, and have named him

Hodge of the town’s end’. Edward Berry, wheelwright, found young Bennet in

the church porch, ‘wiping his face with his hat, and his face was all wet, and he

cried . . . and he said, they have christened me’. The wheelwright ‘went into

church and told them it was no place to play the knave in’, but he would not

inform against the ringers. There seems to have been some intimidation of wit-

nesses, but attempts to halt the judicial proceedings were ineffective. Thomas

Bennet may have been an outsider in the community, since his father lived not

in Watford but in Bushey. The derisory name given him, ‘Hodge of the town’s

end’, implies rustic poverty and simple-mindedness, but it may have been an

inverted insult for someone who actually had pretensions to quality. But there

was nothing to excuse such violence or disorder in church, mimicry of the 

minister, mockery of the sacrament, and misuse of baptismal water. When 

last heard of the Haydon brothers and Ralph Stretton were in prison awaiting

questioning before the High Commission, and Thomas Hoddesdon had run

away, to be followed by a warrant for his arrest.20

One of John Cosin’s correspondents, Oliver Naylor of Tavistock, Devon,

wrote in March  of a mock baptism involving not an animal or a servant
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but a pot of ale. The offender staged a derisive parody of the religious cere-

mony, whose words and procedures he evidently knew by heart. ‘There’s one

Allen in a town called South Moulton, not far from us, that hath christened a

pot of ale lately, with all the ceremonies belonging to a christening. His bell was

a candle stick, his font a salt cellar, two double jugs the gossips, and a dozen jugs

more the witnesses. He used the very words of our liturgy and, lest any thing

should be wanting, he had gossips’ feasts when he had done. He is thought to

have done it in derision of our ceremonies and religion.’ Though this particular

offence involved no profane misuse of the church, no actual mockery at the

font, and nothing that might be thought of as riotous, Cosin’s circle of fastidi-

ous ceremonialists could cite it as an instance of unruly irreverence that both

puritans and prelates sought to reform.21

Drunken disorder led to the mock christening of a dog at East Brent, Somer-

set, in  ‘to the great profanation of the holy sacrament of baptism’. May-tide

revellers at the Red Lion inn forced beer into the animal, dressed it in a black

coat to represent a clergyman, and named it Cutty Hill ‘in derison of the minis-

ter, Mr Hill’. Richard Dodd, the ring-leader, ‘pouring some of the drink before

them upon the dog’s head, made the sign of the cross over him’ and named two

drinking companions as godfathers. Church and State were both outraged 

by this irreverence, and examined the offenders before both the ecclesiastical

court and the Quarter Sessions.22 A few years later the Somerset authorities

dealt with more drunken revellers, this time Christmas bell-ringers, who

thought it amusing to dunk a dog in the baptismal font at Crewkerne.23

The next few examples have more in common with the bestial baptisms of

the s. In  John Prowse of Brixham, Devon, was committed by local

magistrates and sent up to the archbishop in London for ‘riding on horseback

into church, offering to have his horse christened’. No bestial christening

occurred, perhaps because Prowse was too drunk to follow through on his

threat, but the sacrament and the sacred space were profaned. Though himself

a gentleman and a justice of the peace in Exeter, Prowse had evidently parted

with all sense of propriety. He was cited ‘for profaning the church’ and for using

‘contemptuous and menacing language’ against the authorities who attempted

to restrain him.24 Thomas Easton of Loughton, Buckinghamshire, was likewise

cited ‘for leading a horse into the church upon the th day of November []’

though whether he intended to baptize it is unclear.25 A decade later Isaac

Antrobus, the ‘malignant’ parson of Egremont, Cumberland, was ejected from

his living because, among other offences, he ‘baptized a cock, and called him

Peter’.26 There is no further information to expand this strange fragment, but it

seems to involve a muddled reference to the cock that crowed after St Peter’s

denial of Christ.
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In the early s a dispute between factions in the Essex seaport of Harwich

led to a temporary chill in relations between the secular and ecclesiastical arms

of the government of Charles I. At the heart of the dispute was the claim by

William Innes, the minister of Harwich, that Sara Peck, the wife of a mariner,

had led other parishioners in ‘the profane christening of a dog’, giving it ‘the

name of Jeffery’, and that Mr Bishop and Mr Taylor served as ‘godgaffers’. If this

was true it was multiply transgressive; it brought a polluting beast into the holy

sanctum, mocked the Christian sacrament of baptism, subverted the authority

of the parish priest, and placed a woman in the jesting role of ceremonial offi-

ciant. Innes complained to the ecclesiastical authorities and eventually in ,

‘upon a judicial and public hearing’ before the Court of High Commission,

Sara Peck ‘was adjudged guilty and condemned for the same’.27

Sara’s friends and the minister’s enemies were not about to let the matter

rest, and used alternative chains of influence to get the judgement reversed. In

September  the mayor of Harwich listed grievances against the minister,

invoked the assistance of the puritan Earl of Warwick, and petitioned the king

for redress. Lord Rivers, Sir Harbottle Grimstone, Sir John Barker, and Sir

Thomas Bowes took up the case and persuaded the Council to overthrow the

decision of the ecclesiastical court. Regarding the baptism of the dog, the coun-

cillors pronounced, ‘there was never any such act done or committed either by

the said Sarah or any other in the town of Harwich, but was a mere fiction

raised as may appear by the manner of Mr Innes’s proofs’. Conflicting strands

of evidence offset each other, and this most disturbing incident of profanity

and disorder was determined not to have taken place. This was an extraordi-

nary rebuff for the clerics of the High Commission, who expressed their resent-

ment against ‘the strangeness, insolency, and ill consequence of this proceeding

by private men against the highest ecclesiastical court in England’.28 In future, if

anyone complained against travesties of the sacraments they would have to get

their stories straight.

Other ecclesiastical rituals besides baptism came in for their share of profa-

nation, and alcohol seems to have gone hand in hand with irreligion. Writing in

 Nehemiah Wallington pondered ‘a memorial of God’s judgements upon

drunkards in Derbyshire’, after four villagers parodied the ceremony of thanks-

giving for women after childbirth by conducting the mock churching of a cow.

Wallington notes, ‘I did hear very credibly, that at a place called Eyam in Der-

byshire that there were four drunken fellows which met at an alehouse to drink

a barrel of ale; and when they were inflamed with liquor they would needs do

something to be talked on; going through the church yard, the church door

being open, they drove a cow into the church; and that which is appointed for

churching of women they read it for the cow, and led her about the font: a
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wicked and horrible fact, but it was strangely and fearfully punished.’ Soon

after this infamous feat the actors suffered terrible afflictions. One became

dumb, one blind, another mad, and the fourth suffered a broken neck. Walling-

ton comments, ‘this was done near thirty years ago [i.e. early in the reign of

James I] but it is still fresh in memories there’. Keith Thomas cites this church-

ing of the cow as part of the desanctification of religious ritual in the wake of

popular Protestantism, but from Wallington’s point of view it pointed more to

the sifting of the godly from the reprobate in the unending struggle for the

reformation of manners.29

Revellers occasionally came before the church courts for drunken mockery

of the solemnities of death and for parodying of the rituals of funerals and

weddings. Pranksters were presented for such crimes as ‘carrying William

Goodin upon the old hearse into the churchyard’ and having the bells rung 

for his funeral when he was not dead but dead drunk; for tolling the bells 

‘for Collins, a dead drunkard, to the disturbance of the whole parish’; and ‘for

causing the bell to be tolled for a dead horse’.30 These were minor incidents,

more quirks and curiosities than challenges to the established order. They

involved violations of social protocols and godly decorum, and sometimes

invited disorder. But none of them turned the world upside down for more

than a few noisy minutes.

An alehouse joke that went too far began in the Hallowe’en revels in 

when a group of Oxfordshire villagers, ‘being merry and drinking together’,

persuaded old Elizabeth Bullock, ‘aged about  years and a weak woman of

sense and understanding’, to claim marriage to William Allen of Stanton Har-

court. They ‘persuaded her to report that she was with child, and put a cushion

under her petticoat, which she consented to out of her weakness and dotage’.

One of them then ‘did draw a form of banns to be published between them,

which she carried to the curate’. Though obviously intended as a jest, this

parody of marriage-making was sufficiently offensive to be brought before the

archdeaconry court. It mocked the serious matter of matrimonial contracting

and sexual discipline that gave so much business to the ecclesiastical courts,

and it mocked the solemnities of banns of matrimony that ministers published

in church. William Allen was defamed by being named as the lover of the

ancient Elizabeth Bullock and for allegedly fathering her child. One of the per-

petrators, John Wood, was also a churchwarden, who should have known

better, and he regretted his involvement in the incident when he presented his

information to the court. The matter seems to have been resolved by the

offenders apologizing and promising not to do it again.31

*
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What by now may be considered the standard features of the genre recurred in

two final cases from the reign of Charles II. Each involved young men carrying

or leading animals to the font, sprinkling them with water in parody of the

action of the minister, and naming them like Christians. In one case the

authorities accepted that the action resulted from the ‘indiscreet wantonness’

of the perpetrators rather than their ‘intention to deprave the holy sacrament’.

The other they simply judged ‘blasphemous’. After the turmoil of the revo-

lution, in which the traditional ritual of baptism had been abolished, it was

hard to secure reverence for the restored Prayer Book ceremonies. The revived

church courts attempted to rebuild a religious culture of discipline and de-

corum while facing the perennial problem of youthful folly.

Five young bell-ringers were responsible for the profane baptism of a cat at

Henley, Oxfordshire, in the early years of the Restoration. ‘Meeting at Henley

church in the evening’ on  November , they confessed, ‘one Isaac Keene

brought a cat with him into the church and made him fast in the church till

they had rung the eight o’clock bell, and after the bell was rung they carried 

the cat to the font, and one of them taking up the cover of the font, Benja-

min Wooldridge took out water out of the font and sprinkled the cat, which

Thomas Talent had in his arms, and named the cat Tom, and appointed Isaac

Keene and Thomas Wheeler to be gossips.’ Pressed to explain this irreverence,

with an opportunity to lessen the charges against them, ‘they say they did not

use the word “christen” or “baptise” but did this out of indiscreet wantonness,

and not out of intention to deprave the holy sacrament of baptism.’ Satisfied

with this confession, the court ordered the offenders to perform public pen-

ance in the very church where they had sprinkled the cat.32

Two parishioners of Radcliffe, Lancashire, were responsible for a much 

more serious breach of discipline when they brought a horse to be baptized in

church in . Their offence, so far as it can be reconstructed, was a calculated

comment on the restored Church of England rather than a mindless juvenile

prank. John Angier, the curate of Ringley chapel, set out to discover and report

the details of the offence, but was thwarted by uncooperative witnesses. John

Lowe, the sexton of Radcliffe, was ‘somewhat unwilling to give home a full and

true relation of the whole manner, though he was present’. None the less, the

following story emerged. On  November , the anniversary of the gunpow-

der treason and a day of anti-popish festivity, Otto Holland and Peter Walker

took advantage of the church being open ‘to ring the bells for the solemnity of

that day’, and entered with their horse. Apparently, the sexton ‘did not mind it,

for he turned from them and went into the belfry’. The young men then led the

horse to kneel near the communion table, and ‘gave him a piece of bread, with
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some blasphemous expressions’, and said ‘that he was as good an episcopalian

as any of them, for he had bowed to the altar’. After this profane parody of the

holy communion they led the horse to the font, removed its cover, and ‘sprin-

kled water on [the horse] and called him Surly Boy’.33 The incident evoked

memories of earlier disputes over altars and communion tables, fonts and font

covers, and contentious liturgical gestures like kneeling and bowing, and

echoed the actions of civil war soldiers. Surly Boy, if he did not foul the chancel

floor, did all that was intended of him to outrage the ecclesiastical authorities.

Though isolated and unusual, these mock baptisms from different periods 

had several points in common. They brought together, in an incongruous and

insulting manner, common domesticated animals and the holiest rituals of the

Church. By sprinkling the horses and cats with water and giving them names 

in parody of the ritual by which babies became Christians, they profaned the

sacred ceremony and blurred the boundary between humans and beasts.

Baptism saved souls, animals had no souls, and the young men (for the most

part) who staged these travesties imperilled their own salvation, so pastoral

counsellors might argue.

The sacrament of baptism and the font where it was performed were contro-

versial features of English Protestant culture. ‘Baptism is an action in part

moral, in part ecclesiastical, and in part mystical: moral, in being a duty which

men perform towards God; ecclesiastical, in that it belongeth unto God’s

church as a public duty; finally mystical, if we respect what God doth thereby

intend to work’, claimed the influential Richard Hooker. 34 It was ‘that universal,

plain and easy rite . . . exceeding proper, and very innocent,’ according to the

Restoration churchman Thomas Comber.35 Every English Christian was sup-

posed to be baptized. The font, in most parishes, was sanctified equipment that

belonged, with the altar, as the fulcrum of reverence and devotion. To sully it

with urine, to soil it with animals, to allow drunken soldiers, bell-ringers, or

other roisterers to subject it to ridicule, was not just profanation of the church

but an act of dishonour to God.

At the same time, however, there were reformers who challenged the manner

of Prayer Book baptism and disparaged the liturgical equipment with which it

was performed. Puritans were more inclined to construe baptism as a cere-

mony of initiation than a sacrament of salvation, and some thought the font a

leftover popish invention. Theologians disputed the efficacy and meaning of

baptism, and there were countless parish squabbles over such accessories as 

the sign of the cross, the presence of godparents, and the application of water

from the font. Most of these discussions were conducted with civility, but occa-

sional outrageous travesties of the kind cited here could be seen as disorderly 
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comments on the debate.36 The young men responsible for these provocative

‘strange exploits’ knew the words and knew the rules of the rituals they were

working to subvert. It is striking how closely they parodied the rubric, appoint-

ing ‘godgaffers’, mimicking the priest, and making a point of signing with the

cross. Like the soldiers at Yaxley, the blasphemers at Radcliffe were engaged in a

rowdy argument about baptism in the Church of England as well as a dramatic

exploit with a horse.

It would be wrong, however, to recruit all these bravadoes to the cause of

radical reform, to associate them with religious iconoclasm, or to claim for

them an articulate sectarian agenda. Ecclesiastical sources insist that the of-

fenders were ‘profane’ or ‘blasphemous’ in their behaviour, and that they acted

‘to deprave the holy sacrament’ or ‘in derision of our ceremonies and reli-

gion’. But it might also be argued that their antics were driven by boredom,

anger, or alcohol, by larrikin daredevilry or ‘indiscreet wantonness’, rather 

than hostility to the ritual and fabric of the Church of England. Their parodies

of the sacrament could then be understood in terms of youthful mischief

and reckless high spirits which only came to official notice because it crossed

religious boundaries. Alehouse culture and Christian devotion were not neces-

sarily incompatible, and most people knew the difference between what was

expected during worship and what was permissible in one’s cups. There was no

harm in naming a dog Jeffery or calling a teenager Gurlypot, so long as it was

not mixed up with the sacrament of baptism. If Thomas Bennet had been

ducked at the village pump instead of in Watford church font the High Com-

mission would never have been interested.

This takes us very close to interpreting the baptism of beasts in terms of

festive misrule—skylarking, jesting, homo ludens playing the fool—in which

the cherished rituals of mainstream culture are subjected to symbolic inversion.

Besmirching the sacred, provoking the authorities, and advancing the interests

of topsy-turvydom are familiar features of the carnivalesque. The groups of

bell-ringers and other young men responsible for these acts are as close as one

comes in England to the youth ‘abbeys’ or lords of misrule of early modern

France.37 Their mockery of the sacrament may then be seen as a transgressive

interrogation of a familiar ritual, but one that did little real damage. The fact

that they did not attempt to smash the font, but only to borrow it for a moment

of roistering profanity, suggests the fundamental innocency of their action. If

their crime was irreligion, it was irreligion with a curiously muted ring.

An entirely different explanation has been offered, from another anthro-

pological perspective, proposing that the baptism of beasts was intended to

secure them benefits. The men who took their animals to the font, had them 

churched, or rang church bells when they were dying, could then be viewed in
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terms of a tradition of folk magic, charms, and curative practices associated

with unreformed Roman Catholicism.Keith Thomas suggests that ‘it is possible

that some of the numerous cases recorded in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries of attempts to baptise dogs, cats, sheep, and horses may not have 

arisen from drunkenness or puritan mockery of anglican ceremonies, but have

reflected the old superstition that the ritual had about it a physical efficacy

which could be directed to any living creature’.38 But this is more ingenious 

than persuasive; none of the evidence points in that direction. Large animals

were valuable properties, and there was no shortage of horsemen and farmers 

to take care of them with conventional cures and wisdom. Cats, by contrast,

were lowly beasts—Thomas Edwards thought them a ‘vile, mean creature’39—

and it would hardly have been worth the effort to give them the benefits of

baptism. Household pets were more likely to thrive on fondling than sprink-

ling, and witches’ familiars would surely have been averse to holy water. There 

is simply no trace of the supernatural in any of the mock baptisms we have

covered, but abundant evidence that they had their origin in horseplay.

Nor can it be argued that travesties of the sacrament were signs of a disor-

derly society, ready to break out in revolt. The onlookers, so far as we know,

disapproved of the action, and none was persuaded to join in. Unlike the battles

over altar rails, that broke out in some churches at the beginning of the English

revolution, the baptisms of beasts were minor scandals, soon suppressed

though often remembered. They were provocations to outrage and affronts to

religious decorum, but hardly acts of resistance or incitements to riot.

Dramatis Personae

Captain Beaumont at Yaxley, Huntingdonshire

Robert Rayner, corporal

Bartholemew Ward, soldier

Lawrence Dodds, soldier

John Stokesly, cleric of Oxford

Peter Simons of Udimore, Sussex

Joan Golding of Winchelsea, Sussex

Thomas Bennet of Watford, Hertfordshire

William Haydon of St Albans, Hertfordshire

Roger Heydon of St Albans, Hertfordshire

Ralph Stretton of St Albans, Hertfordshire

Thomas Hoddesdon of St Albans, Hertfordshire

Oliver Naylor of Tavistock, Devon, clerk

one Allen of South Moulton, Devon
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Richard Dodd of East Brent, Somerset

John Prowse of Brixham, Devon

Thomas Easton of Loughton, Buckinghamshire

Isaac Antrobus of Egremont, Cumberland, clerk

Sara Peck of Harwich, Essex

William Innes of Harwich, Essex, clerk

Isaac Keene of Henley, Oxfordshire

Benjamin Wooldridge of Henley, Oxfordshire

Thomas Talent of Henley, Oxfordshire

Thomas Wheeler of Henley, Oxfordshire

John Angier of Radcliffe, Lancashire, clerk

John Lowe of Radcliffe, Lancashire

Otto Holland of Radcliffe, Lancashire

Peter Walker of Radcliffe, Lancashire
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T B   A:
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Charles I’s reign proved yet again that one man’s godly devotion could be

another’s blasphemous transgression. In the cultural wars of Caroline England,

preceding the actual fighting of the s, few topics were potentially as divi-

sive as the positioning and treatment of the furnishings for holy communion.

Tables and altar rails—in themselves innocent adiaphora—stirred some peo-

ple to veneration while incensing others to violence. Liturgical trappings and

equipment came to encode alternative visions of community, worship, and

godly devotion.

Though disagreements about the architectural and material arrangements

for the sacrament dated back to the sixteenth-century origins of the Church of

England, they grew more acute in the period of Laudian ascendancy in the

s. The collapse of Archbishop Laud’s power at the end of  allowed local

activists and parliamentary puritans to reverse the process of ceremonial inno-

vation and to push for liturgical changes of their own. The eucharist itself was

rarely parodied or profaned in these disputes (unlike the contemporary battles

over fonts and baptism), but the energies released in eucharistic protest were

sometimes shunted into scuffles around the threshold of the holy table.

This chapter is concerned with the contentious conversion of tables into

altars, the controversial erection of communion rails, and their violent taking

down. It focuses on the reign of Charles I, when these issues were most acute.

Local disputes about church furnishings and liturgy, like the contemporary

battles over rites of passage, provide another point of entry into the divisive

religious culture of early modern England. Rather than focusing on the theo-

logy, policy, and churchmanship of the Caroline regime, where recent scholar-

ship in this areas is centred, I propose to examine the consequences of official

action. My focus is once again on lay–clerical interactions at the regional and

parochial level.1 An episode from late Caroline London provides a useful place

to begin.

When parishioners gathered to subscribe the national Protestation in the

London church of St Thomas the Apostle on  June , one of them, John



Blackwell, grocer to the king, urged his neighbours to action: ‘Gentlemen, we

have here made a Protestation before almighty God against all popery and

popish innovations, and these rails (laying his hand upon the rails about the

communion table) are popish innovations, and therefore it is fit they be pulled

down, and shall be pulled down.’ The Protestation, drawn up in parliament in

May , was intended to unite the political nation in defence of the reformed

Church of England. It was designed to solidify opposition to popery and

Arminianism at a time when both appeared to be dangerously ascendant. But it

could also be used more radically to decry those aspects of Laudian church-

manship that puritans found offensive. In the parish of St Thomas, which was

one of the first to subscribe the Protestation (which was not extended nation-

wide until the following January), the occasion served as a licence and a catalyst

for direct violent action.2

Parish zealots agreed with Blackwell that the communion rails were popish

innovations, while conformists defended the rails and resisted efforts to break

them down. A tussle ensued in the church, in which the churchwardens were

knocked about and forced to retreat. According to a complaint addressed to the

House of Lords, Blackwell’s associates then ‘with great insolency pulled down

the rails’ and bore them triumphantly out of the church saying, ‘that Dagon

being now down they would burn him’. Likened to Dagon, the idol-god of the

Philistines which was shattered by the power of the ark of God, the rails were

quickly reduced to ashes. A few enthusiasts threatened to burn the minister’s

surplice, and perhaps the minister too if he opposed them, in the same cleans-

ing fire. In earlier times, in the face of such sacrilegious disorder, parish conser-

vatives might have turned to the ecclesiastical courts for disciplinary redress;

but now, with the courts in disarray and episcopacy itself in trouble, their only

hope was that parliament might punish Blackwell and his fellow offenders.

Their petition to the Lords, bewailing the violence and misrule with which the

rails were removed, was signed by the rector and eight parishioners including

one of the churchwardens.

Clearly the parish was polarized, as was much of the country, in this over-

heated revolutionary summer. Activists in dozens of parishes sought the

removal of altar rails at this time, anticipating by a year or more the official

order to pull them down. Scenes as wild as that reported at St Thomas’s were

unusual, but all over England there were arguments about altars, tables, rails,

and the conduct of holy communion. Local religious animosities focused on

such seemingly trivial items as church furnishings because they were immedi-

ate and familiar as well as controversial, and because they stood for larger prob-

lems of theology, liturgy, and discipline.

In an attempt to assure parliament of their respectable godly intentions,
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Blackwell’s faction addressed a counter-petition to the House of Commons,

who they rightly assumed would be more sympathetic than the Lords. This

petition, subscribed by more than forty parishioners including the other

churchwarden, asked that ‘peace and quietness may be settled in the parish’.

The petitioners did not dispute that a violent and irreverent episode had taken

place, but in their version of recent events the responsibility for dissension lay

with the party that had installed the controversial rails, not those who had

pulled them down. Unlike the wilder sectarians who were beginning to break

away from parochial discipline, these solid Londoners sought to reform 

their part of the Church of England and to join together in a purified parish

communion.

St Thomas’s parish, it emerged, had never fully complied with the Laudian

altar policy, ‘the table neither standing altarwise nor at the east end of the

chancel, but in the usual place where it hath stood time beyond memory of

man’. It probably stood, as did many an Elizabethan and Jacobean communion

table, between the chancel and the nave, providing convenient access for all.

The controversial rails, the petitioners explained, had only been installed in

, ‘we know not by whose authority’. Though the minister said they were

added ‘for decency’, and that people were not ‘pressed’ to come up to the rails to

receive the sacrament, the local puritans claimed that the rails were ‘offensive to

the parish’, an intrusive innovation, and ‘a cause of very much trouble, grief and

dissension’. Indeed, so burdensome was the innovation of kneeling at the rails

to take communion that one ‘grave pious matron’ blamed her illness and

impending death on the change of sacramental practice. Here as elsewhere, the

rails represented the officious high ceremonialism associated with Archbishop

Laud. They also stood as an obstacle among neighbours, a barrier between

priest and parishioners, and a physical reminder of worrisome changes that

seemed to be leading the Church of England to Rome.

Having taken parliament’s Protestation against ‘all popery and popish inno-

vations’, the petitioners continued, some parishioners asked ‘to take away the

rails’, but wished it done ‘in an orderly way’. Presumably if both churchwardens

had been in agreement and if the minister had been willing to bend, that is

what would have happened. Unfortunately, however, ‘in the interim some

youths in the place . . . pulled down the rails presently’, provoking ‘great divi-

sion in the parish and most threatening speeches . . . from the rector’. All blame

for the violent and disorderly attack on the rails was deflected onto these

unnamed ‘youths’, while the godly petitioners assumed an air of righteousness

against ‘innovations’ they deemed to be ‘offensive’. John Blackwell, previously

identified as a ringleader, played no part in this alternative narrative, though he

was one of the most prominent signatories to the petition and possibly its
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author. Well-known as a puritan activist, Blackwell would soon become more

prominent in his support for the parliamentary cause.3

The episode in this London parish, though by no means extraordinary,

touches on several contentious topics. It exposes strains in lay–clerical relations

and fractures within the parochial community that intensified from the mid-

s to the threshold of civil war. It points to variant views on holy com-

munion and changing attitudes to ecclesiastical furnishings that affected the

local micro-environment of worship and devotion. The tussle at St Thomas’s

reflects the sometimes-volatile struggle over different devotional styles and dif-

ferent scales of uniformity within the early Stuart Church. It shows that there

were orderly and disorderly ways of effecting change, as well as different ways of

telling a story. Each side laid claim to a particular memory of liturgical arrange-

ments, and each blamed the other for changes that fomented disorder. Here as

elsewhere the conduct of the sacrament, the placement of the table, and the

presence or absence of communion rails served as indicators of religious disci-

pline and devotional style. The episode provides another point of entry for

examining the contested cultural history of early modern England.

Disagreement about the meaning and significance of the mass, the eucharist,

the Lord’s supper, or holy communion stirred one of the fiercest theological

controversies of the age of the Reformation. It split Catholics from Protestants,

and left reformers arguing amongst themselves. The variety of names for this

central sacrament indicates some of the sensitivity and controversy surround-

ing it. So do the competing terms of altar, table, and board. Bound up in this

sacramental ensemble were aesthetic, architectural, liturgical, and theolog-

ical issues of continuing weight and moment. The early Church of England

emphasized the commemorative aspect of communion, allowed the laity to

take both bread and wine, and left somewhat ambiguous the relation of

the consecrated elements to the body and blood of Christ. Anti-ceremonial

Calvinists sought relative simplicity and severity, while seventeenth-century

Arminians laid more stress on the eucharistic miracle and a few veered back

towards the doctrine of transubstantiation.4 The sacrament involved the

deepest mysteries of faith, though moderates might argue that what one took

into one’s mouth mattered less than what one took into one’s heart.

While Protestant divines largely resolved the theological issues of transub-

stantiation and consubstantiation, discerning not the fleshly but the spiritual

presence of Christ in the consecrated wine and bread, the practical conse-

quences of their discussion continued to reverberate in parish life. It would

never be clear, from an ordinary lay point of view, whether communion was

something you took or something you received, whether the experience was
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primarily physical or spiritual, whether it should be construed as a miracle,

a mystery, a sacrifice, or a commemoration, and whether it should be ap-

proached in humility or joy. In practice the holiness of holy communion 

varied with its solemnity and setting, and its performance took on different

registers according to how the minister officiated, where in the church people

communicated, and whether they did so standing, sitting, or meekly kneeling

upon their knees.

The official position of the Church of England, set forth in the Thirty-Nine

Articles (), treated the sacrament as a social drama binding neighbour to

neighbour and priest to parishioners, as well as Christians to their God. ‘The

Lord’s Supper’ was intended as ‘a sign of the love that Christians ought to have

among themselves, one to another’, as well as a partaking, for true believers, in

the body and blood of Christ.5

The Book of Common Prayer ( and ) reinforced this notion of com-

munion as a love-feast by denying the sacrament to any ‘open and notorious

evil liver’ and to those among whom ‘malice and hatred . . . reign’. Only the

faithful, charitable, and reverent should approach God’s holy board. We are

reminded that communion was a ritual of inclusion, of membership and

belonging, and that separation from its benefits (as occurred in the Caroline

altar dispute) spoke of social isolation as well as estrangement from God. The

communion table (no longer officially called an altar after ) was to stand ‘in

the body of the church or in the chancel, where morning prayer and evening

prayer be appointed to be said’, and the priest was to stand at the north side of

the table to read the service. These arrangements made it easy for all to see and

hear, and easier for parishioners to approach or gather round. Communicants

were supposed to receive the sacrament kneeling, but the rubric said nothing

about exactly where they should position themselves within the intimate geo-

graphy of the church. Nor was there anything in the Prayer Book or Articles to

indicate that the table should be protected, elevated, or offset by rails.6

So varied were local liturgical practices, even within the well-run diocese 

of London, according to a report in Lord Burghley’s papers, that ‘the table

standeth in the body of the church in some places, in others it standeth in the

chancel; in some places the table standeth altarwise, distant from the wall a

yard, in some others in the middle of the chancel, north and south; in some

places the table is joined, in others it standeth upon trestles; in some places the

table hath a carpet, in others it hath not . . . some receive kneeling, others

standing, others sitting’.7 Though senior Elizabethan clerics might regret this

diversity, none worked single-mindedly on behalf of uniform practice.

The Jacobean canons of  repeated and amplified the Tudor require-

ments. Every church was required to maintain ‘a decent communion table’, to
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be ‘placed in so good sort within the church or chancel, as thereby the minister

may be more conveniently heard of the communicants in his prayer and minis-

tration, and the communicants also more conveniently, and in more number,

may communicate with the said minister’. Typically, the Jacobean canons left

the placement of the table to local convenience, saying nothing about rails,

steps, orientation, or positioning towards the east. The only thing required 

in the east end of the church was a copy of the Ten Commandments, so that 

the prohibitive word of the Father would overshadow the liberating sacrifice of

the Son.8

Though wedded in principle to uniformity, the Jacobean Church counte-

nanced a wide variety of liturgical expression and contingent material organi-

zation. It remained, in practice, a matter of local preference whether the table

stood at the east end of the chancel or out in the body of the church, or whether

it was moved back and forth in preparation for worship. Jacobean visitation

articles followed the formulae of the canons, typically inquiring whether the

communion table was ‘conveniently placed’ within the chancel or church

where the minister could best be heard and where the greatest number could

communicate.9 Customary arrangements varied in practice, so that communi-

cants in some parishes approached the table at the east end and knelt in rever-

ence at communion rails, while elsewhere they received the bread and the wine

while standing at a table in the body of the church or even seated in their pews.

A favoured Jacobean arrangement was for communicants to sit around the

table in the chancel, as we might sit for a seminar, or in seats that later became

choir stalls.10 When not in use for the sacrament the table might serve for a desk

top or counting board, like any other useful piece of furniture. The ecclesiasti-

cal authorities, for the most part, were content to wink at many things, and they

generally thought it better for communion to be administered irregularly but

quietly than to make it a focus of contention. This policy might be described as

irenical or Laodicean (peace-loving or lukewarm), but it met the needs of a

diversified national Church.11

The reign of Charles I, by contrast, saw a drive toward religious conformity as

Arminian and ceremonialist clerics enjoyed preferment and began to assert

their power. The Jacobean notion of ‘convenience’ gave way to Caroline ideals

of ‘decency’ and ‘order’, as high-church ministers indulged their taste for orna-

mentation and hard-line prelates pressed for tighter parish discipline. Thou-

sands of communion tables were moved altarwise to the far east end, hundreds

of sets of rails were erected to enclose them, and an untold number of steps

were built to offset chancels from naves. The result, in many dioceses, was a

dramatic rearrangement of sacramental space and a controversial redirection
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of liturgical style. Though high churchmen were deeply gratified by the

changes, many ordinary communicants found them disquieting. The ceremo-

nialists sought to raise devotional standards and to secure religious conformity.

Instead they spread discord and dissension. Though their intentions were

benign, in pursuit of decency and order, their programme proved disastrously

counter-productive and undermined the peace of the Church. The Stuart 

historian Thomas Fuller, writing soon after the event, astutely attributed the

troubles of Charles I’s reign to the failure of accommodation and moderation

in such matters.12

Though never entirely uniform or consistent in application, the new altar

policy emerged in the mid-s during the ascendancy of Archbishop William

Laud. The religious programme of this period is often described as ‘Laudian’,

though ‘Caroline’ might be a better term because the archbishop himself was

not necessarily its most vigorous champion. Richard Neile at York, Matthew

Wren at Hereford, Norwich, and Ely, and Richard Montague successively at

Chichester and Norwich, were among the bishops who were most adamant

about turning tables into altars and protecting them with rails. Laud and Neile

had earlier been responsible for moving the tables at Durham and Gloucester

cathedrals, and a few precocious ministers set their tables altarwise in Hert-

fordshire and Lincolnshire in the early years of Charles’s reign. In , just two

months after Laud’s elevation to Canterbury, Charles himself ruled in the cele-

brated case of St Gregory’s church, London, that parishes should be guided by

their mother cathedrals in this regard.13

During the remainder of the s Caroline churchmen used the machinery

of ecclesiastical administration to advance their vision of the altar and to

promote the new liturgical regime. Some incumbents anticipated instructions

by eagerly implementing the innovations,14 while others responded sluggishly

to pressure from above. By the late s a preponderance of parishes had come

into line.

John Williams of Lincoln, a Jacobean appointee, was one of the few bishops

to battle against Laudian officialdom. Though his own ceremonial preference

may have been for tables offset by ‘steps or ascents, in the upper end’ of the

church, he allowed the placement of the table at Leicester to be governed by

local concerns about harmony and convenience, and earlier he had enjoined

the vicar of Grantham against constructing an altar that parishioners thought

offensive.15 Williams’s treatise Holy Table, Name and Thing, which argued vocif-

erously against the imposition of altars, triggered a vigorous response from the

ceremonialist avant-garde, after its manuscript circulation in  and its pub-

lication in print in . It was a sign of the times that Williams’s old-fashioned

plea for ‘Christian charity’ was scathingly countered by Laudians who ques-
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tioned the bishop’s ‘zeal to the truth’. Not surprisingly, Williams’s career was

ruined.16

More typical, perhaps, was the response of Richard Corbet, bishop of

Norwich, not otherwise renowned as a stickler for discipline. Late in , after

Lambeth and Whitehall had spoken, Corbet admonished several parishes in his

diocese for not repositioning their communion tables against the eastern wall

or below the eastern window of the church. The parishes of Pentney, Crost-

wick, Fordham, and Hoo were among those cited as delinquent, but each 

soon conformed and the clerk was able to record that their tables were satisfac-

torily moved. Only at Morningthorpe was the table not relocated beneath the 

east window because, the rector explained, ‘the grave of Elizabeth Garmish 

was made and she interred nigh unto the same window a year since’, thereby

pre-empting the space. Corbet made no mention of rails, the next refinement

on the ceremonialist agenda, but his successors would press hard in that

regard.17

In  Archbishop Laud issued a metropolitical order, strongly supported

by the king, requiring officials throughout the province of Canterbury to turn

communion tables altarwise and offset them with rails. An increasing number

of bishops issued their own orders to that effect, and Wren, Dee, and Towers

showed exceptional determination in having them carried out in East Anglia

and the east Midlands. William Piers began to implement the policy in the

diocese of Bath and Wells in , though two years later two thirds of his

parishes had yet to comply.18 In the diocese of London the bishop’s chancellor,

Dr Arthur Duck, and the vicar-general of Canterbury, Sir Nathaniel Brent,

issued instructions at episcopal and metropolitan visitations that encouraged

local Laudians to take a hard line on altar rails.19 In the north Archbishop Neile

sought compliance from local parishes, and the archdeacon of York inquired in

 whether each communion table was ‘rightly placed, and encompassed

within a decent rail . . . according to the instructions and order lately given by

this court’.20

Following his visitation of the diocese of York in , Archbishop Neile

rebuked the parish of Hosforth because ‘the communion table is not railed’,

and issued specific instructions to bring about conformity. At Bolam ‘there

wanteth a decent rail before the communion table’, a deficiency that was

quickly remedied. At North Wheatley he ordered the churchwardens ‘to cause

the communion table to be set close up in the chancel . . . and to be railed’.

Several other parishes were similarly censured. Keyworth was in default

because ‘the communion table standeth a yard and a half from the wall’, and

Bulcote ‘for not providing a cloth nor carpet for the communion table’.21 Epis-

copal records suggest that most parishes accommodated themselves to the new
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ceremonialist policy, and those who were reluctant to move and rail their tables

eventually conformed with a little prompting. Only a parish-by-parish exami-

nation of churchwardens’ accounts would reveal the actual timing and cost of

these changes.22

The Caroline altar policy was driven by a heightened sense of religious pro-

priety. It was designed to secure greater reverence for the sacrament of

communion and to protect the table or altar from profane uses. Archbishop

Laud himself called the altar ‘the greatest place of God’s residence upon 

earth . . . for there ’tis Hoc est corpum meum’. Laud’s acolyte John Pocklington

called it ‘the most holy place of all others under the cope of heaven’.23 Such 

a numinous place warranted the highest security and respect. To conform 

in full to these demands a parish would position its communion table in a

north–south alignment against the far east wall of the church, in the place once

occupied by the Roman Catholic altar. The chancel would be raised by two or

three steps closer to heaven, and this sanctuary would be separated from the

less sacred part of the church by a barrier or rail. Lay access to the holy table

would be restricted, fine fabrics would protect its surfaces, and parishioners

who refused to kneel at the rail to communicate would be punished. Com-

munion then became less an exercise of religious community among neigh-

bours and more a ritual centred on the priest. It was easier in this setting to

imagine the sacrificial elements as blood and flesh, and tempting for the priest

to approach the altar with the bows and obeisances formerly associated with

the Roman Catholic host.24 It was equally easy for anyone who feared that the

Church of England was headed toward Rome to find confirmation of this trend

in the Laudian veneration of altars and in the ceremonialist conduct of the

sacrament.

The rehabilitation of the word ‘altar’, with all its popish connotations, was an

especially controversial feature of the new devotional ethos. Ceremonialist and

Arminian clergy made deliberate use of the term, which they must have known

would upset their more staunchly Calvinist neighbours. ‘He speaks for altars—

altar! altar! altar! altar!—just like his fellow monks of his acquaintance,’ com-

plained a fellow minister of Archbishop Laud in .25 Richard Montague was

especially keen to call the communion table an altar, despite his awareness that

this usage ‘offendeth many’. He instructed his diocesan officials at Norwich, in

order to ‘follow the course and practice of the ancient, primitive, apostolical

church, we ought not to be offended at the name, thing, or use of altar, whereat

manifold sacrifice is offered to God’. The provocative Laudian canons of 

declared that although the table was not ‘a true and proper altar, wherein Christ
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is again sacrificed . . . it is and may be called an altar by us in that sense in which

the primitive church called it an altar and no other’.26

In keeping with Caroline respect for the beauty of holiness, the table or altar

was to be guarded against all profane usage, from storage of hats and placing 

of feet to pollution by children and dogs. If it were not railed in at the eastern

end of the chancel, warned Laud in , ‘churchwardens will keep their

accounts at the Lord’s table, parishioners will sit round it and talk of parish

businesses . . . schoolmasters will teach their boys to write upon this table, and

boys will lay their hats, satchels and books upon it, and in their master’s absence

sit upon the same; and many will sit or lean irreverently against the Lord’s table

in sermon time; glaziers will knock it full of nail holes . . . and dogs will defile

the Lord’s table.’27 This was an appeal to practical seemliness that masked a 

fundamental reordering of sacramental priorities and a shift in eucharistic 

theology.

Local Laudians took up the refrain. Having railed his table at Grantham,

Lincolnshire, the minister expressed satisfaction that it was ‘now much better

than before for edifying the communicants and for avoiding profane usage of it

by the boys and others in sermon time, in sitting under it, playing or sleeping

and standing leaning the elbows on it, in most irreverent manner whilst

prating, to the offence of the congregation’. Parishioners who found fault 

with the new arrangement were clearly uncouth and irreverent, and had 

only themselves to blame if they were excommunicated for refusing to come up

to the rails. There could be no concession to any who found the new proto-

cols idolatrous. Richard Drake of Radwinter, Essex, claimed similarly that his 

newly moved communion table, with its ensemble of chancel rail, screen, and

steps, was set forth only ‘for beauty and comeliness’ and ‘for the more decent

performance of the divine service’. The Laudian Canons of  reiterated 

this point, justifying rails as a remedy for irreverent leaning or the casting 

of hats.28 Insistence on practical seemliness diverted attention from the far

more complex theological issues of altar placement, which reopened the 

doors to transubstantiation and appeared to give passage to the Counter-

Reformation.

Apologists for the new policy repeatedly drew attention to acts of sacrilege

associated with unprotected tables. They took deep offence, on behalf of God’s

honour, when a Wolverhampton woman used an altar napkin instead of a veil

to cover her head at her churching in , and again in  when a Yorkshire

man was seen ‘wiping his face, being sweaty, with the cloth of the communion

table’. They were distressed by a Leicestershire parishioner who leaned his back

against the communion table and helped himself to the leftover wine and
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invited fellow communicants to do likewise. They were apoplectic in  when

a Cambridgeshire communion had to be abandoned when a parishioner’s dog

ran up to an unrailed table and took the consecrated bread.29

Benjamin Spencer, the minister of St Thomas, Southwark, had only harsh

words for ‘those who set their tails where we set the sacrament, when there is

room enough to sit elsewhere’.30 Ephraim Udall of St Austin’s, London, worried

about schoolboys who ‘do write on the communion table . . . fouling and spot-

ting the linen and table at the same time with ink’, and about communicants

who might jog or crowd the table. But this was nothing beside the threat of

someone ‘infected with the plague, or having a plague sore on him, which is 

no rare thing in our churches of London’, indiscriminately infecting others by

breathing over the unprotected bread and wine.31 Even more shocking was the

‘pollution’ Thomas Cheshire witnessed at St Sepulchre’s church in London,

which, he gauged, ‘would have made the good primitive Christians to have

trembled themselves out of joint’. Cheshire reported seeing ‘a woman dandling

and dancing her child upon the Lord’s holy table; when she was gone I drew

near and saw a great deal of water upon the table; I verily think they were not

tears of devotion, it was well it was no worse.’32 Intrusions of this sort were

intolerable, but they might be prevented by the erection and maintenance of

rails.

Supporters of the ceremonialist programme were eloquent in its favour, and

could only explain resistance as the products of malice or irreligion. The

moving and railing of tables, they insisted, was improvement, not innovation,

and the change was pleasing to God. Words like ‘fairer’, ‘seemly’, ‘orderly’, and

‘decent’ were employed to applaud the alterations. Bishop Matthew Wren,

in one of the fullest formulations of the Caroline altar policy, insisted that the

furnishings for holy communion be ‘comely’ and ‘handsomely’ arranged.

These words—along with ‘decently’, ‘devoutly’, and ‘reverently’—were code

words for the ceremonialist ‘beauty of holiness’ and alarm signals to local 

puritans.33

In his visitation articles at Norwich in  and Ely in , Wren instructed

parishes in the new arrangements. Each was to furnish ‘a decent rail . . . near

one yard high’, tightly constructed so ‘that dogs may not anywhere get in’.

Beyond the rail, in an area reserved for the clergy, would be the holy table,

‘placed conveniently . . . at the east end of the chancel where the altar in former

times stood, the ends being placed north and south’. There the communicants

would kneel to attention, and the sacrament would be denied to any ‘that did

unreverently either sit, stand or lean, or that did not devoutly and humbly

kneel upon their knees’.34 Richard Montague, Wren’s successor at Norwich,

specified that the chancel should be divided from the nave ‘with a partition 
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of stone, boards, wainscot, grates, or otherwise’, with steps or ‘ascents up 

into the altar’. The table or altar should be ‘fixedly set . . . at the east end of

the chancel, close unto the wall, upon an ascent or higher ground’, it was not 

to be ‘removed down at any time, either for or without communion, into the

lower part of the chancel or body of the church’, and it should be ‘enclosed 

and ranged about with a rail of joiner’s and turner’s work, closely enough to

keep out little dogs or cats from going in and profaning that holy place, from

pissing against it or worse’. Communicants were to approach in reverence, of

course, and none was to receive the sacrament unless ‘meekly kneeling upon his

knees’.35

Philip Parsons, the vicar of Great Finsborough, Suffolk, was among the

dozens of ceremonial enthusiasts who put these policies into practice. He com-

pleted his reforms by building three steps before the altar, and ‘named the 

first step the father, the second the son, and the third step the holy ghost, and

bowed to them, all severally’, according to opponents who later secured his

ejection.36 Archbishop Laud’s chaplain, William Heywood, the rector of the

parish of St Giles in the Fields, Middlesex, similarly officiated in a radically

transformed church. A large decorated screen, ‘set above with winged cheru-

bims and beneath supported by lions’, provided a theatrical setting for the

sacramental enclosure, separated from the congregation by three chancel steps

and a wall-to-wall rail. Here, according to disgusted local puritans, the minister

prepared the holy sacrament with ‘antic gestures of cringings and bowings’

which they considered ‘impious, ungodly, and abominable to behold’.37 Most 

of the complaints against the Laudian innovations cite the priest’s supersti-

tious cringing and bowing as well as his forcing communicants to kneel at the

rail.

The Laudian altar policy culminated in the  ‘Constitutions and Canons

Ecclesiastical’, which attempted to codify for national use the arrangements

that ceremonialist clerics had already imposed in various dioceses. Promul-

gated at a time when these policies were already under attack, the Canons of

 mandated that tables or altars stand sideways under the east window of

every chancel or chapel, insisted that they be railed to protect them from

abuses, legitimized reference to communion tables as ‘altars’, and required

communicants to ‘approach to the holy table, there to receive the divine mys-

teries’ on their knees.38 Adopted, so their authors said, to secure ‘unity of prac-

tice in the outward worship and service of God’, the new Canons triggered a

backlash that helped to destroy the Church. To critics who charged them with

‘innovation’ the Laudians answered ingenuously that they were merely reviv-

ing an ‘ancient and laudable custom’. Laud and his fellow bishops must have

known that the new Canons were explosive, yet they persisted in expounding
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their policy at length. Though they acknowledged that the position of the table

was ‘in its own nature indifferent’, they continued to demand conformity to

arrangements that many of their countrymen found offensive.39

Bishop William Juxon invoked the authority of the recent canons, as well 

as the questionable mantle of Queen Elizabeth, when he insisted late in 

that all parishes in the diocese of London should have ‘a comely partition

betwixt your chancel and the body of the church’, an ‘ascent or steps’ before the

holy table, and the table itself to be ‘set as is directed in the queen’s Injunctions

[of ] and as appointed by the Canon made in the Synod held at London,

anno ’.40 History was once again deployed to legitimate as traditional a

practice that would otherwise appear to be innovation. In the event, in the

crisis of –, the visitation for which these articles were drawn was never

conducted.

Puritans were naturally alarmed by the rehabilitation of popish altars and the

promotion of popish ceremony that appeared to reverse the Reformation.41 But

conservative lay parishioners could also take offence at the Laudian ‘innova-

tions’ because they represented change. Between  and  they had seen a

significant redirection of liturgical policy that intruded on local custom,

rearranged church furnishings in a popish or superstitious manner, distanced

the table from communicants, and tapped into parish funds to pay for the

work. English religious culture had taken a new direction and it seemed to be

heading towards Rome. At stake were community, custom, and convenience 

as well as variant views on religion. It was especially distressing that a policy

designed to enhance communion led to some people being denied it, and to

others being excommunicated, because they would not conform to the ritual of

the rails.

‘See the practice of these times,’ wrote Charles Chauncey, who quit his min-

istry in Hertfordshire to go to New England in . ‘They will have priests not

ministers, altars not communion tables, sacrifices not sacraments; they will

bow and cringe to and before their altars, yea, they will not endure any man to

enquire after what manner of Christ is in the sacrament, whether by way of

consubstantiation, or transubstantiation, or in a spiritual manner; yea, they

will have tapers, and books never used, empty basins and chalices there, what is

this but the mass itself, for here is all the furniture of it.’42

William Prynne, in A Breviate of the Prelates Intolerable Usurpations (printed

privately in Amsterdam in ), charged the bishops with acting illegally by

‘turning communion tables into altars, railing them close prisoners against the

east wall of the church’, and forcing people to communicate at the rail,‘contrary

to the usage ever since reformation first brought in’. The recklessly hostile
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Newes from Ipswich (, reprinted ) repeated the charge that the bishops

were acting tyrannically as well as popishly by ‘railing in the communion table

altarwise, and causing the communicants to come up to the rail to receive in a

new unaccustomed manner’.43

Rumours abounded to the effect that Laud and his associates were ‘setting up

the mass and maintaining idolatry’.44 Henry Tailor of Hardingham, Norfolk,

was charged in  with putting it about that the Archbishop of Canterbury

was ‘a favourer of popery’ who wanted ‘real adoration, worship, and reverence

to the very communion table’.45 Even moderate conformists were alarmed, such

as John Ley, the pastor of Great Budworth, who was troubled by the erection of

an altar in Chester cathedral. The Church, he thought, had been hijacked by

innovating prelates, and ‘the communion table hath lately gained a new name,

a new nature, a new posture, and a new worship’.46

The relocated tables provoked hundreds of parish disputes and ripples of

local disagreement that swelled into tides of anger and recrimination. But the

problem was not just about religion, which may have been too ‘deep’ and

difficult for many laymen. Crises also developed over custom and convenience,

seating and precedence, and the sight-lines and earshot within the perfor-

mance space of the church. Arguments about altars became entwined with

other troublesome issues, from pew assignments to tithe assessments, from

personal conflicts to matters of liturgical style.

When Thomas Wolrych, esquire, attempted to take communion in his cus-

tomary manner at Cowling, Suffolk, in , kneeling by his seat in the chancel,

the minister refused him unless he would move ‘unto the rails near the com-

munion table of late years removed into a new place at the upper end of the

chancel’.Wolrych was no puritan and was perfectly content to kneel in his usual

place, but he was adamantly opposed, he said, ‘to the alteration of old customs’.

Adding further insult to the public humiliation of refusing him the sacrament,

the Church then had Wolrych excommunicated for not receiving the com-

munion at the rails. The ecclesiastical authorities, in Wolrych’s view, had acted

with questionable legality, and proceeded contrary to the word of God and to

Christian charity.47 Anyone who wonders at the wave of hostility that broke

against the Laudian Church as soon as Charles I called a parliament in  has

only to look at cases like these.

Similar contests between traditionalists and innovators were played out 

in hundred of parishes where Laudians had gained control. Ecclesiastical 

court records of the later s are sprinkled with cases of laymen who resisted

the sanctification of altars or who spoke against the ceremonialist innovations.

Not all of them were puritans, but most accumulated a grudge against the

Laudian regime. Parliamentary petitions and inquiries of the early s tell
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more of the story, often from the other side, as an alternative forum opened for

the airing of parochial disputes. A selection of these cases shows how the battle

of the altars built up layers of distrust and frustration that affected the national

mood.

In a landmark case at Beckington, Somerset, the churchwardens were

excommunicated and eventually imprisoned for refusing to move their com-

munion table. The table had stood on its ‘mount’ in the chancel since the

middle of Elizabeth’s reign, ‘with a very decent wainscot border and a door,

with seats for the communicants to receive in round about it’. But in the

changed religious climate of the s this antique arrangement no longer

satisfied the ceremonialist avant-garde. One of the problems with the Becking-

ton ensemble, according to the Laudian rector Alexander Huish, was that it was

difficult to see whether communicants were actually kneeling on their knees;

another was that the table took up too much of the chancel and so limited the

parson’s opportunity to profit from burials in that sanctified area. The battle ‘to

remove the table to the east end and place a decent rail before it’—a battle that

lasted from  to —pitched minister, bishop, and archbishop against an

outraged local community. And the community itself was deeply divided. The

churchwardens were backed by the lord of the manor, and by a petition with

one hundred subscriptions, but the episcopal authorities used heavy weapons

to crush this local dissent. In  a riot broke out in the churchyard and parish-

ioners were indicted at the Somerset assizes. The battle of Beckington was an

important test case for, as Bishop Piers wrote to Laud, ‘if the parishioners in

every parish be left unto their own wills, in some places they will have the com-

munion table railed in the midst of the chancel, in other places above the steps;

in some places they will have it stand upon a mount, in other places they will

make all the ground of the chancel level; and so they will follow their own

fancies, which is the thing they desire’. This was explicitly a battle about the

crushing of ‘wills’, the reining in of local ‘fancies’, and the imposition of central-

ized episcopal power.48

In another Somerset conflict, after the parishioners of Stretton resisted the

Laudian innovation and brought their table ‘down again in his former place’,

Bishop Piers instructed the minister ‘not to administer the communion until

the table was again set up altarwise’, and the  Easter communion was 

abandoned. Piers’s hard line prompted the following attack charge from his

enemies: ‘O monstrous superstition, sacrilege and impiety, to deprive the 

people of the sacrament, because the table stood not after his new fancy.’49

Laudian officials precipitated a similar crisis at Market Harborough, Leices-

tershire, in  when they insisted that the communion table be set altarwise

and railed in, and that none should communicate except at the rails. ‘Divers
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refused to come to the rails, desiring to receive the communion in the accus-

tomed place’, and were cited to the court for their pains. At this point most of

the parishioners agreed to conform, except for Christian, the wife of John

Harper, who ‘refused to obey, and was excommunicated’, and continued so

about four years, ‘notwithstanding divers demands for absolution’.50

Excommunication was a relatively heavy weapon—a sanction with social,

spiritual, and financial consequences—which seems to have been used more

commonly by the Caroline episcopal regime. One of the mistakes of the

Laudian Church was to use this weapon against prominent parishioners,

upright members of the local community rather than obvious deviants, whose

conformity and humility they judged incomplete. John Hocker, a Colchester

churchwarden and businessman, was ‘excommunicated from participation in

divine ordinances and commerce and trade’ after refusing to rail—in the com-

munion table in .51 Andrew Keate, a churchwarden at Great Wratting,

Suffolk, was among those excommunicated in  because he failed to follow

orders to construct the newly commissioned altar rails. After another church-

warden finished the job a year later Keate’s wife, though ‘very sick near unto

death’, was also excommunicated ‘for not going to receive the communion at

the rails’. The couple’s excommunication continued until , when Keate

took his case to Westminster.52 The churchwardens of Upton, Northampton-

shire, were also excommunicated because they would not disburse parish funds

when the minister ‘caused the communion table . . . to be removed, altered 

and cancelled [railed], and set in the east end of the church from the ancient

place where time out of mind it hath usually stood’. A sympathetic House of

Commons took up their case in December  and ordered the minister ‘at his

own cost and charges’ to return the table ‘to the place where it hath formerly

stood’.53

‘Innovation’ and ‘convenience’ were also at loggerheads in the parish of

All Saints, Northampton. Until late in the s, claimed two former 

churchwardens, the communion table at All Saints stood ‘in the middle of the

chancel . . . according to the rubric, as in the most visible and convenient place’.

At some time—presumably under King James—it had been railed and set

about with ‘convenient seats’, in accordance with orders from the bishop’s

chancellor and at a cost to the parish of about two marks. But in recent years,

‘innovations daily dripping into the church’, Dr Samuel Clark, an official of the

ecclesiastical court, ordered them ‘to take away the old rails . . . and to pluck up

the seats . . . and to place the said table at the upper end of the said chancel

under the east window altarwise, and there to rail it in’. This, the church-

wardens protested, would remove the minister to a place where ‘a third part of

the congregation could neither hear nor see him’, and would therefore offend
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against the Jacobean canons. When the churchwardens delayed in their execu-

tion of the order they too were excommunicated, and the parish was eventually

forced ‘to remove the communion table and set it altarwise’ as the authorities

insisted.54

Nor was this the end of the matter, for a Mr Ramsdell, a local supporter of

ceremonial discipline, complained to the Council about irregular goingson 

in the parish. Despite their apparent compliance with physical arrangements,

the minister of All Saints and his allies showed ingenuity in flouting the spirit 

of the Laudian reforms. ‘Though the communion table is set altar-wise at 

the end of the chancel, and railed in, yet ordinary townsmen follow the 

priest within the rails with the consecrated bread and wine.’ The case was 

still before the High Commission in  when the aggrieved churchwardens

complained to parliament, and when that prerogative court came to an 

end.55

Excommunications soured the air at Aldeburgh, Suffolk, where parishioners

complained that the repositioned table was ‘so far remote from the body of the

church’, and was so obstructed by arches, ‘as not the one half of the people can

either see or hear’ the ministration. ‘Convenience’ had given way to a blind 

uniformity.56 The parishioners of St Peter’s, Nottingham, also complained that

with the table turned altarwise, they ‘could not see and hear the consecration’,

and they ‘could not have it as [they] used to receive it’. Forty-five of them were

cited in  for not receiving the communion at Easter when they objected to

kneeling at the rails.57

A similar small-scale revolt broke out at Epping, Essex, in  when half a

dozen parishioners, including one of the churchwardens, ‘refused to come up

to the communion table to receive the communion there’. Samuel Greygoose,

the churchwarden, was further cited before the London commissary court ‘for

attempting to take the communion table out of the rail, saying the rail is an

idol’.58 Dagon would remain for as long as the ceremonialists held sway, but as

soon as they faltered the idol would come down. Few places were as accommo-

dating as the unnamed Midland parish under the patronage of Sir Thomas

Temple where, despite the establishment of an altar and the erection of rails,

communicants could ‘for money’ dispense with the need to come up to the

rails, and where the priest turned a blind eye to the restoration of the table to

the chancel on occasions when a neighbouring minister officiated.59

At Radwinter, Essex, the Laudian minister Richard Drake took pride in his

railed chancel and ornate new screen which he described as ‘a tribute of my

devotion and thankfulness to God’. Certain parishioners, whom Drake

described as ‘unthankful men’, took a different view, characterizing the changes

as popish innovations. The deep divisions in the community became apparent
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one Easter when Drake refused communion to ‘at least a hundred’ who ‘would

not come up to the rail, although they all presented themselves kneeling in the

chancel or near it’. Resolving to ‘give the water no passage, no not a little, fearing

lest the yielding to one omission or alteration might be an inlet to many to

follow’, the minister succeeded in mobilizing a substantial section of his mod-

erately devout congregation against both himself and the Laudian regime.

Parishioners who came diligently to church and who were ready to kneel 

for communion were hard to brand as puritans, but Drake facilitated their 

conversion.60

Radwinter was already in turmoil at the end of the s and the situation

only got worse. As a strict disciplinarian and devout ceremonialist, Drake was

increasingly at odds with the good-fellows as well as the godly in his parish. His

opponents jangled the bells during worship, mocked his liturgical gestures, and

complained of his devotional style. It was little wonder that a fracas should

occur over church ornaments at Radwinter in July , that Drake should be

called before the parliamentary committee for religion in January , and

that an antagonistic churchwarden should take back the communion table ‘and

set it below the steps’ as soon as opportunity offered in September . Drake

was eventually driven from his parish by threats of violence in the course of the

civil wars.61

Beginning in some parishes in , and quickening with the attack on episco-

pacy in , the tables were literally turned. Just as the conversion of tables to

altars had relied on a mixture of individual initiative and episcopal instruction,

so the reversal of that process involved both parliamentary ordinances and

freelance reform and iconoclasm. In most places cautious officials waited until

instructed by authority, but a few zealous souls, like those at St Thomas the

Apostle, took matters into their own hands.

It was during the summer of  that reports first appeared of the violent

destruction of communion rails and unlicensed attacks on other liturgical 

furnishings. These were clear signs that the Laudian ascendancy was in trouble.

The dissolution of the Short Parliament in May  stalled hopes of a political

settlement, while the promulgation of the new church canons raised fresh fears

of a popishly inclined religious hierarchy. The military situation was unstable,

with the Scots menacing Newcastle and the troops pressed for service threaten-

ing to get out of control.

In July  persons unknown (supposedly a faction in the parish) broke

into the church at Esher, Surrey, late at night, and destroyed their controversial

altar rails.62 A rash of similar attacks followed, mostly in eastern and central

England. Many of the assaults were blamed on unruly soldiers. The Earl of
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Warwick wrote to Secretary Vane on  July  about the insolencies of

Captain Rolleston’s company in Essex, ‘caused by a barrel of beer and fifty

shillings in money sent them by Dr Barkham, parson of Bocking, of whose

kindness it seems they took too much; for I found them much disordered 

by drink that day, and they went to his church and pulled up the rails about 

the communion table, and burnt them before their captain’s lodgings.’ A

similar fate befell the communion rails at Braintree as well as the rails and 

religious ornaments in Richard Drake’s church at Radwinter. One of the 

soldiers pulling down the rails in the Stour valley adopted the nom de guerre of

‘Bishop Wren’.63

These actions were evidently contagious, for two weeks later the Earl of

Salisbury reported from Hatfield, ‘the soldiers here begin to follow the ex-

ample of those of Essex in pulling down communion rails, and at Hadham 

in Hertfordshire, where Dr Pashe [Thomas Paske] is incumbent, they have 

pulled down a window lately built by him . . . It is very likely the people of the

town set them on.’64 Urged on by radical puritans, fuelled by drink, and excited,

perhaps, by the pleasure of smashing things, the iconoclasts tore down the rails

in at least seventeen churches in Hertfordshire. The season was memorialized

in later chronicles as the time when ‘the soldiers in their passage to York turn
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reformers, pull down popish pictures, break down rails, turn altars into

tables’.65

Pressured by the Council in London, local magistrates attempted to stem

these disorders and to punish those responsible. Edward Aylee of Bishop’s

Stortford, glazier, a local man impressed for military service, was identified as

the ringleader in pulling down the altar rails at Rickmansworth after the

Sunday morning service. Aylee confessed his crime, and also acknowledged

defacing the cover of the font, but insisted ‘that he was not hired nor entreated

by any body to do the same’. When further charged with speaking in favour of

the Scots, against whom he was supposed to march as a soldier, he said ‘that if

he did speak any such words it was in heat of drink, and not out of any ill

purpose or intent’. Local juries empanelled to investigate the charges were

inclined to downplay the business. Regarding the destruction of the rails in five

churches in Broadwater Hundred, they affirmed on oath that they could not

discover the names or dwellings of any of the rioters. Furthermore, they were

by no means certain that any true riot had taken place. The perpetrators,

usually no more than five persons, had secured entry to the church by finding

the door open or by procuring the key.66 Though local people were suspected,

they seemed to enjoy a measure of protection and their involvement in attacks

on the communion rails was difficult to prove.

Local men as well as travelling soldiers took part in the defacement of the

chancel at Much Hadham. Examined by the Hertfordshire Quarter Sessions,

Richard Mose, blacksmith, confessed that he only joined in the attack after

several other men promised him money and urged him on. A few weeks later

the incumbent, Thomas Paske, wrote magnanimously from Cambridge to say

that he had ‘discovered the actors and abettors’ in ‘that barbarous and most

impious fact lately committed’ in his church, but offered that ‘if they will will-

ingly repair the breaches they made and set them in their former state, all pro-

ceedings against them may be suspended’.67

The worst outrage occurred at King’s Walden, in Hitchin half-hundred,

where two dozen soldiers entered one Sunday during service. They ‘sat in the

chancel till the sermon was ended, and then, before all the congregation, they

tore down the rails and defaced the wainscot which adorned the chancel,

invited themselves to the churchwardens to dinner, exacted money from the

minister, brought an excommunicated person into the church and forced the

minister to read evening prayer in his presence’. They seem to have behaved

more like vigilantes than a disorderly mob, driven more by a corrective reli-

gious agenda than an appetite for destruction. Again, their anonymity was 

preserved. They could not be identified among the local impressed ‘servants,

labourers and tradesmen’ who ‘after their disbandment returned immediately
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to their homes and callings’, but rather were thought to be ‘vagabonds . . .

whom neither the house of correction nor any other punishment will reform 

of their roguish life’. It is not clear whether the jurymen were collusive with

those who pulled down the rails, or sympathetic with their action, or whether

the offenders were truly outsiders whose identities could not be learned. The

Council demanded the names of the ‘countenancers and abbettors’ of the

rioters, but Hertfordshire assured them that the problem had gone away.68

Perhaps it had gone to Suffolk, where at Sudbury in October  ‘a rout of

apprentices, saye-weavers and other poor rascals’ entered the church during

sermon time, and when the preacher was finished they tore up the communion

rails and armed themselves with the pieces. More rails fell at Ipswich, Suffolk,

and at Marlow, Buckinghamshire, before parliament assembled in November.69

An incident at Latton, Essex, combined puritan reform with festive misrule,

with some rioters citing provisions against iconoclasm in Exodus and others

braying for beer. The attack on the altar rails began on New Year morning, ,

when some of the bell-ringers, well lubricated and well exercised, decided to set

the table in the chancel ‘as it had formerly stood’ and to pull down the hated

rails. This was a defiant and decisive rejection of the Laudian altar policy,

carried out by the same kind of young men who had apparently buried Mrs

Horseman at Holton. Excitement grew as the rails were tossed over the church-

yard wall, broken into manageable pieces, and then carried ‘to the whipping

post’ at the centre of the village where they were set on fire. A kilderkin of beer

appeared from the Black Lion inn, purchased by subscription, and when the

rails were reduced to ashes the celebrants took the remains of the beer back to

the church where they resumed their ringing of the bells. ‘The chief actor’, a

servant named Jeremy Reeve, led the assault with an axe, but the rest of the

crowd, mostly servants and apprentices, insisted that they had only used their

hands. More substantial members of the community were said to have lent

their vocal encouragement and support. By the time the magistrates got round

to examining the affair ten days later Reeve was not to be found and was

believed to have gone to London. The magistrates described the affair as an

‘insolency’ but were remarkably lenient in their treatment of offenders. It was

enough if the rail-breakers said they were sorry and confessed ‘it was most

unadvisedly done’. One of the rioters explained that the rails ‘gave great offence

to his conscience’ and said ‘that the placing of them was against God’s laws,

and the kings, as appeared by the 
th chapter of Exodus, about the 

th verse’.

Others excused their action ‘because the rails had been pulled down in other

places without punishment therefore’.70

Reports of profanations of churches were more common in the south, where

troops were recruited, than in the north, where they awaited the possibility of

 The Battle of the Altars



military action against the Scots. Sir John Conyers wrote from York in February

 that ‘the insolencies in the army daily increase’, but the problem stemmed

from idleness, indiscipline, and lack of money rather than sectarian violence 

or profanity. Troopers in some companies were on the brink of mutiny, and

reportedly went in for intimidation, extortion, and highway robbery, but they

did not direct their anger against Yorkshire churches or communion rails.71

This may, in part, reflect the survival of evidence for Archbishop Neile had

made sure that there were no fewer ceremonialist innovations in the northern

province and rails were no less common or controversial.72

With the sitting of the Long Parliament there was open season on Laudian

priests. The new parliamentary committee on religion, established in Novem-

ber , was as hostile to rails and chancel steps as the Laudian regime had

been favourable, and it took to reversing parochial and episcopal decisions.

Aggrieved parties, especially those subjected to excommunication, at last had 

a forum to expose their grievances and an opportunity to seek revenge.73 The

effect was a flurry of acrimonious paper as well as more work for the parish 

carpenters. Hundreds of letters and petitions poured in, relating every kind 

of grudge and grievance, some of which we have already sampled. Especially

notorious cases were trumpeted through the press.

Many of the arch-conformists who became the targets of parliamentary

petitioning in the early s, and many of those priests charged with ‘ma-

lignancy’ later in the decade, were cited for railing and repositioning their 

communion tables and with reverencing them in accord with the prevailing

Laudian orthodoxy. It was a common complaint that the minister had ‘set up

their communion table altarwise’ behind rails, had worshipped it as a ‘great

idol’ with ‘unreasonable bowings’, and ‘would not administer the holy sacra-

ment to those which would not come up unto the rails and bow thereunto with

humble adoration’.74 But hovering behind these claims was resentment at the

ministers lording it over the laity, and damage they had done to custom, con-

venience, and community cohesion.

As the attack on episcopacy intensified, Laudianism further retreated, the

church courts ceased to function, and the new political climate encouraged the

reversal of ceremonial innovations. The parishioners of St Saviour’s church,

Southwark, previously cited for pulling down their altar rails, felt confident 

in July  in petitioning parliament for discharge.75 The puritan faction at 

St Thomas the Apostle judged correctly that parliament would treat them

leniently for their haste in pulling down the rails.76 At Isleworth, Middlesex, the

hated rails ‘were riotously broken down by a tumultuous company’ under the

command of a reputable local attorney.77 Godly parishioners in Herefordshire,

The Battle of the Altars 



allied to Sir Robert Harley, used news of parliamentary proceedings to bring

about the relocation of tables and the dismantling of rails.78 Many parishes

quietly reversed the Laudian reforms, and most now looked to Westminster

(rather than to Canterbury) for official instruction. Alarmed conservatives

wrote of parishes where ‘half refuse to receive the blessed sacrament, unless

they may receive it in what posture they please’.79 Purveyors of scandal included

the ‘rending the rails from before the communion table, and then chopping

them in pieces and burning them in the church yard, and this to be riotously

done without authority, commission or order’, among the ‘violent outrages and

sacrilegious disorders’ of the times.80

The Lords and the Commons pursued different policies, but both sent clear

signals that the Laudian revolution was finished. In November , before

taking the sacrament at St Margaret’s, Westminster, the members made sure

that ‘the rails were pulled down and the communion table was removed into

the middle of the chancel’.81 In January  the Lords passed an order forbid-

ding religious ‘rites and ceremonies that may give offence’, and they followed

this in March with instructions that every communion table should ‘stand

decently in the ancient place where it ought to do by law, and as it hath done for

the greater part of these three-score years last past’.82 The liturgical clock would

be put back to the late sixteenth century, ideally erasing Jacobean irregularities

as well as Laudian innovations.

In September  the House of Commons passed an ordinance requiring

the churchwardens of every parish ‘forthwith’ to ‘remove the communion table

from the east end of the church, chapel or chancel, into some other convenient

place, and that they take away the rails, and level the chancels, as heretofore they

were before the late innovations’. Henry Cogan, writing to Sir John Penning-

ton, described this as an ordinance ‘for the removing of superstition’, and for

‘placing the communion tables as they were in Queen Elizabeth’s time’. Though

other interpretations were possible, some more radical than conservative, the

action was generally aimed at restoring the Jacobean status quo.83

The parliamentary work coincided with a spate of publications on ‘the altar

dispute’, most arguing against the Laudian innovations, but some expressing

alarm at the ‘rash and misguided people’ who pulled down communion rails in

a spirit of mutiny or rebellion.84 Henceforth the removal of rails could be done

by authority, under the supervision of churchwardens, rather than irregularly

and violently by lawless soldiers or routs of rascals and radicals. The House of

Commons absorbed and legitimized the iconoclasm, as they would two years

later when they pulled down Cheapside Cross.

Bishop John Williams of Lincoln, who had earlier burned his hands in the

altar controversy, and whose fortunes rose briefly as those of Archbishop Laud
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plummeted, attempted a rearguard action on behalf of episcopal discipline

when he insisted on visiting his diocese in September . Altar-wise 

placement of communion tables was now forbidden, chancel steps were to 

be levelled, and citations to be issued against any minister who refused com-

munion to ‘any that will not come up and receive it at the rails’. Not since the

Reformation had a bishop so explicitly rejected the policies of his superiors and

colleagues, but it was too late to save the traditional Church of England.

‘Anabaptists, Libertines, Brownists’ and other schismatics were on the rise,

some of them energized by the dismantling of the Laudian-Caroline Church,

and parishes were increasingly detached from episcopal authority.85

Thwarted ceremonialists often became sullen and uncooperative when their

rails were removed and their tables moved closer to the congregation. William

Heywood, who was already under investigation at St Giles in the Fields, refused

to allow the House of Commons order ‘concerning the pulling down of the

rails about the communion table’ to be read in his church, and in October 

was summoned to appear before the House to answer charges.86 Benjamin

Spencer, the vicar of St Thomas, Southwark, asserted that he would continue 

to bow to the holy table, ‘whether the railes be taken away or not’.87 Despite

decisions taken at Westminster, many country churches maintained the

arrangement that they had only recently implemented.88

In Suffolk, when parliament ordered the communion table to be moved

away from the east window at Melton, William Pratt the rector ‘commanded it

to be set there again’. After the table was ‘brought down into the usual place’ at

Grundisburgh, Edward Barton the rector ‘refused to administer the sacrament’.

At Debenham, ‘at the taking down the communion table from the east end’,

the vicar, Thomas Bond, was ‘much offended’ and warned ‘that we should be so

scrupulous now of superstition that we should fall to plain prophaneness’.

William Proctor, the ceremonialist rector of Stradishall, observed the letter but

defied the spirit of the newly approved arrangement, for ‘after the rails were

taken away’ he substituted forms or benches and made the communicants

kneel there instead.89

Few reacted so wildly as Andrew Sandiland, the minister of Waldringfield,

Suffolk, a man ‘given to superstitious and vain gestures in the church’ including

‘bowing towards the communion table’. On the day that the rails were pulled

down he was so angry that ‘he came into the church porch with his pistol

charged . . . and threatened to dispatch the first that came out of the church’.

Even after the rails had gone, he refused to administer the sacrament unless

communicants knelt at their former place at the chancel steps, ‘whereby some

were grieven, and would not come unto the communion’.90

Others, like the perennial vicar of Bray, changed with the tenor of the times.
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One curate complained of an incumbent whose views on ceremony changed

like a weathercock in the wind.‘He hath made a terrible combustion where and

how to place the Lords table. It stood in the church, anon it must be advanced

into the choir; then it must be east and west, and presently after north and

south, covered, uncovered, railed, without rails, of this fashion, of that, of this

wood, of another; nay, he himself who was the first that altered it, hath now,

within this month or two, altered his opinion, and placed it again in the body 

of the church.’ Another of this ilk, John Hill, the incumbent of Holdenby,

Northamptonshire, was formerly considered ‘the greatest conformist to the

church discipline’, but by August  he was reportedly ‘so indifferent that he

cares not if the communion table stand in the belfry’.91

When war broke out in  the iconoclastic violence resumed, although by

this time many rails had already been removed. Soldiers were on the march

again, in greater numbers and with tighter discipline than in the summer of

, but those who fought for parliament were just as willing to destroy 

religious imagery of which they disapproved. Passing through Middlesex in

August , detachments of the Earl of Essex’s army smashed glass, shredded

surplices, and ‘burned the holy rails’ at Acton, Chiswick, and Uxbridge. They

did the same, almost as a matter of course, as they pressed on towards the Mid-

lands.92 Passing through Marsworth, Buckinghamshire, ‘a certain number of

soldiers calling themselves by the name of London Apprentices’ demanded the

keys to the church ‘and broke down the rails at the upper end of the chancel,

where formerly the communion table stood’. They also smashed the painted

windows, shredded two copies of the Book of Common Prayer, and marched

away derisively parading the minister’s surplice. Conformists would say that

the church was grossly defiled, but iconoclasts could claim that it was forcefully

cleansed of its superstitious and ceremonial trimmings.93

Parliamentary soldiers similarly spent their fury in southern cathedrals,

sometimes smashing communion tables as well as the remaining rails. At 

Canterbury they ‘overthrew the communion table, tore the velvet cloth from

before it, defaced the goodly screen’ and ‘brake down the ancient rails’. At

Rochester they pointedly ‘brake down the rail’ and ‘removed the table itself into

a lower place of the church’, as if they were enacting liturgical reform.94

Alarmed conformists wrote as if the soldiers had gone berserk, but in fact the

iconoclastic violence of the early s was rarely indiscriminate. Nor, besides 

a few notorious incidents involving horses, was it accompanied by travesties of

the sacraments or wilder acts of irreligion. When soldiers smashed windows

and organs, broke down altar rails, dressed in the remnants of copes or sur-

plices, and paraded with pages of the Book of Common Prayer on their pikes,
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they were effectively implementing by force the forward edge of the puritan

agenda. They were performing by violence and embodying in action the pro-

gramme of cleansing and reform that many of their religious leaders had

pressed for. Indeed, what stands out in these incidents is not the wild tumult of

disorder in church but rather the precision with which the enemies of altar rails

acted.

The Parliamentary ordinance of August  requiring the removal of all

fixed altars, rails, and chancel steps, took the iconoclasm out of unlicensed

hands, and put it on a civil rather than a military footing, obliging churchwar-

dens in parliamentary areas to undertake the task of destruction.95 William

Dowsing’s team, who followed this up in East Anglia with a commission from

the Earl of Manchester, found only three remaining sets of rails to break down

in  Suffolk parishes. Most of the furnishings associated with Wren’s and

Montague’s innovations had already been removed, although there were still

dozens of chancel steps remaining to be ‘digged up’ or ‘levelled’.96

Parliament, however, was no more successful than Convocation in bringing

order and conformity to the parishes. The religious complexion of revolution-

ary England was beyond anyone’s control. Soon it would no longer matter

whether parishioners took communion at an altar or table, or knelt at the rails.

Rather, the issue became whether they would worship together as a community

at all, or would fragment into schisms and sects. The fear of conservatives and

the hope of some radicals—fears and hopes that echoed from the earliest years

of the Church of England—was not that people would disagree how to inter-

pret the Book of Common Prayer, but that they might reject it altogether.

The presence and position of rails and tables would be not just adiaphora—

theologically indifferent—but completely irrelevant if people could find the

Lord where they list and worship him as they pleased.

Dramatis Personae



John Blackwell, grocer, of London

Henry Tailor of Hardingham, Norfolk

Thomas Wolrych, esquire, of Cowling, Suffolk

Christian Harper of Harborough, Leicestershire

John Hocker, churchwarden, of Colchester, Essex

Andrew Keate, churchwarden, of Great Wratting, Suffolk

Samuel Greygoose, churchwarden, of Epping, Essex

Edward Aylee, glazier, of Bishop’s Stortford, Hertfordshire

Richard Mose, blacksmith, of Much Hadham, Hertfordshire
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Jeremy Reeve, servant, of Latton, Essex

Sir Nathaniel Brent

Sir John Conyers

Sir Robert Harley

William Prynne



William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury

Richard Neile, bishop

Matthew Wren, bishop

Richard Montague, bishop

John Williams, bishop

Richard Corbet, bishop

William Piers, bishop

William Juxon, bishop

Dr Arthur Duck

John Pocklington

Richard Drake of Radwinter, Essex

Benjamin Spencer of Southwark, Surrey

Ephraim Udall of London

Thomas Cheshire of London

Philip Parsons of Great Finsborough, Suffolk

William Heywood of St Giles, Middlesex

Charles Chauncey of Hertfordshire

John Ley of Great Budworth, Cheshire

Alexander Huish of Beckington, Somerset

Dr Barkham of Bocking, Essex

Thomas Paske of Hadham, Hertfordshire

William Pratt of Melton, Suffolk

Edward Barton of Grundisburgh, Suffolk

Thomas Bond of Debenham, Suffolk

William Proctor of Stradishall, Suffolk

Andrew Sandiland of Waldringfield, Suffolk

John Hill of Holdenby, Northamptonshire
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Addressing his readers in the revolutionary ferment of , William Prynne

offered to present ‘a late tragical history’ with ‘such a spectacle, both to men and

angels, no age ever saw before’. The central player in this spectacle was Prynne

himself, and his adversaries were Charles I’s bishops, ‘metamorphosed into 

ravenous wolves’. Prynne’s New Discovery of the Prelates Tyranny recapitulated

his conflict with the authorities over the previous decade, and ended with the

sufferer’s famous vindication and the concomitant downfall of his enemies.1

A New Discovery is prolix and partisan, like all of Prynne’s output, but it is 

singularly useful in gathering together many of the documents and letters 

that related to the author’s ordeal. By the spring of  Prynne had posses-

sion of many of Laud’s papers, episcopal correspondence, and records of the

courts of Star Chamber and High Commission. He would use them to illus-

trate his account of his recent sufferings, and to call for revenge against the

cruel archbishop.

William Prynne would have made an effective theatrical director or actor-

manager. He knew the importance of putting on a show. Notwithstanding

Prynne’s protestation against the theatre, expressed at tendentious length in

Histrio-Mastix (), the puritan lawyer and ecclesiastical historian played to

the gallery through most of his public career. In his greatest role, as the persis-

tent opponent to the villainous Archbishop Laud, he took the part of the heroic

‘Mr. Prynne’. Though drawn to a career in scholarship and law, he accepted the

role of plaintiff, sufferer, and symbol. From his first eruption onto the public

stage in the early s, Prynne looked past his enemies and accusers to a cheer-

ing and adoring crowd. He exploited the Laudian machinery of justice for its

set, script, and props, made effective use of the licit and illicit press, and pub-

lished his own publicity with his own most favourable reviews. The author of

more than a hundred books from the s to the s, Prynne was more a

professional polemicist than an original thinker. He practised the rhetoric of

provocation and revelled in the role of victimhood. Both he and his tormentors

were players in a spectacle of power and propaganda, and each made effec-

tive use of the symbolic resources at their disposal. They understood the 



importance of propaganda and symbolism, and turned the suffering of the

body and the manipulation of text into a fine political art.

Prynne’s career is well known to students of early modern England. His life

and work have been the subject of several important books.2 He is usually

depicted as a humourless lawyer, a prolix author, and a tedious puritan activist

who brought his misfortunes upon himself. Born in , he was educated at

Bath Grammar School and Oriel College Oxford,earning his first degree in .

Like many ambitious gentlemen he then studied law in London, a member of

Lincoln’s Inn, and was called to the bar in . He spent the rest of his career as

a gadfly, attacking the moral and religious failings of successive authoritarian

regimes, until dying in . In this chapter, instead of addressing Prynne’s 

work through his writings I focus on the part he played in the judicial and po-

litical theatre of Caroline England. I am interested in Prynne’s engagement 

with his audience as well as his audience’s response to his troubles.

Prynne’s most important performances belonged to a cluster of incidents

between  and  in which he starred as dramaturge, protagonist, celebrity,

and martyr. The first was his trial and punishment following the publication 

of Histrio-Mastix, when Prynne gained notoriety and some sympathy for his

ordeal in the pillory, the lopping off of his ears, and the public burning of his

book. The second involved the government’s further attack on Prynne in 

for his authorship of News from Ipswich, and his condemnation, along with

Burton the minister and Bastwick the physician, to further humiliation and

violent disfigurement. It was at this time that the authorities branded Prynne’s

cheeks with ‘S. L.’ for ‘seditious libel’, which Prynne proudly reinterpreted as

‘stigma of Laud’. The third incident, which is the least well known, centred on

the extraordinary events at Chester at the end of  where Prynne was first

received like a hero or prophet, and was then so excoriated that all traces of

his image were ritually destroyed. The final episode in this cluster was Prynne’s

triumphal entry into London in November , his day of hosannas, when the

return of the martyrs signalled the downfall of the Laudian regime.

A review of these episodes, paying attention to audience reactions as well as

the principal protagonists, may be helpful in enhancing our understanding of

the society, culture, and politics of early modern England. Prynne’s evolution

from moral critic to public enemy, from godly polemicist to hammer of the

Laudian regime, parallels the rising tensions and changing fortunes of the 

years from  to . Prynne’s experience, and the contest among contem-

poraries to control and interpret it, undermines any notion that the personal

rule of Charles I was an era of order, consensus, and moderation.3 Prynne’s 

collisions with the authorities point to a rising political temperature, an escala-

tion of vituperative rhetoric, and a sharpening of cultural divisions. They also 
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demonstrate that the power of the state was far from monolithic, and that

attempts by the regime to impose discipline and punishment permitted

counter-gestures and responses that subverted or challenged its authority.4

Act . –

It was ironic, perhaps deliberately ironic, that Prynne’s massive attack on the

theatre was divided into ‘acts’ and ‘scenes’, like the printed editions of early

modern plays. This was an extremely unusual arrangement for works of

polemical prose. Histrio-Mastix. The Players Scourge, or Actors Tragedie was

arranged in two parts. Part one opened with a ‘Prologue’, proceeded from ‘Actus

, Scaena Prima’ to ‘Actus , Scena Sexta’, and concluded with a ‘Chorus’. Part

two moved more briskly from ‘Actus Primus’ to ‘Actus Quintus’ and ended with

a ‘Catastrophe’ or final dramatic denouement.5 What saved it from condemna-

tion, from the viewpoint of the scourge of players, was that Prynne’s tragedy

was ‘penned only to be read, not acted’, and involved none of the theatrical sins

of representation.6 Its title echoed another Histrio-Mastix, a late Elizabethan

play in six acts attributed to John Marston, though its message entirely opposed

that of the earlier work.7

At the outset Prynne promised ‘a fatal, if not final overthrow or catastrophe

to plays and actors, whose dismal tragedy doth now begin’. A thousand pages

later he was still fulminating against all popular, festive, and dramatic enter-

tainments that furthered the work of the Devil. The chorus recapitulated

Prynne’s central message, ‘that all popular and common stage-plays, whether

comical, tragical, satirical, mimical, or mixed of either, especially as they are

now compiled and personated among us, are such sinful, hurtful, pernicious

recreations, as are altogether unseemly, yea unlawful unto Christians’.8 It was as

if Prynne had taken Polonius’s commendation of ‘the best actors in the world’

and cast them all as reprobates.9

Histrio-Mastix bore the imprint of , but copies became available at the

end of .10 They immediately got Prynne into trouble. Although the book

was openly published, with approval from an official licenser, the authorities

treated it as a libellous and subversive publication. Although the work had

taken many years to complete, they chose to interpret it as a deliberate insult to

Queen Henrietta Maria, who took part in theatrical entertainments at court six

weeks after the book’s first appearance.William Laud, at this time still bishop of

London, and still smarting from Prynne’s earlier attack on Arminianism,11 was

determined to make the writer suffer. Although Prynne borrowed heavily from

earlier authors, including classical, biblical, and early Christian sources, Laud’s
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agents scrutinized every passage to see if it could be construed as seditious.

Prynne made explicit rebuttal of the charge ‘that puritans and precisians are

seditious, factious, troublesome, rebellious persons, and enemies both to state

and government’, but this was exactly what his work was taken to prove.12

Readers who expressed approval for Prynne were themselves in turn in trouble,

and one Yorkshire minister, William Brearcliffe, who commended Prynne’s

book for its ‘show of much reading and multiplicity of quotations’, soon found

himself under investigation for nonconformity.13

After an initial examination on  January  Prynne was confined to the

Tower. A whole year would pass before he was brought to trial, during which

time the government developed charges against Michael Sparkes the publisher

and Thomas Buckner the unfortunate cleric who had approved the book for

the press. The king himself was initially reluctant to proceed, but Laud was

determined to bring the libeller down.14 Prynne, throughout this time, main-

tained contact with puritan supporters and worked to prepare his defence. The

trial took place in Star Chamber in the first half of February, in a rigidly hostile

environment, and sentence was pronounced on  February .15

The judicial vengeance that fell on William Prynne may be considered an

extreme application of reader response. His thousand-page treatise may have

looked like an unwieldy mélange of history, scripture, and law, but it was taken

to threaten the security of the realm. Although Prynne’s book represented

seven years of research and writing, and recapitulated dozens of ancient argu-

ments, it was treated as a timely and poignant commentary on contemporary

conditions at court. According to William Noy, the Attorney General, ‘he hath

therein written divers incitements to stir up the people to discontent, as if there

were just cause to lay violent hands upon their prince . . . He hath cast an

aspersion upon her majesty the queen, and railing and uncharitable censures

against all Christian people. He hath commended all those that are factious

persons, that have vented anything in any book against the state,’ and he had

‘deeply wounded’ the Church.16

The Attorney General listed Prynne’s many offences. He had written against

‘plays, masques, dancings, etc . . . although he knew well that his majesty’s

royal queen, lords of the council, etc., were in their public festivals, and other

times, present spectators of some masques and dances’. He had criticized ‘many

recreations that were tolerable, and in themselves sinless’ (according to King

James’s ‘book of sports’ which King Charles republished while Prynne was 

languishing in the Tower). He had ‘railed, not only against stage plays, comedies

and dancings, and all other exercises of the people, and against all who such as

behold them, but further and particular against hunting, public festivals,

Christmas-keeping, bonfires and maypoles’, and even ‘against the dressing up
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of a house with green ivy’. Prynne’s book, then, could be construed as an attack

on the honour of those closest to the king, as a challenge to royal authority, and

an assault on the entire public, festive, celebratory, and recreational life of the

country and the court. It mattered little that there was nothing new in Histrio-
Mastix, that it was a turgid and intemperate compilation of precedents and

injunctions, or that it had actually been licensed for the press. What mattered

most to Prynne’s enemies at Whitehall was that the book exposed their sensi-

tivities, touched their nerves, and provided an opportunity to punish an out-

spoken puritan author. Prynne may have been taken by surprise at the ferocity

of the assault but he rose courageously to the occasion.

In his defence, Prynne reiterated that his work had taken more than seven

years in the making and was not intended as a commentary on current events.

It was, rather, a compendium of ‘arguments and authorities against stage plays’,

which he had taken through the normal channels of approval for publication.

‘As for the encouraging of others to be factious or seditious, he saith upon his

oath, that he was so far from disloyalty, schism, or sedition, or neglect of the

king, state, or government that he hath with much joy, cheerfulness and thank-

fulness to God ever acknowledged his, and the rest of the king’s subjects happi-

ness, by the peace we have under his majesty’s happy government.’ He willingly

withdrew anything that mistakenly caused offence, and was now ready to ‘pros-

trate himself at his majesty’s royal feet, and crave pardon and grace’.17

If Prynne thought that he was playing according to a script of judicial 

leniency and moderation it rapidly became clear that the rules had changed

and he would receive no ‘pardon and grace’ from the Laudian–Caroline regime.

This was a show trial, and his enemies wanted a show. The judges lined up to

pour venom on the defendant for his ‘monstrosity’, ‘malice’, and ‘spleen’. Lord

Justice Richardson identified Histrio-Mastix as ‘a monster, monstrum horren-
dum, informe, ingens . . . eye never saw, nor ear never heard of such a scan-

dalous and mis-shapen thing as this monster is’.18 One would think the author

had given birth to a misshapen beast rather than a plump squat book. The Earl

of Dorset mocked Prynne’s scruples as the zealousness of a ‘brittle conscience

brother’, and turned puritan preaching against him by identifying Prynne as

‘this Achan’ whose impieties need to be purged.19 The judicial tenor was intem-

perate and vituperative, but few outside the court were prepared for the vio-

lence (and theatricality) of the Star Chamber judgements of February .

So monstrous was Prynne’s offence, so transgressive his textual crime, from

the government point of view, that ordinary censorship and punishment

would be insufficient. Chancellor of the Exchequer Francis Cottington led the

judges in sentencing Histrio-Mastix to a self-consciously innovative destruc-

tion. ‘I condemn it to be burnt, in the most public manner that can be. The
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manner in other countries is . . . to be burnt by the hangman, though not used

in England. Yet I wish it may, in respect of the strangeness and heinousness of

the matter contained in it, to have a strange manner of burning; therefore I

shall desire it may be so burnt by the hand of the hangman.’ The rest of the Star

Chamber judges endorsed this innovation. They further committed Prynne to

‘perpetual imprisonment’, fined him a massive five thousand pounds, expelled

him from Lincoln’s Inn and from the practice of law, and stripped him of his

degrees from the University of Oxford.20

This was harsh, perhaps excessive, but only the beginning of Prynne’s ordeal.

Fining, imprisoning, disbarring, and degrading were indoor judgements—

office procedures appropriate for a lawyer and gentleman—but Prynne was

also to star in a more humiliating and painful outdoor spectacle that was staged

to express the government’s anger and contempt. The sentence continued,‘that

he be set in the pillory at Westminster, with a paper on his head declaring the

nature of his offence, and have one of his ears there cut off; and at another time

be set in the pillory in Cheapside, with a paper as aforesaid, and there have his

other ear cut off; and that a fire shall be made before the said pillory, and the

hangman being there ready for that purpose, shall publicly in disgraceful

manner cast all the said books which could be produced into the fire to be

burnt, as unfit to be seen by any hereafter.’21

Some of the judges outbid each other in suggesting refinements or additions

to Prynne’s punishment. Lord Dorset urged greater violence against Prynne’s

body, to have him ‘branded in the forehead, slit in the nose, and his ears

cropped too’, so that he could not hide his disfigurement with a periwig. Others

suggested that the author and printer should be pilloried in St Paul’s church-

yard, as a warning to the London book trade, but Archbishop Laud vetoed this

as misuse of a consecrated place.22

Justice (or vengeance) would be seen to be done. Prynne would be on 

view, displayed in the pillory and publicly mutilated in the streets of London

and Westminster, in the places of greatest concourse. His literary offence would

be countered by a written declaration; and the offending books would be burnt

before their author’s eyes in a fire fuelled by the common hangman. The 

punishment was clearly theatrical in its staging, with set, script, actors, audi-

ence, and props, and particularly appropriate for one who had written against 

dramatic representation. Prynne was not a heretic to be burned, nor were his

cropped ears (or other members) roasted in front of him; but the possibilities

of greater violence hung over the occasion. The hangman’s usual business 

was with ropes, not books; and Cheapside was the site of earlier bonfires,

associated with the Marian martyrs and the annual commemoration of 

November.
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Henceforth the hangman was de rigueur for the public burning of books.

The parliamentary regime of the s appointed the common hangman to

burn such offensive items as the Book of Sports, and the restored regime of

Charles II used the hangman to destroy the detested Solemn League and

Covenant. London crowds became used to such spectacles in standard venues,

such as Cheapside, Cornhill, Smithfield, Paul’s Cross, and Westminster Palace

Yard.23

Prynne’s last hope was an appeal to the Privy Council, to whom he offered

‘all humble submission’. He wrote that he regretted those ‘passages inconsider-

ately fallen from his pen’ and sought ‘mitigation and pardon of his fine and 

corporal punishment’.24 Not surprisingly, given the overlap between the mem-

bership of the Privy Council and the Star Chamber judges, the appeal was

rejected. Prynne stood in the pillory on  and  May , his books were

burned and his ears were duly cropped. According to one reporter the books

‘were burnt under his nose, which had almost suffocated him’. At least a thou-

sand copies of Histrio-Mastix had been printed, but most escaped the govern-

ment’s efforts to call them in.25

Reactions to Prynne’s punishment followed the cultural and political divide

that was widening in Caroline England. It is simply not true, as has recently

been suggested, that Prynne’s case attracted ‘little public attention or sym-

pathy’.26 Some observers were delighted by Prynne’s come-uppance, others

were appalled by the savagery of his mistreatment. Thomas Windebank,

the courtier politician, wrote gleefully in the spring of  ‘that Mr. Prynne, the

enemy of dancing, had become so enamoured of it, that he was to dance a gal-

liard on the loss of his ears, and after that to make a pilgrimage to the prison,

where he would pass the time in waiting till the king should make him dance

the brawl De Sortie’.27 Archbishop Laud thought Prynne had not been punished

enough, and initiated further proceedings against him in the Court of High

Commission. King Charles, it seems, was content with Prynne’s treatment,

though Henrietta Maria had made some intercessions for mercy and pardon.28

William Noy, the Attorney General, was said to have laughed so hard while

Prynne was suffering on the pillory that he was ‘struck with an issue of blood in

his privy part, which by all art of man could never be stopped unto the day of

his death, which was not long after’. Prynne could not later resist telling this

story, which could be read as a providential judgement of the sort anthologized

in Henry Burton’s Divine Tragedy.29

Supporters commended Prynne’s courage as well as his cause, making 

his heroic endurance of his penalty the stuff of puritan legend. ‘The gentleman

like an harmless lamb took all with such patience, that he not so much as 

once opened his mouth to let fall any one word of discontent,’wrote the London
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minister Henry Burton, who may have been influenced as much by his reading

of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs as by his witnessing of the scene at Westminster.30 The

London artisan Nehemiah Wallington also compared Prynne’s demeanour on

the pillory to that of ‘a harmless lamb’, while the Dorset diarist William White-

way likewise memorialized Prynne’s courage.31 The lawyer William Drake (later

MP for Amersham) remarked on Prynne’s punishment in his commonplace

book, ‘he took his punishment patiently, and was generally pitied of all sorts’.32

While nursing his wounds in the Tower, and not yet deprived of writing

materials, Prynne composed an extraordinary letter to Archbishop Laud. At

one level this was an appeal for justice, at another a recapitulation of the main

points of Histrio-Mastix, above all a daring attack on the most powerful person

in England under the king. At one point Prynne likened himself to St Paul, who

had also been charged with sedition, and later he observed that he was ‘not

above thirty-three years old’, which was Jesus’s age at the time of his ministry. In

a blistering personal attack upon his tormentor, Prynne accused Laud of every-

thing from bad law to bad logic, from favouring of Jesuits to being raised to his

present eminence ‘almost from the very dunghill’. Repeated sarcastic com-

ments about ‘your lordship’s charitable agents’, ‘your lordship’s arch-charity,

piety, clemency, or justice’, and the archbishop’s ‘episcopal candor’, ‘pity’ and

‘grace’ did nothing to improve the petitioner’s case. Prynne berated the bishops

for their ‘cruelty, insolency, violence, malice [and] pride’, and accused Laud

directly of proceeding from enmity, malignancy, and spleen. Prynne could 

not know that within a decade the tables would be turned, but he warned 

Archbishop Laud that he too had enemies, and that his career might end in

‘misery, ruin, if not hell itself ’.33

The letter was a remarkable performance, vintage Prynne, and of course it

only made matters worse. It was sent to the archbishop on  June , and duly

copied. When confronted with the original a few days later, and asked by the

Attorney General whether it was in his hand, Prynne replied that ‘he could not

tell unless he might read it’. He then ripped the letter into pieces and threw the

shreds out the window, saying ‘that should never rise in judgement against

him’. This minor coup de théâtre had a small audience and no ameliorative

effect, though news of it went the round of the newsletters.34 Prynne remained

imprisoned for the next three years.

Act . , London

By  Prynne was in trouble again and was condemned, along with Burton

and Bastwick, for writing the pamphlet News from Ipswich. Again he was 
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pilloried, mutilated, and humiliated, and copies of the offending texts were

destroyed. This time the authorities were determined to silence him, and to

impose the harshest penalties permissible by law, but Prynne once again turned

his suffering into a performance of celebrity and reproach.

Prynne had remained in the Tower since February  (with a few removals

to the Fleet prison), but was not deprived of news, company, or writing ma-

terials. He managed to write several inflammatory pamphlets including A 
Breviate of the Prelates Intollerable Usurpations, The Unbishoping of Timothy
and Titus, and Briefe Instructions for Churchwardens. None of these carried

their author’s name, each was printed secretly or abroad, and each continued

Prynne’s campaign against the Laudian bishops. News from Ipswich, which

appeared in three editions in , claimed to be written by one Matthew White

and printed in Ipswich, but this too was Prynne’s work, most likely printed in

Scotland.35

Much more intemperate than Histrio-Mastix, News from Ipswich was a reck-

lessly hostile attack on the ‘detestable practices of some domineering lordly

prelates’ in the dioceses of London and Norwich. It accused the bishops, in par-

ticular Laud and Wren, of suppressing godly preachers and advancing popish

innovations, of setting up altars while pulling down lectures, of murdering

people’s souls while ‘tyrannizing’ over ‘bawdy theivish court[s]’.At issue now, in

Prynne’s view, was not just the sinfulness of dramatic entertainments but the

threat of ‘backsliding to popery’ and the ‘sudden alteration of our religion’.

England had not only turned away from God but had permitted a pack of lordly

popish prelates to gain control of the Church.36 A cluster of similar unlicensed

publications including A Divine Tragedy (once attributed to Prynne but now

identified as the work of Henry Burton)37 provoked the authorities into action.

Informed parties knew by March  that the regime was preparing to

proceed against Prynne and some others, ‘all for books and pamphlets against

the present government of the church’.38 The blow fell in April when the

authorities seized Prynne’s papers on the grounds that they contained printed

sheets ‘which, if dispersed and published, might tend much to the prejudice of

the state’. Along with other suspected authors, John Bastwick and Henry

Burton, Prynne then became the subject of renewed Star Chamber investiga-

tions ‘for the publication of various libellous books with intent to move the

king’s people against the king’s ecclesiastical government’.39

The sentence of the court, announced on  June , repeated some of the

punishments of . All three men were to be fined and pilloried and to lose

their ears. In Prynne’s case the court examined whether he had any ears left,

before ordering that the remaining stumps be cut off.40 This time the offenders

were to be firmly muzzled, to be deprived of ‘pen, ink or paper’, and to have no
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other books than the Bible, the Prayer Book, and conformable books of devo-

tion. They were to be radically isolated from their puritan supporters, re-

moved into perpetual imprisonment in such distant locations as Cornwall,

Lancashire, and North Wales (and eventually further exile in the remote

Channel Islands and Isles of Scilly).41

Prynne, as a repeat offender, was singled out for harsher treatment. His

cheek was branded with the letters ‘S. L.’ for seditious libel. A textual coding was

imprinted on the author’s flesh. But Prynne boasted that the letters stood for

stigmata Laudis. Here again the sign was ambiguous, laden with contradictory

meanings. The state showed its power by imposing pain and disfigurement,

but the subject turned his punishment into a triumph of propaganda. As the

chronicler Thomas Fuller recalled,‘so various were men’s fancies in reading the

same letters, imprinted in his face, that some made them to spell the guiltiness

of the sufferer, but others the cruelty of the imposer’.42 Prynne himself made

verses on the occasion, which circulated rapidly around the country in manu-

script newsletters.

Triumphant I return, my face discryes

Laud’s scorching scars.

God’s grateful sacrifice.

S. L. Stigmata Laudis.

Stigmata maxellis baiulans insignia Laudis

Exultans remeo victima grata Deo.43

Although the press was closed to Prynne’s supporters, other avenues

remained open for criticism and comment. The case of ‘the three delinquents’,

or as they became known in puritan circles ‘the three martyrs’, became a lively

topic of conversation and correspondence. Even before the sentence was 

pronounced, Laud’s informants in Northamptonshire reported that ‘the whole

tribe of Gad’, a mocking label for the local godly, had gathered for a fast day ‘to

join in prayer that God would deliver his servants from persecution, whom we

conceive to be Bastwick, Prynne, and Burton’.44

Even observers who agreed that Prynne and his fellows should be punished

commented on the courage and fortitude with which that punishment was

endured. Writing to the Earl of Leicester in June , William Hawkins

described Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne as ‘the most undaunted men that 

ever were seen’, and a few weeks later he wrote that they received the ‘execution’

done upon them ‘with the most undauntedness that hath been seen, though it

were done with an austere hand’.45 The Dorset draper Dennis Bond observed 

that ‘they were wonderfully patient and carried themselves so meekly and res-

olutely that all beholders except some ruffians . . . shed many tears’.46 A London
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lawyer remarked that ‘when Prynne suffered condign punishment . . . he took

it patiently and joyfully, whereas his adversaries might have quaking hearts’.47

The most complete account of the martyrs’ punishment comes from the

London writer Edward Rossingham, who reconstructed the drama for sub-

scribers to his manuscript newsletters:

Friday last [ June] Dr. Bastwick, Mr. Burton, and Mr. Prynne stood in the pillory in

the palace of Westminster. As Dr. Bastwick came from the gate-house towards the

palace the light common people strewed herbs and flowers before him. Prynne and he

stood upon one scaffold and Mr. Burton upon another by himself. They all three talked

to the people. Bastwick said they had collar days in the king’s court, and this was his

collar day in the king’s palace; he was pleasant and witty all the time. Prynne protested

his innocency to the people of what was laid to his charge. Mr. Burton said it was the

happiest pulpit he had ever preached in. After two hours the hangman began to cut off

their ears; he began with Mr. Burton’s. There were very many people; they wept and

grieved for Mr. Burton, and at the cutting of each ear there was such a roaring as if every

one of them had at the same instant lost an ear. Bastwick gave the hangman a knife, and

taught him to cut off his ears quickly and very close, that he might come there no more.

The hangman burnt Prynne in both cheeks and, as I hear, because he burnt one cheek

with a letter the wrong way he burnt that again. Presently a surgeon clapped on a plaster

to take out the fire. The hangman hewed off Prynne’s ears very scurvily, which put him

to much pain, and after he stood long in the pillory before his head could be got out, but

that was a chance. The reason why Prynne was so ill used by the hangman was he

promised him five pieces to use him kindly the time before, which he did, and Prynne

had given him but half a crown, in five sixpences. But now the hangman was quit with

him, for it is said that Prynne fainted in the pillory after the execution; the cause was his

standing in the pillory so long after. The humours of the people were various, some

wept, some laughed, and some were very reserved. . . . Saturday all the town was full of

it that Mr. Prynne was dead, found dead upon his knees with his hands lift[ed] up to

heaven, but there was no such thing, for I hear he was not sick.48

Reactions to the sentence again reflected England’s cultural and religious

divisions. A few high conformists thought the judgement too light, and wished

‘the pillory had been changed into a gallows’. More moderate men thought the

censure ‘too sharp, too base and ignominious for gentlemen of their ingenuous

vocation’.49 The Catholic courtier Sir Kenelm Digby, writing to Viscount

Conway, remarked sarcastically on the ‘venerations’ of the ‘puritans’, who ‘keep

the bloody sponges and handkerchiefs that did the hangman service in the

cutting off their ears. You may see how nature leads men to respect relics of

martyrs.’ Another of Conway’s correspondents referred dismissively to Burton,

Bastwick, and Prynne as ‘the cropped libellers’.50 Others of a different persua-

sion used ‘slanderous and censorious’ words against the judgement in Star

Chamber. Some likened the martyrdom to ‘a glorious wedding day’, and

The Portraiture of Prynne’s Pictures 



someone displayed a placard in Cheapside threatening Laud himself with ‘a

pillory of ink’.51

According to the news-writer Rossingham, ‘the minister of Shoreditch,

observing the humours of the people so much to compassionate these three

delinquents’, preached ‘that they all incurred damnation which thought well 

of those three, who had been justly punished for their demerits’.52 Elsewhere 

in London, in the parish of St Clement’s, drinkers at the Castle tavern almost

came to blows over the treatment of the prisoners in Westminster palace yard.

Philip Thomas thought the punishment ‘not more than they deserved’, but

Joseph Hutchinson asserted that Burton, Bastwick, and Prynne were ‘as honest

men and as good subjects as any the king has’. It was a sign of the political 

sensitivity of these issues that remarks of this nature should immediately be

reported to the Council.53

When news of the sentence reached Sion College it prompted an angry out-

burst from Mr Shepard, ‘a silenced minister’, that led to his own investigation

for sedition.54 George Catesby, a Northamptonshire gentleman, let out that 

‘he disliked the justice executed upon Mr Prynne, taxing it of rigour’.55 A

Northamptonshire minister, Miles Burkitt of Patishall, drew the authorities’

attention ‘for exhorting his parishioners to contribute to the necessities of the

saints in want, meaning Burton and Prynne’, and found himself under investi-

gation by the Court of High Commission. Burkitt had been one of the ‘tribe of

gad’ attending the fast for the saints’ deliverance, and after Prynne’s punish-

ment he preached that ‘though the faithful were molested, persecuted and

cropped, yet they would continue faithful still’.56 Nehemiah Wallington

referred to the sufferers as ‘those three renowned soldiers and servants of Jesus

Christ’, a usage he borrowed from Prynne himself.57

Act . , Chester

When Prynne and the others left London at the beginning of July , on their

way to their several prisons, they enjoyed a tearful and buoyant send-off.

Burton’s report that ‘forty thousand’ gathered to cheer him from London

seems excessive, but the estimate is attributed to the keeper of the Fleet.58

William Hawkins reported to the Earl of Leicester that they ‘were mightly

courted by the people at their departure and on the way, one of them being

met, as I was told, with sixty horse accompanying him on the way’.59 Sir Kenelm

Digby mockingly referred to their journey as a ‘pilgrimage’, attended by ‘great

flocking of the people’.60 Others reported that the libellers enjoyed popular

prayers and expressions of sympathy and goodwill all along their route. So
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troubled was the Privy Council by the ‘great concourse of people’ that flocked

around Burton and Prynne that they initiated an inquiry into ‘what persons

did accompany, converse with, or entertain either of them in their said passage,

what money was given to them, or either of them, or other remarkable expres-

sions of courtesy or encouragement’.61 The spectacle of the trial and punish-

ment had been intended to secure respect for the Laudian regime, but its effects

were counter-productive. Competition for interpretative control extended

from London to Chester, as the script of Prynne’s drama unfolded in unex-

pected ways.

Prynne’s journey from London to North Wales in the summer of  took

on some of the attributes of a defiant progress attended by knots of supporters.

‘Divers persons resorted to Prynne in the streets and highways as they went,

and some prayed for him’, reported John Maynard, yeoman. The crowds cried

‘God be with you’ and ‘God bless you’, and shook him by the hand, reported the

deputy warden of the Fleet. At every place he stopped there were supporters

offering him comfort, food, and support.62

When Prynne reached Chester at the end of July he was rapturously re-

ceived by puritan well-wishers. He was lodged in ‘the best inn in Chester’,

Sheriff Calvin Bruen entertained the prisoner at his house, gentlemen ‘feasted

and defrayed him’, and for forty-eight hours Prynne was the centre of local

attention.63 Someone commissioned a local artist—Thomas Pulford, limner—

to paint Prynne’s portrait, and several copies of this likeness circulated as 

cherished tokens. What followed is further revealing of the power of the image,

and the elaborate pains taken by the authorities to counteract it. The gov-

ernment had not exhausted its repertoire of symbolic action, and was pre-

pared to do battle to extinguish unlicensed imagery and forcefully to reassert 

its own.

Bishop John Bridgeman, who was absent from Chester at the time of

Prynne’s visit, was furious that the city was ‘much defamed by having enter-

tained notorious and factious schismatics’.64 He determined, he said, ‘to cast

water on that fire which is already kindled, or leastwise that none may get a

stick from this place to increase the flame’.65 Later he decided to fight fire with

fire. A process of cleansing and purgation was initiated, which ended with a

remarkable display of officially sponsored iconoclasm. As Prynne himself, the

target of this attack, later reported, the commissioners, ‘hearing that there were

pictures of Mr. Prynne’s portraiture in Chester, persecuted the poor painter . . .

for drawing them, and made two orders in court, first to deface and then to

burn them publicly at the cross in Chester.’66 It is another irony of the story that

Prynne, the enemy of images and representations, should himself be treated

like a patron saint.
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Puritan activists were summoned to York to face charges before the 

High Commission, while episcopal officials in Chester took action against the

souvenirs of Prynne’s embarrassing visit. On  November  Bridgeman

wrote to the Archbishop of York, ‘may it please your Grace, I have seized on five

pictures of Prynne, drawn by the painter Pulford . . . and I now desire your

Grace’s pleasure for the disposal of them.’ (The painter was already in prison

for his pains.) Should they be sent to York or, rather, be ‘sacrificed here to

Vulcan, either publicly in the market, or privately before some good wit-

nesses’?67 (The bishop’s flippant invocation of classical divinity and pagan sac-

rifice was just the sort of thing that serious Protestants like Prynne found so

offensive.)

Archbishop Neile responded on behalf of the northern High Commission,

instructing the Chester officials to ‘spoil and deface, or else cause to be spoiled

and defaced, the aforesaid pictures’, and to return their frames to the artist. On

 November Bridgeman’s Vicar General, Mainwaring, reported to the arch-

bishop, ‘I caused the pictures . . . to be defaced before my Lord of Chester, and

in the presence of a public notary.’ The deed was done in private, before solemn

witnesses, using procedures similar to those traditionally employed for the

burning of books. But by this time the High Commissioners had changed their

minds, and now desired that the pictures, like Prynne’s books, should be pub-

licly burned. Word reached Chester too late. The Vicar General apologized, ‘I

am sorry that my zeal and duty to obedience hath anticipated your late resolu-

tions. But,’ he added helpfully, ‘I have the frames still.’68 The public retribution

that was to be unleashed against the portrait (itself a substitution for the living

Prynne) might now be visited on their frames (which were contaminated by

association or contagion). Whether symbolic violence or sympathetic magic,

the business of Prynne’s pictures and their frames would occupy the authori-

ties in Chester for several more weeks. To make up for their earlier slackness,

the civic and episcopal authorities put on a show of loyal diligence and dedica-

tion. Bishop Bridgeman was a Jacobean hold-over who had been appointed in

,69 but now he was bustling to support the Laudian regime.

Finally,Vicar General Mainwaring could certify to the High Commissioners,

‘that upon Tuesday last, being the  day of this instant December, I delivered

the five frames containing of late the portraiture of Prynne’s pictures to Mr.

Blancherd, who caused the same to be publicly burnt at the High Cross in

Chester, in the presence of the mayor and aldermen, and other citizens and

persons to the number of a thousand, as was conceived according to the tenor

of your late warrant; which was performed with the public acclamation of the

people, crying out, “burn them, burn them”, thereby attesting their hatred of

Prynne’s person, and his proceedings.’70
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Prynne later collected these letters and warrants and published them to pub-

licize his cause. Of the large and vocal crowd at the burning of the picture

frames, Prynne explained,‘the pursuivant standing there in his coat of arms bid

them thus cry in the king’s name, and commanded the mayor and aldermen to

be present at this bonfire’. The frail sticks of the picture frames that represented

seditious libel and puritan defiance were no match for the costume of lions and

fleurs-de-lis that stood for the king. The government orchestrated the occa-

sion, using an intimidating display of royal emblems and the ritual vocabulary

of fire to exorcise Chester’s previous support for the troublesome lawyer.

Chester enjoyed a rich civic history and was used to politicized pageantry.71

Now the citizens were treated to a winter bonfire (itself a potent symbol), with

costumed representatives of civic, episcopal, and royal authority to witness and

complete the purgation.

As Prynne himself put it, ‘these High Commissioners not satisfied with 

the defacing of the pictures, would needs proceed to burn them for heretics;

and since they could not burn Mr. Prynne in person as they desired, being 

then on the sea sailing to Jersey, they would do it at least by effigy; and to 

show the extravagance of their unlimited malice, not only the pictures but the

very frames wherein they stood (poor innocents) must to the fire’.72 Prynne

himself certainly understood the symbolic significance of the affair, and his

sympathizers could feel that he was violated by this attack on his portrait

almost as much as by the savage attack on his person. Indeed, Prynne later

protested,‘to burn the picture of a living man . . . is well nigh as great a crime as

to burn this dead gentleman’s corpse’.73 Thus was completed a metonymic

chain, in which Prynne represented the enemies of Laudianism, the portrait

stood for Prynne, and the paintings were represented by their frames. One

finds little mention of this episode in the books about Prynne, or in studies 

of Chester on the eve of the civil war. But it is richly revealing of cultural and

political communications and the fighting of fire with fire among the subjects

of Charles I.

Act . 

The parliament that opened on  November  provided an opportunity to

redress old wrongs and for Burton, Bastwick, and Prynne to receive a fresh

hearing. One of the first orders of the House of Commons, dated  November,

was for the exiles to be released from prison and to be brought back to West-

minster to restate their case.74 Radical London rallied to their side, and Prynne,

the puritan who had written against health-drinking, became the toast of the
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town.75 Versifiers celebrated ‘the three holy martyrs’ who had endured and

exposed the cruelty of the prelates, and several referred to them satirically as

‘Saints Burton, Prynne and Bastwick’.76

Prynne and Burton had left London together as prisoners in , and three

years later they were reunited in a triumphant return. Their journey from the

south coast took on the character of a joyous pilgrimage or progress in which

they were honoured with every element in the vocabulary of celebration.

Bonfires and bells, rosemary and bays, accompanied them on their way. Even

the weather showed them favour, with a warm November sun pushing back the

clouds and mists as if to symbolize the lifting of the Laudian gloom.77 No

bishop ever entered his see with such attendance, and no group of actors ever

came to court with such carnival clamour. Observers might be forgiven for

making mental comparisons to the king’s return from Scotland or Christ’s

entry into Jerusalem. Several commentators noted the return of the martyrs as

the most memorable event of a remarkable political season. Bastwick came

home a week or so later to similar crowds and acclaim.78

When Prynne and his party stopped for dinner at Brentford on the outskirts

of London they were greeted by hordes more well-wishers, a throng of pedes-

trians, horsemen and coaches, who escorted them into the City. So thick was

the crowd, so heavy the traffic, that their progress was reduced to one mile an

hour. Viscount Montague, a Catholic recusant and no friend to the puritans,

noted in his journal for  November , ‘This day Burton and Prynne came

to town, met upon the way with a number of coaches, and multitudes of people

on horseback, with rosemary branches, and the streets and windows full of

people to see them coming in.’79 Robert Woodford, the puritan diarist of

Northampton, wrote more rapturously, ‘Oh blessed be the Lord for this day, for

this day those holy living martyrs Mr. Burton and Mr. Prynne came to town,

and the Lord’s providence brought me out of the Temple to see them. My heart

rejoiceth in the Lord for this day; it is even like the return of the captivity from

Babylon.’80 William Hawkins wrote to the Earl of Leicester about this ‘strange’

turn of events, while others in London related the puritan triumph to their 

correspondents and constituents in the country.81

Most accounts of Prynne’s entry into London emphasize the large numbers

and reputable quality of the people who accompanied the returning martyrs.

Exact numbers remain elusive, but everyone refers to a multitude. Writing just

a few days after the event, the Scottish commissioner Robert Baillie cited esti-

mates of from one hundred to three hundred coaches, and from one thousand

to four thousand horse, as well as ‘a world of foot, everyone with their rosemary

branch’. By Robert Woodford’s estimate there were about  coaches and ,

to , horsemen among the rejoicing London crowd.82 This was Prynne’s
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best audience, and all he had to do to win applause was to allow himself to be

carried to Westminster.

Robert Baillie reported the spectacle to his presbyterian colleagues in 

Scotland, observing that there had never been ‘such a like show’. He added, with

some satisfaction, that it ‘galled the bishops exceedingly’.83 The Venetian

ambassador also reported the return of the martyrs, correctly interpreting their

homecoming as an ill omen for the Laudian regime. Prynne and Burton

entered London, he said, ‘accompanied by  horse and met by a hundred

coaches and countless number of the common people, not without grave

scandal to right-minded men and increased peril to the archbishop’.84 Con-

servative defenders of the Caroline regime expressed alarm at the ‘audacious

riots and tumults attending their return’, and mockingly labelled the returners

as the ‘three champions and puritan beautifews’.85 They arrived, wrote Thomas

Hobbes, ‘as if they had been let down from heaven’.86 Edward Hyde (Earl of

Clarendon) recalled ‘a marvellous conflux of company’ and ‘wonderful accla-

mations of joy’ when Burton and Prynne approached London, and he correctly

interpreted this ‘extraordinary demonstration’ as an early sign of ‘insurrec-

tion’.87 The massed reception for the returning martyrs was the first major

crowd event of the English revolution.

On  November Prynne appeared in the gallery of the House of Commons,

all eyes upon him. On  December he presented his petition for redress, assured

of a favourable hearing. Significantly, the committee convened to review the

returners’ petitions met in Star Chamber, ‘the place where the petitioners were

censured’.88 Prynne’s prescient warning to Archbishop Laud, that his own

career could end in misery and ruin, was about to be spectacularly fulfilled. On

 December , while the former martyr was basking in the attention of his

supporters, the Commons charged Laud with high treason. When Laud was

removed to the Tower in the spring of , Prynne gained entry to his study

and used the archbishop’s papers to prove his claims about the prelates’

tyranny. By April  Prynne had possession of thirty-seven parcels of docu-

ments relating to proceedings against him and Burton and Bastwick, many of

which he made public with his own distinctive gloss.89 By May he was fully 

vindicated, restored to his privileges as a bencher of Lincoln’s Inn, and restored

to his university degrees.90

Prynne’s public career between  and  followed the rise and fall of the

Laudian regime. It climaxed in a spectacular reversal of fortune, in which Laud

went down as Prynne went up. Prynne’s own well-publicized suffering, and the

violence inflicted on his body, helped make the case that the regime had suc-

cumbed to bestial cruelty and now deserved to be punished. The prelates,

Prynne wrote, had degenerated into ‘wolves and tigers’, abandoning ‘all charity,
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pity, and common humanity’.91 By casting the bishops as ‘ravenous wolves’ and

himself as a soldier of Christ, Prynne hastened the collapse of Laudian episco-

pacy. By characterizing the prelates as cruel and venomous ‘furies’ (using

imagery associated with mythological creatures, wild beasts, and snakes), he

helped to raise the temperature of the debate and to move it from reform to

revolution. The Prynne of  was a conforming member of the Church of

England, alarmed by Arminianism, aggrieved by England’s sins, a proponent of

the reformation of manners. By  he was sounding the alarm against popish

innovations and exposing the pride and oppression of the bishops. In  he

was leading the call for revenge against the archbishop of Canterbury and par-

ticipating in the assault on episcopacy. Prynne still had a part to play in William

Laud’s trial, and several more books to write. But by  his time in the spot-

light had passed, as the country became occupied with a drama of greater epic

proportions.

Dramatis Personae

William Prynne, lawyer

Thomas Buckner, clerk, licenser

Michael Sparkes, publisher

Henry Burton, clerk

John Bastwick, physician

William Brearcliffe, clerk

Nehemiah Wallington, wood turner

William Whiteway of Dorchester

William Drake, lawyer

William Hawkins, correspondent

Edward Rossingham, journalist

Miles Burkitt, clerk

Calvin Bruen, sheriff of Chester

Thomas Pulford, limner

Robert Woodford, steward of Northampton

Robert Baillie, Scots commissioner

 

Charles I, king

Henrietta Maria, queen

William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury

Richard Neile, Archbishop of York

John Bridgeman, Bishop of Chester
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William Noy, Attorney General

Lord Justice Richardson

Earl of Dorset

Francis Cottington, Chancellor of the Exchequer

Thomas Windebank, courtier

Sir Kenelm Digby, courtier

the hangman

 

Philip Thomas; Joseph Hutchinson; Mr Shepard; George Catesby, gent.; John

Maynard, yeoman; vicar general Mainwaring; Mr Blancherd; Viscount 

Montague; Thomas Hobbes; Edward Hyde; thousands of Londoners
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T D  C C:

V, R,  I

‘Down with all universities, colleges and schools, they do but maintain learn-

ing, an enemy to us. Down with churches, hospitals and alms-houses, they do

but help the widows, fatherless, blind, sick and lame, these were most of

them founded by papists. Down with all these crosses in general, especially that

idolatrous cross in Cheapside.’ Thus Richard Carter mimicked the destructive

religious fanatics of late  who sought to turn the world upside down.

Carter’s characterization of the schismatic voice exactly captures the alarmed

indignation of respectable London at the frenzy and folly that led to ‘rebellion,

schism and faction’. Alongside the principled contest between king and parlia-

ment, the revolutionary ferment of the early s produced a ‘rout and rabble’

of ‘brain-sick’ radicals who focused their hatred of all things popish on

London’s Cheapside Cross.1 Until it was finally destroyed in  in the midst of

the civil war, the Cross was a lightning rod that attracted hyperbolic language

and iconoclastic action.

Cheapside Cross had endured repeated assaults since the beginning of the

Reformation. Hammer-wielding activists had attacked it at various times

under Mary, Elizabeth, and James. The Cross was threatened again in the revo-

lutionary crisis of . Radicals saw it as a symbol of the unreformed religion,

conservatives as a venerable ornament of the city. Within a month of the publi-

cation of Carter’s pamphlet Cheapside Cross was once again wounded, losing

some of its decorative extremities in a night-time attack in January .

Within a year and a half, in May , the structure was ceremoniously executed

and levelled to the ground.

This chapter examines the furore surrounding the final days of Cheapside

Cross. Its main purpose is to show how an agitated popular press brought life

and death to an inanimate historical monument, until the structure was

reduced to rubble. It follows the invective launched against the Cross, com-

mentary on its condition, and arguments used in its defence, to situate Cheap-

side Cross in the turbulent discourse of the early s. Protestant enthusiasts

urged the downfall of this Dagon as a work of godly cleansing; but more 

moderate and traditional minds saw the martyrdom of Cheapside Cross as the



consequence of blindness, zealotry, and folly. Authors and audiences ranged

themselves on every side of the issue, projecting their own opinions and lam-

basting those of their opponents. The Cross, one author claimed, was a ‘stalking

horse’ for the malice of the multitude.2 It was also a laughing-stock, a topic for

humour, a source of amusement in times of darkness and distraction. While

zealous brothers egged their readers on to remove the idol in their midst, cava-

lier satirists treated the matter more lightly with wry amusement and hostile

wit.

Pamphleteers repeatedly wrote of the Cross as a sentient being, as if it had a

voice and social identity of its own. According to the needs of their polemic

they reconstructed the Cross as a heathen idol, a popish monument, a foolish

Catholic, and a sturdy citizen. Commonly, in satirical and polemical discourse

of the revolutionary era, the Cross was gendered as female and tied to the

‘womanish’ faith of Roman Catholicism. Attacks on Cheapside Cross therefore

had elements of a sexual assault, made legitimate because the victim repre-

sented the Whore of Rome or the Whore of Babylon. The Cross could also be

male or androgynous, depending on the needs of the writer, addressed as

‘sister’ in one pamphlet, ‘Jasper’ in another, even rendered phallic in a third.

Cheapside Cross dominated the commercial centre of pre-civil war London.

Generations of citizens had enjoyed its presence and contributed to the cost of

its maintenance. For more than three hundred years market-goers conducted

their business in the shadow of the Cross and gathered near by for civic and

regal spectacles. The Cross was a well-known landmark, a familiar companion

to the capital’s ceremony and commerce. It was one of the places where mon-

archs were proclaimed and where malefactors were punished. Royal entries

and mayoral processions passed by the Cross or paused there for speeches and

entertainment. The shaven cat that mocked the Marian bishops was hung on

the gallows at Cheapside Cross ensuring maximum attention.3 It was one of the

places where William Prynne was pilloried, the site where he lost one of his

ears. Heretical books had been burned there in the sixteenth century, seditious

books in the seventeenth. The Elizabethan preacher Edward Dering identified

the Cross as ‘a gorgeous idol, a fit stake’ for burning godless and licentious

books.4 It marked a nodal point in the symbolic geography of the city, associ-

ated with the majesty as well as the ferocity of the state. The depiction of

Cheapside Cross in contemporary illustrations of state occasions testifies to its

significance in affairs of the kingdom as well as those of the metropolis. As a

monument of medieval piety it survived the Reformation with civic, public,

royal, religious, and historical connotations.

Originally erected at the end of the thirteenth century, one of the so-called
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Eleanor crosses commemorating the wife of Edward I, Cheapside Cross had

ancientry on its side. It was substantially rebuilt in the reign of Henry VI, and

was several times remodelled or refurbished before the seventeenth century.

Several of the pamphlets describing attacks on the Cross in the early s cited

earlier occasions when governments had contributed to its beautification.

Edification preceded destruction; the Cross had to be set up before it could be

pulled down.

In its Tudor splendour, Cheapside Cross rose twelve yards high in three tiers

of stone, with niches and ornaments representing the Virgin and child and

other religious figures. It was surmounted by a large gilded cross and a dove

representing the Holy Ghost. The ensemble was renovated for Henry VII in

, regilded for Henry VIII in  and for his new queen in , refurbished

for Queen Mary in , and again regilded in  in preparation for the arrival

of King Philip. In that year, in response to anti-Spanish and anti-Catholic 

violence, the city authorities paid for ‘a handsome pale to be made about 

the cross . . . for the defence thereof ’. By the accession of Queen Elizabeth 

the threat appeared to have subsided and in  the protective fence was

removed.

On Midsummer night,  June , the Cross suffered one of its periodic

attacks. ‘Certain young men, drawing ropes thwart the street, on both sides 

the Cross in Cheap, to stop the passage, did then fasten ropes about the 

lowest images of the said Cross, attempting by force to have plucked them

down; which when they could not do, they plucked the picture of Christ 

out of his mother’s lap, whereon he sat, and otherwise defaced her and the

other images by striking off their arms.’5 A later pamphlet imagines the Cross

remembering this assault: ‘my lower statues were in the night with ropes pulled

and rent down, as the resurrection of Christ, the image of the Virgin Mary,

Edward the confessor, and the rest’.6 The perpetrators were never identified,

despite the offer of forty crowns by way of reward. The attack could have been 

a case of urban vandalism or youthful folly, an outbreak of midsummer

madness. But the specific targetting of sensitive religious imagery and the 

elaborate engineering with ropes suggests the work of determined Protestant

iconoclasts.

The Cross needed substantial repair in , and further work in . The

Lord Mayor inquired of the Council to know the queen’s pleasure, after some

‘light persons’ had defaced the statuary and pilfered what lead they could reach.

It was perhaps in response to this exchange that the controversial figure of the

Virgin Mary, which had suffered repeated assaults, was replaced by the classical

goddess Diana, with water from the Thames ‘prilling through her naked

breasts’.7 The structure was adapted to serve as a public fountain, and its sculp-
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ture made reference to the virgin queen Elizabeth who was herself sometimes

likened to the celibate goddess of the chase.

The Cross was remodelled again in  and . The rotted wooden cross

at the top was renewed, but not without argument. The figure of the Virgin

Mary was restored, and the statues of apostles, kings, and bishops were

beautified with new coats of lead and gilt. The whole ensemble was now ringed

with railings, to separate it from the press of commerce and to protect it from

would-be attackers.8 Some godly citizens argued at this time that the whole

Cross should be demolished rather than restored, claiming that its removal

would leave more room for traffic as well as less temptation to superstition. The
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universities were asked for advice and George Abbot, vice-chancellor of Oxford

(later archbishop of Canterbury), prepared an extensive consultant’s report,

which was reprinted amidst renewed interest in the Cross in .

Abbot recommended that Cheapside Cross should remain, but that it should

be purged of its most offensive imagery. He was particularly opposed to ‘the

image of the Dove for the Holy Ghost’, which he held to be ‘one of the highest

points of popery’. Abbot was less sure that the surmounting cross or ‘crucifix’

was unlawful, but because it attracted ‘adoration and worship’ and induced 

the ignorant to credulity and superstition, he warranted the magistrates ‘to

remove it away’. These ornaments, he concluded, had no place in a reformed

Church, ‘lest we should seem to persist in that palpable darkness of Egypt’.

It seems odd then, in light of the Egyptian reference, that Abbot should 

recommend that the authorities erect a pyramid in place of the crucifix,

in hope that in time people would cease to refer to the monument as ‘the 

Cross in Cheap’.9 Abbot was adamantly opposed to anyone acting ‘rashly nor

tumultuously’ on their own against the Cross. Only the magistrates were

empowered ‘to redress such enormities’. If anyone was ‘to rend, break and 

tear’ they were to do it ‘decently and in order’ with ‘the advice and consent of

superior powers’. It was work for a Hezekiah, not for midnight hammer-men or

unruly mobs.10

Abbot’s report was largely ignored, not least because the queen herself and

Bishop Bancroft of London cherished it as ‘an ancient ensign of Christianity’.

Within two weeks of the completion of the restoration in January  some-

body attacked it again, once more defacing the statue of the Virgin Mary, pluck-

ing off her crown, and stabbing her image in the breast. The Cross continued to

attract opposition as well as approbation, but Abbot himself later moderated

his opinion, judiciously praising Bancroft’s restoration of the Cross just before

he became archbishop in .11

Cheapside Cross remained as an ornament of the city under the early

Stuarts, although zealous reformers still took offence at its gilded cross and

figures of saints and pilgrims. It was ‘marvellously beautified and adorned

against the coming in of King James’ in , regilded for the Lord Mayor’s pro-

cession in , and periodically maintained and re-edified under Charles I. In

 Sir Robert Harley supported a motion in parliament to pull down Cheap-

side Cross ‘for fear of idolatry’,12 but city officials instead commissioned a new

iron grate ‘for the better preservation of the same’, which was installed the 

following year.13 A ballad appeared about this time to celebrate the ‘shining

beauty’ of the city’s regilded gem, comparing it favourably to the deteriorated

Charing Cross.14

By the time of the Long Parliament Cheapside Cross was an ancient monu-

ment, its gilding somewhat darkened by soot15 but otherwise none the worse
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for its long history of wounds and scars. Most people accepted it as part of the

urban environment, though a few critics grumbled that the Cross was a traffic

hazard, an ‘encumbrance of the street and hindering of carts and carriages’.16

Writing from London in the year of its final fall, the Venetian ambassador

described Cheapside Cross as ‘a most beautiful pyramidal cross surrounded

with figures of saints of exquisite workmanship’. It was, he continued,‘the most

conspicuous ornament of the principal street of this city’. ‘It was ever held a

graceful fabric to London, till of late years’, remarked another commentator in

 who was sad to see it disappear.17

The principal case against Cheapside Cross was that it remained as a relic of

the old religion. Although shrines and other traditional devotional attractions

had been desecrated or removed under godly reformist monarchs, Cheapside

Cross remained as an insult and irritant to the iconophobic culture of Protes-

tant England. Roman Catholics, traditionalists, and people of superstitious

inclination continued to pay devotional respect to the Cross, as they might to

any altar or figure of a saint. When the Jesuit Edmund Campion was captured

in  he was taken through London to the Tower, tied to his horse ‘with a sign

in large letters reading “Campion the seditious Jesuit” stuck in his hat, but he

still managed a deep bow to the Cross in Cheapside’.18 This act of defiance

further identified the Cross as a popish symbol and it was cited from time 

to time in arguments for removing the religious imagery from the cross or 

for demolishing it altogether. The Lord Mayor’s letter of  reported that

‘strangers and other superstitious people . . . passing by the Cross . . . daily

give idolatrous worship thereunto . . . to the offence of God, and to the con-

tempt of the laws and orders of the church’.19

Abbot’s report in  recalled Campion’s gesture of twenty years earlier, and

identified the Cross as a magnet for devotees of the old religion. ‘The Cross in

Cheapside hath many in the twilight and morning early which do reverence

before it,’ observed the vice-chancellor, and women in particular, the weaker

sex, were attracted to ‘adoration and worship’ before its enticing images.20 ‘This

outward and material sign of the cross hath been and is abused to idolatry and

superstition,’ wrote a group of Abbot’s Oxford colleagues. A Jacobean preacher

warned a few years later that the Cross was ‘a snare unto the ignorant people’

and an idol for those ‘popishly affected amongst us’.21 Tales of popular popish

devotion in the face of Cheapside Cross became standard fare in pamphlets

hostile to the monument, although actual evidence of such behaviour was hard

to find.

Strict Protestants were scandalized again in the reign of Charles I when

people were seen surreptitiously nodding to the cross and making other covert

gestures of Catholic devotion in its direction. Pamphleteers of the early s

claimed that it was common knowledge that papists approached the Cross 
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with their ‘daily adorations’22 and that foolish people were drawn there to

‘commit spiritual fornication . . . with the said idol’.23 ‘Men and women both

have been observed to bow there, and to patter out we known not what,

nor themselves neither,’ remarked one publication.24 Another claimed more

specifically that ‘sundry sorts of people have by three o’clock in the morning

come barefoot to the Cross, and have kneeled down, and said something to

themselves, crossed their forehead and their breast, and so risen and making

obeisance went away . . . Likewise that hundreds of people have been publicly

seen, and in the midst of the day, bend their bodies to it, and put off their hats 

to it, and cross themselves’. The ‘honest, ancient and good inhabitants’ of

Cheapside who supplied this information also said that people on horseback

and passengers in coaches had doffed their hats ‘and done reverence to it.’

Popish fanatics were said to be plotting to ‘make all England of that religion . . .

to pray for and towards Cheapside Cross’.25 The Cross was therefore denounced

as an idol in the midst of the city and as a stimulus to Roman Catholicism.

Interest in the Cross rose with every wave of anti-popery that swept across

Protestant England, and claims of Catholic devotion in its presence were cited

as evidence of the popish threat. It was hardly surprising that the Cross should

become a target for iconoclasm when it suffered such a barrage of hostility and

abuse.

Following the common post-Reformation convention of attaching Old 

Testament names to contemporary issues and figures, critics of Cheapside

Cross used familiar biblical references to call for its suppression. George Abbot

had likened some of the ornaments at Cheapside to the ‘brazen serpent’ of the

Israelites, and urged the Elizabethan authorities to adopt the iconoclastic role

of Hezekiah. Others reminded readers of the unhappy example of Gideon,

whose people lost God’s favour when they worshipped before the Ephod.

The Cross was described as Baal’s image or as Dagon, the filthy god of the

Philistines. It was the whore of Rome or the whore of Antichrist and one of

the abominations of Babylon. It was, wrote one inspired commentator, like

Priapus, ‘a filthy god indeed’. Puritans agreed that the Cross was dangerous and

offensive, like the ‘accursed thing’ retained by the Israelite Achan. As a perma-

nent structure erected against heaven it was worse than the seasonal maypoles.

As a popish monument in the heart of the City it was ‘a trap and a snare . . . to

God’s own people’.26

John Archer, who preached against the Cross in , regarded it as ‘one of

the special plague tokens of God’s anger’, like ‘images of Baal’ and other strange

gods. England would surely suffer for building it up rather than pulling it

down. ‘Witness the Cross in Cheapside, that is lately beautified by you: I am

troubled to think how God expressly hath been provoked, and wrath I fear will
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be poured out upon you.’ The presence of the Cross was a betrayal of the

covenant and a mockery of the Reformation; its restoration encouraged papists

to hope for the return of Roman Catholicism. ‘Oh, this Cross is one of the

jewels of the whore of Rome, and is left and kept here as a love token, and gives

them hope, one day, that they shall enjoy it and us again.’27

By , by all accounts, the Cross had more enemies than friends. Henry

Burton preached before parliament in June  and called on the members to

‘cast down all these abominations’ and to ‘begin with the golden idol in Cheap-

side’.28 Mock sermons in popular pamphlets echoed the refrain. In The Brown-
ists Conventicle of July  the preacher, ‘a learned felt-maker’, associates the
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Cross with the superstitions, ceremonies, traditions, and hierarchy of the

Church of England. ‘My dear brethren,’ he warns, ‘there is another cross which

stands in our way, and it is an eyesore to our uprightness: that gilded, idolatrous

cross in Cheapside, which so many adore and reverence when they pass by it.’29

In another mock sermon of , allegedly delivered to an Adamite congrega-

tion in Marylebone park, the preacher, ‘a grave weaver’, declaims: ‘I will proph-

ecy the destruction of these crosses. Thou, cross in Cheapside, shall be deprived

of thy head, for thou art a traitor. Thou art like the image that Nebuchadnezzar

set up, thou hast a head of gold. Thy bars about thee shall not defend thee, thou

shalt down, and the idols which thou bearest about thee shall down also. Thou

shalt be like thy idolatrous sister in the Strand [Charing Cross], then shalt be

robbed of thy riches, have thy head cut off, and be made a by-word to the

brethren’.30 Nor were the iconoclasts immune from reckoning the material

value of the Cross in baubles, stone, and metal. One commentator remarked

‘that there are certain men amongst them who, under presence of zeal, weigh

not altogether so much the idolatry of the form as the ponderous substance of

the lead’.31

By common conceit the Cross was personified, with the weakness of a

woman, ears to listen, parts to suffer pain, a dignity to be dishonoured, and

wealth to be dispossessed. Her trappings and baubles were likened to the

corrupt allurements of a popish temptress, to be shunned if they could not be

stripped. The pamphlets also gave the Cross a voice, enabling her to participate,

satirically, in discussions about her destruction. ‘I am accused for a papist, and

not thought fit to have an abiding in the heart of the city. I am called and

preached against by the name of the city idol. The Brownists spit at me as they

come along, the Familists hide their eyes with their fingers, the Anabaptist

wishes me knocked into a thousand pieces, the sisters of the fraternity will not

come near me, but go about by Watling Street and come in again by Bow Lane

to buy their markets of the country women.’ Indeed, ‘so extremely they hate 

the Cross, that they abhor everything that maketh a show or carrieth but the

resemblance of a cross.’32

The target of most of these pamphlets was not directly Cheapside Cross 

itself but rather the radical schismatics who made such a fuss about her.

Satirists played on the puritan obsession with crosses, pushing their aversion to

such extremes that ‘the very name of cross ought utterly to be abolished’.

Some writers imagined an absurd form of puritan correctness, whereby ‘a

country tailor [must] be said to sit [not] cross legged but Andrew-wise. A cross

bow must be termed a venison or pasty bow, nor ought you say I will cross 

the street, but overthwart it.’33 They advised zealous brothers to ‘carry no 

coin about you’ for money was marked by the sign of a cross; ‘let not your 
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children be instructed in the horn-book, because of the first character’, the

Christ cross row. Street names and personal names with ‘cross’ in them would

all have to be changed, and much misogynist fun was had with the notion 

of ‘cross wives’ and women sitting ‘cross legged’.34 Those who denigrated 

the cross in this way were therefore enemies to prosperity and literacy and

domestic discipline. ‘Roundheads’, declared one humorous writer of late ,

‘cannot endure to see a cross, but will start and run back from it. Alas, they love

good coin both in gold and silver, though the impression and figure of a cross

be stamped thereon.’35 Another cursed the covetous hypocrisy of the sectarian

artisans: ‘They that hate crosses, may they have worse, / And never have a cross

in their purse.’36

London awoke on the morning of  January  to find Cheapside Cross

‘abused and defaced’ with various parts missing. The monument had suffered

another ‘notable indignity’ and some of its figures had lost their extremities.

Crowds gathered and jostled in Cheapside to view the damage and ‘a man

could not pass that way but he must declare himself, whether for the Cross or

against it’.37 The popular press added to the commotion by quickly producing a

printed commentary. Some puritans compared the indignity done to the in-

animate statuary at Cheapside to the human suffering of Burton, Bastwick, and

Prynne. How foolish to exhibit ‘mercy and brotherly compassion towards

stocks and stones’, wrote one sympathizer, when godly men who were ‘living

images’ had so recently suffered. The author of The Crosses Case in Cheapside
contrasted the authorities’ concern for the defaced London monument to their

former indifference to the mutilation of the puritan martyrs.38 Prynne himself

would have savoured the irony of this latest reversal. Samuel Loveday registered

the lamentation of conformists at the statue’s loss of its nose and other

members but, he remarked, ‘such lamentation was not heard when good men

lost their ears’.39

If the aim of the iconoclasts was to refocus attention upon the Cross and to

stimulate debate that might lead to its removal, they were entirely successful.

Sir John Coke reported from London on  January, ‘there is a great schism

amongst the apprentices concerning the Cross in Cheap, whether it should be

pulled down; it is often in danger and some hurt is done upon it’.40 The attack

set off a new round of pamphleteering, with conservatives berating the vandal-

ism and ridiculing the separatists whom they blamed for the work, and radicals

applauding the deed and calling for the job of demolition to be finished. Wits

could not resist comparing the damage to the nose on a popish figure to the

scars of an advanced syphilitic, suggesting, ‘That Babel’s whore looks as she’d

got the pox, | Then woe to him that next takes up her smock.’41 There was sym-
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pathy as well as scorn for the iconoclast, said to be a cooper, who received a

‘deadly wound’ when he ‘fell upon the iron pikes standing about the Cross’ in

the course of removing some of its statuary.42

The capital was profoundly agitated at this time, with rumours of rebellion

and war following the king’s departure from London. Parliament’s popular

supporters, now known as ‘prick-ears’ or ‘Roundheads’, dominated debate in

the streets. For ‘the rabble rout’ of ‘vox populi’ Cheapside Cross was an easily

identified enemy.43 Their cry was ‘down with crosses, down with bishops, down

with idolatry’, claimed one observer, who feared that ‘those that will abuse

Christ in his picture would do the like, I believe, if he were here in the flesh’.44

Another satiric pamphlet has the extremists calling for the complete destruc-

tion of ‘the enigmatical emblem of impiety’ represented by the Cross in Cheap-

side. It was now their resolve, the author suggested, to ‘perfect these our zealous

beginnings in the confusion thereof, not only detracting arms and legs of the

superstitious bodies, but also making it level with the ground’.45 The Cavaliers’

contribution, at least in hostile satire, was a willingness to ravish the gold-

smiths’ wives ‘at the Cross, or against the Cross, until we are ready to throw

down the Cross with rumbling their wives against it’.46

The official response to the vandalism, and to renewed public interest in

Cheapside Cross, was to mount a guard, with a captain and soldiers to watch it

by night. However much London’s civic leaders might share puritan senti-

ments, their highest commitment was to maintain public order. It was as if the

Cross was terminally ill, and needed to be attended like a patient who was

dying. ‘The poor Cross in Cheapside is so sick, as it is nightly watched withal by

the trained bands of this city,’ wrote Robert Fox in February .47 Radicals dis-

missed these official protectors of the Cross as ‘Baal’s friends’ who thwarted the

necessary work of the Lord.48

Several pamphlets suggested that the attackers of Cheapside Cross would

have gone further if they had more time or if they had not been disturbed by

the watch. One of John Taylor’s pamphlets mockingly champions a workman, a

brewer’s clerk, who ‘courageously attempted the downfall’ of the Cross, and ‘if

he had been but valiantly seconded he would have laid it level with the pave-

ment’. Despite their midnight exertions, ‘the Cross stands to battle and brave

us’. Taylor’s artisan iconoclast concludes, with wordy bluster, ‘if I cannot have it

overthrown, demolished, cast down, razed, confounded, overturned, defaced,

delapidated, destroyed, laid waste, ruinated, subverted, or call it what you will,

so it be taken away and the lead melted into bullets to kill Irish rebels, I say if I

cannot have it so, I will wish it so.’49 Taylor’s own views appear in the accom-

panying poem:
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Now my opinion of the cross is this,

It is amiss to such as make’t amiss

. . . . . . .

Knaves may deface it, fools may worship it,

All which may be for want of grace or wit.

To those that wronged the Cross this is my curse,

They never may have crosses in their purse.50

Other writers worked to vocalize The Dolefull Lamentation of Cheap-side
Crosse in an England ‘sick of the staggers’ (a farmyard falling sickness). Here the

masculine ‘Jasper Cross’complains of being ‘assaulted and battered in the king’s

highway by many violent and insolent-minded people, or rather ill-affected

brethren; and whether they were in their height of zeal or else overcome with

passion, or new wine lately come from New England, I cannot yet be resolved’.

The perpetrators are assumed to be Brownists, separatists, or radical Indepen-

dents from the extremist wing of the puritan movement, contaminated by

returners from the colonies. They behaved, lamented Jasper, like ‘a mad and

giddy headed multitude,who were gathered together to wrong my antiquity and

ancient renowned name’. Jasper Cross loses more than his dignity, for the icono-

clasts ‘steal from me here a leg, there a head, here an arm, and there a nose’. His

lamentation ends with a prophecy that was remarkably prescient:‘I will tell you,

my cross brethren . . . I am but your stocking [i.e. stalking] horse,and colour for

your future malice; your rage will not cease though you should pull me down

and make me level with the ground . . . If you be suffered to pull down all things

that are across you will dare to pull a magistrate of his horse because he rides

across his horseback.’51 Who could tell where iconoclastic folly would end?

The Dolefull Lamentation precipitated a response from Samuel Loveday, a

budding baptist, who solemnly listed ‘reasons why we desire the extirpation’ of

Cheapside Cross. It was, he said, ‘a monument of idolatry . . . and may be com-

pared to Dagon, spoken of in I Samuel ’. It was a popish ornament, fitter for

Rome than for London, ‘a graven image’ that risked ‘the wrath of God’. Above

all, for forward Protestants, it was as ‘thorns in our consciences’ and will ‘scan-

dalize our pure profession of religion’. The Cross should come down, Loveday

concluded, but only through parliamentary authority. The work of extirpation

might be that of the Lord but its execution belonged to the magistrate.52

Just as The Dolefull Lamentation saw England ‘sick of the staggers’, so the

Answer to the Lamentation imagines the Cross itself as afflicted with a terminal

ailment.Addressed to those who would like to keep the Cross alive,‘the doctor’s

judgement’ is one of many lampoons investing the structure with human char-

acteristics. It sits uneasily with Samuel Loveday’s baptist solemnities, with
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which it is printed, reminding us not to look too hard for tonal or ideological

coherence in the popular publications of the s. ‘The doctor’s judgement’

mimics contemporary medical practice while mocking conservative concern

for the health of Cheapside Cross:

The aforesaid Jasper having suffered much by loss of his members from his body, your

delays of relief have proved very prejudicial to his health; for being, as I suppose, put

into a heat by that sudden encounter, and then being exposed to the violence of the

weather, and a cold piercing his body through the open pores, and not bleeding cur-

rently, I fear it festers inwardly, whereby many radical humours are congealed therein,

that in respect of his age, his disease (occasioned by their delays and obnoxions) will

prove very desperately uncurable, without one medicine can be procured to apply to

him, and that is a parliamentary plaster, as a preservative of his life.You do well to watch

with him and pray to him, and comfort him as well as you can. Only use such medicines

as may preserve his present life; for as yet the obstructions cannot be removed. If you

please, you may give him a vomit, and apply a plaster to his sores.53

Several pamphleteers imagined that the Cross had suffered ‘a mortal wound’

that would lead to its burial and funeral. Bishops, Jesuits, Papists, and Cavaliers

were imaginatively grouped as mourners, alongside countrymen crying ‘away

with the idol, down with popery, popish prelates, ceremonies, and all idolatry’,

in hope that its removal would bring them prosperity.54 One publication fea-

tured ‘the last will and testament of Cheapside Cross’, bequeathing its popish

accoutrements to Catholic co-religionists, and embracing the archbishops of

Canterbury and York within this fold by appointing them as executors.55

A somewhat gloating publication of , whose author may actually have

been involved in the January assault, applauded the iconoclasts who ‘wrenched

off a leg and part of a thigh from that image they presumptuously call Christ,

plucked away the pope’s mitre, disarmed his cardinal, cracked the queen

mother’s crown, took away the half [of a saint] and most shamefully defaced a

fifth, for its nose is gone’. The Crosses Case in Cheapside acknowledged that by

civil standards the attack was a crime, but it appealed to higher standards such

as fulfilling the will of God and anticipating the necessary work of the state.

‘The person that plucked off the leaden leg and part of the thigh from the image

did very well. And if the magistrate now shall break down all the images and

defile their coverings, so destroying them out of Israel, he shall do better.’ The

Cross must come down because ‘it is an offence and grief of heart to the strong

Christian, a stumbling block to the weak, and a very downfall to the stubborn

and wilful’. The standard puritan charge that the Cross was an idol, ‘Baal’s

image’, an offence to God, and an impediment to the reformation of religion

had extra weight as England descended into the confusion of war.56
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On  April  Parliament appointed Sir Robert Harley, a long-time enemy of

Cheapside Cross, to chair a Commons committee to supervise the destruction

of offensive religious images in the metropolitan area. He met immediately

with the city authorities, and three days later, on  April , the London

Court of Aldermen gave order ‘for the demolishing and pulling down of the

Cross in Cheapside, in regard of the idolatrous and superstitious figures there-

about set and fixed’.57 Most sources agree that the initiative came from the City

rather than from Westminster, although a royalist newsletter claims that the

House of Commons chose ‘rather to act the business by their hands than

appear in it themselves’. There was clearly collusion between them. ‘Parliament

has permitted the people to demolish [Cheapside Cross] from its foundations,’

reported the Venetian ambassador.58 The Lord Mayor at this time was the

radical Isaac Pennington (later a regicide) who put an end to three and a half

centuries of custodianship. The volte-face in the City, turning from protecting

the Cross to destroying it, was comparable to the action of parish authorities

who changed from cherishing to eradicating such religious equipment as rood

screens and altar rails. Conservative presbyterians could take some satisfaction

that the work was done by the magistrates rather than by the mob.

Political, religious, and military factors combined in this final downfall 

of the Cross in the maypole season of . The Venetian ambassador thought

that the parliamentarians were made ‘insolent’ by such recent military success-

es as the taking of Reading ( April) and that this emboldened them to pull

down the Cross.59 Others in the parliamentary camp regarded the Cross as an

impediment to victory, and hoped that its downfall would bring about a flow 

of blessings. Harley and Pennington seem to have been engaged in an act of

assuagement and propitiation, a kind of sacrificial cleansing with elements 

of godly conjuration. If that action appears ironically superstitious, like casting

out ‘the accursed thing’ that compromised the covenant, it seems to have won

God’s attention. The presbyterian chronicler John Vicars attributed Parlia-

ment’s ‘wonderful and extraordinary good success’ on the battlefield to God’s

pleasure at their recent iconoclastic action. ‘The great success the Parliament’s

forces had’ at Leeds, Blackburn, Dorchester, and Reading, and the military 

triumphs of Sir William Waller in Hereford and Sergeant Major Chudley in

Devon followed ‘immediately after that vote against Somerset House [residence
of the queen and her Capuchin friars] and Cheapside Cross’. The destruction of

popish images, avowed Vicars, was ‘a work most noble and much conducing to

the high honour of God, and great comfort of all good men’.60

The Cross began its fall on the morning of Tuesday,  May. The day was

‘calm, clear and fair’, wrote the Cavalier diarist Sir Humphrey Mildmay, when

‘the Cross in Cheape [was] taken down by the Jews [his derisive term for the
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puritans], the town in much disorder’.61 The soldiers who had been guarding

the cross against the attentions of iconoclasts since January  now had to

guard the demolition crew from harassment by defenders of the Cross who

insisted ‘they would rather lose their lives than it should down’.62 The Venetian

ambassador reported that the work took three days, ‘always with the presence

of a company of horse to prevent riots, and with a great crowd of people, the

majority blessing the deed but others, although of the same religion, detesting

and deploring it’. Four companies of the London Trained Bands drew up ‘to

guard and defend’ the demolition crew and to safeguard the valuable materials

they brought down.63 Several commentators remarked on the irony that the

almanac showed  May as ‘inventio crucis’ (invention of the cross, commem-

orating the discovery of the true cross by St Helena) on the very day when in

London the celebrated Cross was coming down.64 It was also a day of ironic

inversion, with the destruction of Dagon a festive alternative to the setting up

of maypoles that were now forbidden by the puritan regime.

John Vicars’s delight in the stripping and destruction of the Cross—‘that
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mirror and amazement of abominable and shameful idolatry’—was almost

uncontrollable.

The gorgeously gilt leaden coat of Cheapside Cross was plucked over its ears, and its

accursed carcass also piecemeal tumbled down to the ground . . . Many thousands of

people . . . came to see (and, no doubt, some popish sots to bewail) the fatal fall of that

whore. Yea, and the work was both guarded and solemnized with brave bands of sol-

diers sounding their trumpets and shooting off their pieces, as well as shouting out with

their voices, and echoing out their joyful acclamations at the happy downfall of

Antichrist in England . . . Nor was this abominable idol, thus brought to her death or

destruction, left without a funeral solemnity; for upon the Friday following at night a

great fire was made in Cheapside, just where the Cross stood, whereinto the leaden

gods, saints and popes were cast, and there melted, to make bullets yet further to bang

and beat down the living idols or idolators of Rome.

The bells rang, the bonfires burned, the waits sang, trumpets sounded, drums

banged, guns saluted, ‘together with most jocund and joyful acclamations of

mens’ voices’, as London celebrated the ‘funeral’ of Cheapside Cross. Thus

ended the days of ‘the most famous, or rather infamous, monument of super-

stition in the Christian world’.65 To emphasize the symbolic transformation 

and cleansing, the Book of Sports—‘that most mischievous and abominably

profane and pernicious book’ which had permitted such abominations as may-

poles—was burned ‘by the common hangman . . . in the very place where the

Romish Cross in Cheapside formerly stood’.66

For Vicars the Cross had female, bestial, and even diabolical characteristics.

Other writers continued the conceit that Cheapside Cross had been a sentient

being with a social identity, brought down by ‘error and schism’. ‘Jasper Cross’

had suffered sickness, died, and was given a memorial funeral. Like any citizen

of substance, he made his will and distributed his legacies, and his executors

inventoried his goods and wrote his epitaph. Awaiting his end, the Cross feels

‘sick at heart’ and laments pathetically, ‘I shall never see the end of the merry

month of May.’ On the morning when his major ornaments were removed, he

looked ‘like a skeleton or an anatomy of his body or corpse by ten or eleven

o’clock at noon’.67 For wits less concerned than Vicars to justify the righteous-

ness of parliament, the events of May provided opportunities for satire, for

lessons in history, and observations on contemporary manners.

The mock testament of ‘Jasper Cross his last will’ dwells on the material

worth of the structure and the new uses to which its components could be put.

The gold will go to the highest bidder, the lead will provide bullets or plumbers’

fittings, the iron to make swords, and so on. One curious bequest seems to

promise a kind of resurrection: ‘I give my body and stones to those masons and

workmen that cannot tell how to frame the like again, to keep by them for a
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pattern; for in time there will be more crosses in London than ever there was

yet.’ This seems to presage the revival of Roman Catholicism, but it also proph-

esies the vengeance awaiting when the king regains his capital from the par-

liamentary rebels. In a bitter farewell, in the form of an epitaph, the Cross

chastises the people as being ‘like stone to all goodness’, and forecasts the con-

tinuance of ‘cross tricks, cross ways, and cross vanities’.68

‘Must I then down?’ asks a plaintive Cheapside Cross in a royalist verse of

May . The broadsheet contrasts the innocence of the Cross with the lawless

rebellion of the zealous ‘prick-ears’ and covetous Roundheads who sought its

destruction.

They will divide my coat, my flesh, my bones,

They’ll share the gold, and give their wives the stones.

They say they’ll pluck the tower of Babel down,

All things go right when there’s no Cross ith’ town.

And in a typical barb against the puritans it adds:

They’ll have no common prayer, but do abhor

All that is common, but a common whore69

‘What hast thou done, poor Cross, that this hard doom is laid upon thee?’

enquired another ballad pamphlet of . The answer, in the voice of a cava-

lier, was that revolutionary London was controlled by greedy fanatics, who

would themselves suffer in due course.

For now they keep the whole City in awe,

With wrong-expounded and misconstrued law

. . . . . . . .

May they lead lives so crossed with grief and care,

That, at the last, may bring them to despair

. . . . . . . .

And may they still be crossed and crossed again,

May crosses mixed with losses be their pain

. . . . . . . .

And to conclude, may they all lead cross lives,

Nay, which is worse, be troubled with cross wives.70

As an object of veneration as well as a target of derision, the Cross braved

generations of controversy to participate in the religious and ceremonial

drama of the city. Now it was down and dismembered, its fate matching that of

the body politic itself. Cheapside Cross was not restored at the Restoration, and

appears to have faded from memory. Iconoclastic agitators of the later seven-

teenth century would have to find targets elsewhere.
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 was the year when the world first turned upside down,1 and the year when

the Adamites supposedly took off their clothes. The unravelling of the kingship

of Charles I, the undermining of magistracy and episcopacy, the collapse of

press censorship, and the emergence of a radicalized artisan underclass, pro-

duced in  a whirlwind of cultural and political confusion. Among its many

by-products was the obscure and disturbing phenomenon of the Adamites.

Identified as a sect of revolutionary naked fundamentalists, the Adamites were

bewildering, frightening, or ridiculous, depending on one’s point of view.

Whether they emerged from the radical underground as daring experimental

antinomians, or belonged instead to a literary tradition of burlesque and

grotesque, is one of the concerns of this chapter.

The Adamites appeared amidst the explosion of sectarian enthusiasm fol-

lowing the assault on the Church of England and the crippling of the Caroline

regime. Episcopal authority had collapsed by the summer of , and paro-

chial discipline was in shreds. Anyone could gather an audience and call it a

congregation, and any congregation could deem itself a church. Conservatives

complained bitterly that button-makers and other common tradesmen were

proclaiming from pulpits and in private assemblies, and even women were

daring to preach.2 This was a remarkably fertile moment for religious enthu-

siasm and experimentation, and for the proliferation of heresies old and new,

as deference and decorum disappeared.

Our knowledge of the Adamites is largely confined to printed pamphlets and

tracts of the s and s. We know them as a textual phenomenon rather

than a social movement. They featured in a spate of publications in , and

were mentioned from time to time in the revolutionary decades that followed.

Sometimes they were cited as deluded extremists, at other times as little more

than a joke. The Adamites came in at number nine in A Discovery of  Sects
here in London, which the book-collector George Thomason acquired in Sep-

tember , and no comprehensive catalogue of heresies or sects would subse-

quently leave them out. Some of these lists were illustrated, imprinting the

image of the naked Adamite alongside that of the Seeker, the Familist, the Anti-

Scriptarian, and many others.3



Historians have occasionally taken notice of the Adamites, alongside other

fringe phenomena of the s, but few have paused to ponder their signifi-

cance. I have not found a single extended discussion of the Adamites in schol-

arly books or articles, and rarely more than a paragraph or passing reference in

studies of the revolutionary era. Christopher Hill’s classic The World Turned
Upside Down gives them less than a complete sentence, while McGregor and

Reay’s collection on Radical Religion in the English Revolution makes no

mention of the Adamites at all.4 Historiographically, the Adamites are almost

invisible, as if previous scholars have judged them too marginal or spurious for

any mainstream account of the revolution. They were not, like Anabaptists 

or Quakers, the founders of modern religious denominations, nor, like the

Ranters, the ancestors (or pseudo-ancestors) of left-wing antinomianism.5

They had no spokesmen, no martyrs. As far as most accounts of the period are

concerned, they might as well never have existed.

This chapter is an attempt to bring the Adamites into historical focus. But it

is not simply concerned to resuscitate an obscure and neglected sect. My prin-

cipal purpose is to explore the margins of early modern society and religion,

and to use accounts of the Adamite phenomenon to illuminate other dark

corners of the past. This will involve an excursion into the discourse on apparel,
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as well as brief discussions of medieval heresies and the more familiar Ranters

and Quakers of revolutionary England.

Who were the Adamites, what did they believe, and how were they said to

conduct themselves? What was their relationship to earlier heresies, to sec-

tarian extremism, libertinism and Familism, and to the visionary practice,

employed by some prophets, of ‘going naked as a sign’? In light of the recent

historiographical battle over the Ranters, as to whether that antinomian col-

lective ever existed, should we treat the Adamites as a literary or discursive 

phenomenon or as a hidden revolutionary sect? Were there really practising

religious nudists in pre-civil war London, or were the Adamites simply the

product of prurient or fevered imaginations? Is there a story behind the story,

and how do we sift out paranoid invention from hostile reporting? The key

question, I will suggest, is not whether Ranters or Adamites really existed, but

what the discourse in which they feature tells us about contemporary attitudes

and alarms.

Since a fundamental feature of the Adamites was their rejection of clothing it

may be helpful to consider how nakedness and apparel were treated in more

reputable contemporary sources.

There were three interwoven discussions about clothing in early modern

England. The first took account of the origins of apparel and its place in God’s

plan. The second focused on the function of clothing, explaining its value,

purpose, and utility for ornament and protection. The third, and most viru-

lent, addressed the abuse of apparel and the vanity, pride, and sinfulness of

garments that were excessive, luxurious, or inappropriate. These discussions

occupied a moral and religious sphere, largely separate from the other dis-

course about honest textile manufactures in which England, as a wool country,

was deeply imbued.

As everyone familiar with Genesis knew, our first parents went naked and

clothing was a consequence of sin.6 Paraphrasing the Bible story, the Eliza-

bethan Philip Stubbes related that God created man ‘after his own similitude

and likeness, in innocency, holiness, righteousness, and all kind of perfection’.

But after our first parents sinned ‘their eyes were opened, they saw their naked-

ness, and were not a little ashamed (and yet before sin was committed, they

both being naked, were not ashamed, but sin once committed, they became

unclean, filthy, loathsome, and deformed) and sewed them garments of fig

leaves together, to cover their shame withal. Then the Lord pitying their misery,

and loathing their deformity, gave them pelts and fells of beasts to make their

garments withal, to the end that their shameful parts might less appear.’ Cloth-

ing, by this account, was originally instituted to hide ‘those parts which God
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commandeth to be covered, nature willeth to be hid, and honesty is ashamed

once to behold or look upon’. It covered and contained the unruly human

frame. Our apparel, Stubbes concluded, ‘was given us of God to cover our

shame, to keep our bodies from cold, and to be as pricks in our eyes, to put us in

mind of our frailties, imperfections and sin’.7

This is a complicated story, from which came the core of the Adamite revolt.

Prelapsarian mankind was naked and unashamed. Clothing was originally

unnecessary, indeed unheard of, as God looked kindly on his creation. But

everything changed with the onset of sin, which brought in human suffering,

generation, and death. Bodies became sites of shame and loathing, associated

with perceptions of deformity. It is as if the body itself became monstrous, not

just that mankind acquired knowledge. Clothing became necessary, according

to the Cambridge puritan William Perkins, ‘for the covering and hiding of that

deformity of our naked bodies, which immediately followed upon the trans-

gression of our first parents; and in this respect also, were garments (after the

fall) appointed by God for the use of man. . . . The end of attire is, to hide the

shameful nakedness of the body from the sight of men.’8 Visual illustrations of
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this transition were in common circulation in sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century print, from Bibles to herbals, from devotional handbooks to Milton’s

Paradise Lost. The naked body in its Edenic setting would have been familiar to

many readers, as would the image of transgression with its punishing imposi-

tion of clothes.

Moving easily from Genesis to early modern England, social and religious

commentators observed that clothing served a variety of ancillary purposes. It

offered protection from the hostile elements, and helped a complex society

cope with social and gender distinction. ‘Apparel was given for three ends,’

wrote the Elizabethan minister Adam Hill: ‘for honesty’s sake to cover our un-

seemly parts; for necessity’s sake, to defend us from the injury of the weather;

and for dignity’s sake both to distinguish men from beasts, and men of high

degree from the lower sort.’ God allowed clothing ‘not only for necessity’s sake,

but also for honest comeliness’, taught the Elizabethan homily on apparel.

However, it went on, ‘all men may not look to wear like apparel, but every one

according to his degree, as God hath placed him’.9

Dozens of commentators repeated or elaborated these remarks. Among the

‘many purposes’ for which garments were invented, taught the future bishop

John Williams, ‘they keep private persons from the injuries of the Heavens,

and the public from the injuries of the Earth’. They serve both ‘as shelters of

necessity’ and ‘as scutcheons of . . . dignity’, fending off ‘the injuries of the air,

wetting, nipping, and scorching’, as well as ‘the injuries of men’. The layman

William Prynne likewise pontificated that ‘the end why God ordained apparel

at the first was only to cover nakedness; to fence the body against cold, wind,

rain, and other annoyances; to put men in mind of their penury, their mortali-

ty, their spiritual clothing from heaven, and the like; and to distinguish one sex,

one nation, one dignity, office, calling, profession from another’.10

William Perkins’s explanation of the origin and purpose of clothing is the

most orthodox and comprehensive.

The ends of apparel are specially these. First, for necessity’s sake; that is for the defend-

ing of the body from the extremity of parching heat and pinching cold, and conse-

quently the preserving of life and health. This was the end for which garments were

made after the fall. And the reason of it is this. Whilst man was yet in the state of inno-

cency, before his fall, there was a perfect temperature of the air, in respect of man’s body,

and so there was no need of garments; and nakedness then was no shame unto man, but

a glorious comeliness. Now after that Adam, and in him all mankind, had sinned, vanity

came upon all creatures; and amongst the rest, upon the air a marvelous distempera-

ture in respect of heat and cold. For the remedy whereof, it was ordained that Adam

should wear apparel, which God having once made and appointed, he hath ever since

blessed it as his own ordinance, as daily experience showeth.11
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Once instituted, however, clothing began to serve other functions. It was

‘necessary two ways’, Perkins argued, ‘first, in respect of nature, for the preser-

vation of life and health; secondly, in respect of place, calling and condition, for

the upholding and maintenance thereof ’. The ‘necessary raiment . . . for the

scholar, the tradesman, the countryman, the gentleman . . . serveth not only to

defend their bodies from cold, but . . . belongs also to the place, degree, calling,

and condition of them all.’ Clothing, Perkins continued, ‘must be . . . answer-

able to our estate and dignity, for distinction of order and degree in the soci-

eties of men’.12 Since vanity, by this account, was encoded in the origins of

clothing, the practical benefits of apparel were entwined with temptation to

abuse.

Commentators who discussed the origins and purposes of clothing were

quick to warn of its dangers. Philip Stubbes took offence at fashions that were

excessive, flamboyant, luxurious, lascivious, or foreign. Adam Hill decried ‘the

pride of apparel’ that, with gendered precision, led men to pride and women to

whoredom. Arthur Dent lambasted ‘wanton, immodest and offensive apparel’

that reflected ‘excessive and abominable pride’. John Williams preached against

‘the vanities for the rigging of the body’. And John Bunyan excoriated ‘the lust-

provoking fashions of the times’.13 But none of them thought the problem

could be solved by disrobing altogether.

Christians were supposed to wear clothing according to their status or

degree, as God had placed them. But too often, amidst the confusing social

mobility of the early seventeenth century, the outward apparel did not match

the body beneath. Commoners aped the costume of their betters, and women

borrowed items that belonged to male attire. Angry reformers railed against

women who dressed like men and against the ‘lascivious and effeminate’

wretches who ‘showed themselves in woman’s attire’. ‘Garments are set down

for signs distinctive between sex and sex,’ insisted Stephen Gosson, as if by

abusing or removing those garments the distinction might be blurred.14

So too with social distinctions, the clothing made and displayed the woman

or the man. The puritan Arthur Dent complained in The Plaine Mans Path-way
to Heauen, ‘nowadays few will keep within compass, few will know their places;

but the most part run beyond their bounds, and leap quite out of their sockets

. . . For now we cannot, by their apparel, discern the maid from the mistress,

nor the waiting woman from her lady. And thus we see in this matter of

apparel how all is out of joint.’15

Clothing helped shape and sustain the social order. There had long been

anxiety about apparel, unease about the naked body, and considerable muddle

about what clothes signified. This is why successive regimes imposed sumptu-

ary laws attempting to restrict particular items of dress to specified degrees and
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ranks;16 it is why social conservatives became so alarmed when people put on

robes above their station or costume that created confusion about their class or

sex;17 and it is one of the reasons that revolutionary-era critics reacted with

indignation when radical sectarian Adamites allegedly took off their clothes

altogether.

The Adamites of  were by no means the first to abandon the proprieties of

apparel, for late antiquity and medieval Europe spawned recurrent movements

in which naked radicals are said to have flourished. Critics and chroniclers of

the s were well versed in ecclesiastical history, expected significant recur-

rence, and were not surprised when ancient heresies re-emerged. A survey of

earlier appearances will help to set the stage for the Adamites of revolutionary

England.

Though Christians and Jews shared a general horror of the naked body there

were special occasions in earlier times when nudity might be appropriate.

Adult baptism, as a central sacrament of the primitive Church, involved ‘strip-

ping off the old man [Satan] with his deeds’,18 and could be accompanied by

literal as well as symbolic undressing. It appears to have been common in the

third and fourth centuries for Christian initiates to stand naked for their

baptism, their nudity symbolizing entry into new life. Cyril of Jerusalem in the

fourth century congratulated newly baptized Christians, ‘Marvellous, you were

naked in the sight of all and were not ashamed. Truly you bore the image of the

first-formed Adam, who was naked in the garden and was not ashamed.’ Stress-

ing the association between clothing and sinfulness a few years later, John the

Deacon told baptismal candidates that they ‘put off the earthly garments of

mortality’ as they stepped into the water of rebirth.19

Fundamentalist extremists turned symbolic ritual into cultic practice.

Though always derided and often persecuted, a succession of free-thinking

sects promoted a version of Adamite nudity, either ostentatiously going naked

as a sign or gathering in unclothed congregations. The Adamiani, for example,

were a small Gnostic sect of the second and third centuries who, one scholar

alleges, ‘attempted to restore man’s primitive innocence in paradise by practis-

ing naturism of both sexes in their worship as well as in their communal living’.

A similar movement gathered in Roman Spain in the fourth and fifth centuries,

associated with the Manichaean ascetic Priscillian. A canon of the Synod of

Saragossa in  specifically forbade Priscillianist congregations from reading

or interpreting the scriptures in the nude.20

Medieval France spawned the Turlupins, another shadowy sect supposedly

given to nakedness and licentiousness. One of their followers, Jeanne Dau-

benta, was interrogated by the Dominicans and burned at the stake in 
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and apparently went to her death in the nude.21 Shadowy and intermittent phe-

nomena of this sort recurred throughout the Middle Ages, leaving faint traces

in chronicles and inquisitorial records.

Most famous of all were the European Adamites, an offshoot of the Taborite-

Hussite movement in early fifteenth-century Bohemia. ‘Ipsi Adamites se cog-

nominabant ab Adam, qui in statu innocentia cum Eva nudus ambulavent,’

wrote Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini in his  Historia Bohemica. ‘Wandering

through forests and hills, some of them fell into such insanity that men and

women threw off their clothes and went nude, saying that clothes had been

adopted because of the sin of the first parents, but that they were in a state of

innocency. From the same madness they supposed that they were not sinning if

one of the brethren had intercourse with one of the sisters, and if the woman

conceived, she said she had conceived of the holy ghost,’ said their first hostile

historian, Laurence of Brezova.22

At the height of their strength the Bohemian Adamites numbered in the

thousands, scattered through several villages and strongholds. Like their 

seventeenth-century English namesakes, they formed the extremist fringe of a

radical movement and attracted charges of promiscuity and licentiousness that

may or may not have been justified. All contemporary accounts are hostile, so it

is hard to tell whether their nakedness was an article of faith, an everyday prac-

tice, a deliberate provocation, an occasional eccentricity, or an exaggeration or

invention of the chroniclers. The Taborites hated them enough to hunt them

down, and most were slaughtered in John Zizka’s campaigns of .23

There was, of course, no continuity between this fifteenth-century move-

ment and the Adamites of Stuart England, but the chronicles were readily 

available. The  edition of John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (but not later

editions) mentions the ‘abominable doings’ of the Bohemian Adamites and

their violent suppression, and this book would have been in many parish

churches.24 During the time of the Thirty Years War the career of Charles I’s

sister as Protestant Queen of Bohemia heightened English interest in all things

Bohemian, and may have revived interest in the radical Hussite fringe. Naked

sectarians were also known to have emerged in the course of the radical refor-

mation in the Low Countries in the sixteenth century, and these too provided a

model for the English Adamites of .25

 opened with the imprisonment of Archbishop Laud and closed with the

impeachment of a dozen more bishops. The established Church was under

attack ‘root and branch’ as reformers questioned its organization and worship,

and radicals rejected it altogether. It was a year of political turmoil and consti-

tutional revolution, when parliamentarians passed the Triennial Act, brought
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down Lord Deputy Strafford, and abolished the courts of Star Chamber and

High Commission. Part of the kingdom was in arms, part of it paralysed, as the

Scots took control of the north. The country suffered from acute anxiety as

rumours of plots and conspiracies compounded with the outbreak of rebellion

in Ireland. The king was adrift and uncounselled, burdened by decisions he

immediately regretted. The recurrence of plague in London added to the 

anxieties of the season, stirring fears that a day of judgement was at hand.26

As the Church of England disintegrated, and moderate presbyterians proved

incapable of establishing an alternative, pamphleteers began to document 

the proliferation of radical religious sects. Just as there were eighty heresies

known to Epiphanius in the fourth century and ninety in the age of St Augus-

tine, so the troubles and distractions of Charles I’s England produced sects and

heresies numbering from the dozens to the hundreds. Writers exhibited list

after list of outrageous beliefs and practices, making minimal discrimination

between those they knew from history, those they learned about through

hearsay, and those they could attest to by direct observation. They seem almost

to luxuriate in the fecundity of sectarian error. The Adamites became a stan-

dard feature of these lists, which tended to copy and recirculate the same

limited information.

The unmediated voices of sectarian extremists themselves are rare, and in

the case of the Adamites non-existent. Perhaps because they were too busy

gathering their churches and proclaiming their visions, perhaps because they

shunned publicity and feared for their safety, perhaps because they and their

followers had low levels of literacy, and perhaps too because they only supposi-

tiously existed, the Adamite prophets of  never set forth their positions in

print. Alarmed conservatives, on the other hand, Anglican apologists as well as

mainstream puritans, produced dozens of pamphlets to expose, to refute, and

to ridicule extremists of all sorts. Not surprisingly the preponderance of the

evidence is biased, in sources prone to panic, exaggeration, and invention.

One of the first reviews of radical separatism, John Taylor’s A Swarme of
Sectaries and Schismatiques published in June ,27 ridicules tub preachers

and licentious anabaptists, but makes no mention at all of the Adamites. Taylor

was always keen to satirize sectarian absurdities, especially if sexual impropri-

ety was involved, but here he said nothing about anyone going naked. The

Adamites would surely have been grist to his mill if their presence were already

known. It seems that they emerged later in the year, as the weather warmed up

and radical sectarianism began to boil.

It may be possible to pinpoint the Adamite moment. They had emerged 

by early summer , or at least were memorialized in print. An anony-

mous pamphlet of July , The Brownists Conventicle, claims excitedly that
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‘Thraskites, or Sabbatarians, Banisterians, Brownists and Anabaptists’, as well

as Familists, had appeared in almost every English parish. ‘But of all the rest

which is of greatest remark, there is sprung up a new sect of Adamists, who take

their denomination from our first father Adam, and these with men and

women promiscuously mingled have their private meetings, where they will

not hear the word preached nor have the sacrament administered to them but

naked, not so much as fig-leaf breeches upon them, thinking thereby to imitate

our first parents in their innocency.’28 Adamites, the writer implied, were the

most extreme extension of religious separatism, the reductio ad absurdum
reached by abandoning all structure and discipline, order and hierarchy, learn-

ing and liturgy, and clothes.

The Adamites were, briefly, the talk of the town. A character in Richard

Brome’s  play A Joviall Crew suggests going ‘to London . . . to see . . . the

Adamites run naked before the ladies’.29 A ‘mercury’ or news-monger in a

‘pleasant dialogue’ of  responds to a boast that the hawkers of news-sheets

worked as hard as Adam by joking,‘you were true Adamites indeed, for some of

you had scarce clothes enough to cover your nakedness’.30 They entered quickly

into popular printed culture, able to raise both a scare and a laugh.

There were even allusions to the Adamites in the most solemn disputes of the

day about the future of the Church of England. Preaching before parliament on

 June , the presbyterian Henry Burton repudiated Archbishop Laud’s

claim that a Church without ceremonies was naked. ‘ ’Tis true, beloved, ’tis

naked, and it is in spirit and truth when it is naked, and when it is in its own

naked truth. Adam and Eve were never more glorious than in their naked 

innocency; when they put on fig-leaves to cover them, it was only a badge of

shame.’ Bishop Joseph Hall turned this conceit around in attacking Burton’s

polemical tract, The Protestation Protested. ‘When I traced every step of your

lazy and superfluous discourse . . . I found you as naked as an Adamite, not

(one reason) the least piece of armour with you.’31

References to the Adamites multiplied as summer passed into autumn. An

alarmist pamphlet of September  included the Adamites in A Discovery 
of  Sects here in London. Whether they were truly abroad in the city and

suburbs, or as esoteric and unlikely as the Britanists, the Chaldeans, and the

Mahometans with whom they shared the list, is impossible to tell. Among these

‘devilish and damnable’ groups the Adamites stood out as ‘a shameless sect;

they ground their religion from our father Adam, and yet they go naked when

they hear prayers or prophesying, when he hid himself from the presence of

God because he was naked’.32

Startling claims about the Adamites appeared in another publication of Sep-

tember  titled A Nest of Serpents Discovered. Or, A knot of old Heretiques
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revived, Called the Adamites. Wherein their original, increase, and several ridicu-
lous tenets are plainly laid open. The title-page depicts eight naked Adamites,

five men and three women, in a room lit with a lantern. One of the Adamites,

a man, stands at a table with an open book, presumably the Bible. Another, in 

a state of sexual arousal, is being corrected by a woman with a whip or stick and

the words ‘down lust’. This illustration—perhaps the first depiction of an 

erect penis in English popular print—was influential in shaping the image 

of the Adamites, and would be reproduced several times with different wording

in later Ranter publications; but it is neither discussed nor alluded to in the

text.

Instead, the author reviews ancient and medieval nudist heresies to show

that the Devil was always ‘busy to raise up dangerous and noisome heresies’

to disturb the quietness of the Church. The original Adamites, the author

believed, came from the late second century, within the Roman empire.

Meeting for religious exercises ‘as naked as they were when they came from

their mothers womb . . . they lived obscurely and basely, seemed to admire

continency, though they never observed it, never admitted of marriage, and

called the place of their meeting the true Paradise’. Reviving this movement 

in fifteenth-century Bohemia, their successors ‘received the sacrament naked’

and fell into ‘many other absurd and ridiculous positions’ before being justly

destroyed. More recently, he added, another ‘knot of them gathered together at

Amsterdam’ at the time of the Reformation, including some who ‘were so con-

ceited and so void of reason that they climbed to the tops of trees, and there

would sit naked expecting bread from heaven until they fell down half dead

with hunger, a just punishment for such presumption’. Throughout history, the

author concluded, these Adamites were ‘gross dissemblers, deluding the world

with pretended holiness whereas their doctrine is the doctrine of devils’.33

As for the Adamites of modern-day London, details were wanting. Though

allegedly the Adamite heresy ‘is of late sprung up in this nation, to the wonder-

ment of all that hear of it’, the ‘nest of serpents’ advertised in the pamphlet was

not yet discovered. However, the author promised, ‘they will ere long be

brought to light that their doings may be known and they shamed and justly

punished . . . Their meeting is sometime at Lambeth, at other times about

Saint Katherine’s, sometimes in the fields or in the woods, at sometimes in

cellars; their ringleaders are laid out for, and no question but they will be

caught in the midst of their lewd and abominable exercise, which is so scan-

dalous, blasphemous, heathenish and abominable. At their discovery more

shall be written.’34

Details of English Adamite activity would have to wait for Thomas Bray,

an Oxford scholar using the anagrammatic pseudonym Samoth Yarb, who 
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purported to have infiltrated their meetings.35 A New Sect of Religion Descryed,
called Adamites: Deriving their Religion from our Father Adam is hard to date

precisely because it does not appear in the British Library’s Thomason collec-

tion, nor was it entered in the register at Stationers’ Hall, but it probably came

from the second half of . The subtitle summarizes the core of the Adamites’

beliefs, and explains how the author came by his information: Wherein they
hold themselves to be blameless at the last day, though they sinne never so egre-
giously, for they challenge salvation as their due from the innocencie of the second
Adam; this was first disclosed by a brother of the same sect to the author, who went
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along with this brother, and saw all these passages following. A crude illustration

shows three naked Adamites within a chamber: a long-haired woman holding a

book, her tresses obscuring her genitals, a man proclaiming from a stool in a

state of sexual arousal, and another man with a stick attempting to tame the

prophet’s erection, saying ‘down, proud flesh, down’. This may be derived from

the illustration to A Nest of Serpents Discovered, with its legend ‘down lust’, but

Bray claims to have been eyewitness to such a scene.36 In both illustrations the

penis rampant implies unbridled lust which, like the abandonment of clothing,

reduces civilized Londoners to the level of savages or beasts. Uncovering the

Adamites provides an excuse for pornographic representation at a moment

when standards of all sorts were slipping. The publisher and illustrator took

full advantage of the lapse of censorship to circulate an image that had no

known antecedent in English popular print.37

The author establishes the context for his disclosures by referring to ‘the

multitude of sects which are scattered here and there about this kingdom, and

how they lie like nests of Caterpillars, destroying our sweet smelling garden

roses’. This was a common complaint by the autumn of , once again using

the imagery of infestation or swarm. He then tells how he met a melancholic

and disaffected ‘brother’ (never identified by name), walking in Moorfields in

London, who told him the secrets of his sect. Among the Adamites, said the

brother, ‘we go all naked whensoever the word is expounded, holding it unlaw-

ful to call those vestments which we wear but fig-leaves, because our ancient

parents Adam and Eve did clothe themselves in no other when they fled from

the presence of God in the garden of Paradise’. (Another tenet of Adamite

belief, hinting at an artisan following, was that ‘no man of what degree soever

he be must live idly from handiwork, because it is said in the curse, in the sweat

of thy face shalt thou eat thy bread till thou return unto the ground’.) Shocked

and intrigued by these revelations, Bray agreed to attend an Adamite assembly.

He knew he would have to take an oath ‘on the bark of a tree, to be secret’ (a

travesty of the oath upon the book) but casuistically ‘thought with myself, that

that oath could not be very prejudicious to me’, so he could reveal it to the

world.38

Bray’s escort took him to ‘a very fair house’ which the author judged ‘more fit

for a Lord than such fools’, though he did not reveal its location. There the two

undressed without ado, ‘and when we were both naked there came an ancient

man all naked also, with a long white stick in his hand, and conducted us into 

a very fair chamber, where were above nine score naked persons, men and

women one with another’. The elder then inducted the newcomer, making him

swear on a piece of bark ‘which our father Adam brought with him forth from

Paradise [to] keep due hours at meetings, and also keep it secret both from the
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eyes and ears of the world’.39 Apart from the peculiarities of costume, this was

not unlike induction into a trade guild or initiation into any secret brother-

hood, except for the presence of women.

The meeting proceeded, as radical separatist assemblies supposedly did,

with ‘he that was to prophecy that day’ mounting a joint stool, ‘where, without

any ceremony at all, he began to bawl what came first to his mind. The first

thing he prophesied (I remember) was the downfall of all religions except

theirs, with many most blasphemous things which I am both afraid and

ashamed to write.’ There was nothing distinctively Adamite about this address,
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except that everyone present was naked. But nakedness had its problems.‘It was

an order among these naked fools,’ Bray explained, ‘that if the planet Venus

reigned in their lower parts, making them swell for pride, or rather for lust,

then should the clerk with his long stick strike down the presumptuous flesh.’

This misfortune affected the speaker, who became aroused at the sight of

‘a zealous sister’ and had to be disciplined, as shown in the illustration. ‘After

this hurly-burly was over,’ Bray continued, ‘there came many women into the

chamber, all naked, also the foremost bearing a naked child,’ who was chris-

tened by the prophet ‘Abel, after the name of the second son of our father

Adam.’40

It may not be unreasonable to ask whether Bray was projecting his own

erotic fantasies onto his story, as well as his distaste for artisan separatism. The

writing evokes the genre of the traveller’s tale, and has some of the voyeuristic

flavour and discursive eroticism of A Description of the Sect Called the Familie of
Love, also published in .41 It teases the reader to assess how much is true or

imagined. My guess is that Bray made the whole thing up, having heard that the

Adamite heresy had been revived in revolutionary London. In that case A New
Sect of Religion was just one more of the welter of libellous lies and ‘railing 

fallacies’ spread daily by a press that was prone to ‘fictitious devisings’ and 

‘fabulous invention’.42

A more detailed account of Adamite practice, superficially more plausible,

appears in another pamphlet of , The Adamites Sermon: Containing their
manner of Preaching, Expounding, and Prophesying: As it was delivered in Marie-
bone Park, by Obadiah Couchman, a grave Weaver, dwelling in Southwark, who
with his companie were taken and discovered by the Constable and other Officers
of that place; by the means of a womans husband who dogged them thither. And
some part likewise by meanes of a Gentlewoman, a widow, which is a Ministers
daughter in the Citie of London, who was almost perswaded to become one of their
Societie, if her father had not disswaded her from it. Also a Dialogue between an
Adamite and a Brownist concerning their Religion, etc. This also escaped inclu-

sion in the Thomason collection.

The title-page features an extraordinary illustration, quite different in spirit

from the indoor scenes in the two previous treatments. This has a sylvan setting

that may represent Marylebone park (then a royal hunting ground, now the

home of the Marylebone Cricket Club) in which a gathered community of

Adamites, men and women, sit naked hand in hand while their leader pro-

claims from a book. Unlike most of the other works mentioning Adamites, this

one is printed in black letter, which may indicate a more popular readership.

The name of the publisher is given as Francis Coules, a reputable bookseller

with a shop in Old Bailey.43
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The Brownists of this account were congregational independents, often

depicted as extreme sectarians, but once again the Adamites outstrip them 

in absurdity, ignorance, and irrationality. Persuading the Brownist to ac-

company him to a meeting, the Adamite proclaims,‘I am the son of Adam, who

begot me in his innocency. I follow his steps before he fell; that is, I am an

Adamite. And though at this present you see me clothed in garments, which 

in verity and truth ought not to be worn but by the wicked, yet know that 

when we expound we lay aside those superstitious weeds and coverings of
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our bodies; and as my father Adam was naked whilst he was in Paradise, so 

do we prophesy naked, that is to say, free from sin, as our father was whilst he

was naked.’44

Intrigued, like Bray before him, the Brownist seeks further information. The

Adamites, he learns, held three weekly meetings: on Mondays, to confer ‘how to

increase and augment our number, and how to secure us from them that envy

our innocency’; on Wednesdays, for ‘a day of humiliation, whereon we humble

ourselves by fasting and praying by the Spirit’; and Fridays, ‘for a day of rejoic-

ing’. The Friday meetings began with prayer and ended in sexual abandon 

of the sort hinted at in the earlier pamphlets. ‘On that day he on whom the

Spirit falls is led in state between two sisters and mounted on a chair, circled on

every side with the holy brethren and more holy sisters, where he prophecies 

till the spirit giveth way to the flesh, and suffers it to rebel; then he whom the

Spirit so moveth by the insurrection of the flesh makes his election among the

holy sisters; the rest follow his example, and so they endeavour to propagate

and augment their number,’ fulfilling the commandment to increase and 

multiply. Completely won over by what seems to be an invitation to an orgy, the

Brownist accompanies the Adamite ‘straight to Marylebone Park, where were

gathered at least one hundred men and women . . . [who] instantly stripped

themselves to the bare skin, both men and women’ to listen to the Adamite’s

sermon.45

The sermon, attributed to the weaver Obadiah Couchman, is a ludicrous

pastiche of sectarian ignorance, enthusiasm, and false erudition. It is a

warning, or demonstration, of what can happen when the Bible is read by the

unlettered. The preacher begins, perhaps redundantly, by inviting the assembly

to imitate the examples of ‘our first parents Adam and Eve . . . [who] were

naked or without clothes; therefore let us lay aside these unsanctified and

wicked weeds, these rags of ungodliness and profane relics of sin, that is to say

our clothes; not only our gowns and breeches, petticoats and doublets, but also

our shirts and smocks, especially because they are of the colour white and like

to the Whore of Babylon’s superstitious smock, with whom the wicked commit

the act of adultery’.46

Savouring the words from Genesis, ‘and they were both naked’, the speaker

declares, ‘No question but the prophet Genesis himself was naked when he writ

these words.’ Clothing, the preacher continues, is simply the covering for sin.

‘Those that are clothed in fine raiment, like Dives spoken of in the evangelist,

have the visible marks of the beast; they are proud, haughty and ambitious,

they are gluttons and surfeit with the banners of pride.’ This leads to an attack

on clerical garments, ‘canonical cassocks . . . levitical surcingles, and . . . large
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surplices made of fine linen’, as well as luxurious cloaks, foreign fashions and

gowns of satin, ‘the very name whereof is idolatry, because it is cousin german

to Satan’.47

There follows a tirade against idolatry, especially crosses, and then a com-

parison of Adamite purity with the corruptions of the Church of England,

parodying the puritan diatribe against artifice and ornamentation. ‘This our

assembly is more holy than their consecrated church; the green liberty of these

trees more pleasant than their painted windows; the summer apparel of the

earth more delightful and softer by far than their stones; the chirping of these

pretty birds more melodious than their howling organs; and lastly, our naked-

ness innocence, and their vestments idolatry . . . good brethren and sisters, be

not seduced by them, for they be wicked, abominable and profane.’48 Rejecting

the physical church as well as material costume, this liberated congregation

privileges the greenwood over the city, nature over art. None the less, these

Adamites were not completely anarchic, for like their brethren at Moorfields

they retained some residue of organization, structured meetings, leadership,

and even some attachment to the sacraments.

Finally, anticipating the climax of the Adamite Friday meeting, the speaker

invites the followers of Adam in the state of innocence, with ‘not so much as fig

leaves upon us, let us therefore rejoice exceedingly and express our joy in the

lively act of generation and propagation of the godly, that may be born naked as

we are at this present’.49 And there it ends, presumably on the brink of sexual

congress. Despite the promises on the title-page, the pamphlet provides no

further detail about the Adamite group and its apprehension. The constable,

the husband, the gentlewoman, and the minister remain unnamed, and no date

for the incident is given. Though the specificity of the information would seem

to point toward an actual occurrence, no corroborating evidence can be found.

There are no surviving records of the Marylebone constables, no incident of

this sort appears in the London or Middlesex sessions records, and no other

trace can be found of the weaver Obadiah Couchman.50 We are left with an

artful construction, a dialogue followed by a monologue, satirically represent-

ing what the author imagined the Adamites to have said.

Nobody else claims to have penetrated their mysteries, but several more

writers of  alluded to the Adamites, expecting their readers to understand

the references. The Humble Petition of the Brownists of November 

(which appears to be a Catholic pamphlet in disguise) pleads for toleration of

all religious sects, from Papists to the Family of Love, depicting them as harm-

less eccentrics living humbly and quietly in error. ‘Let the Adamites preach in

vaults and caves as naked as their nails and starve themselves with cold, they

think themselves as innocent as Adam and Eve were in their nakedness before
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the fall, let them alone till some innocent Eve be so curious as to eat the forbid-

den fruit, and then they will all make themselves aprons of fig leaves perceiving

their nakedness.’51 More crudely mocking, The Schismatick Stigmatised by

Richard Carter (in the bookshops by December ) includes the Adamites

among ‘the rabble of brain-sicks who are enemies to old England’s peace’. None

was more ludicrously deluded than ‘that poor, silly, simple, senseless, sinless,

shameless, naked wretch, Alice the Adamite: As bare as one’s nail, she shames

not her tail.’52

After , however, the Adamite trail grows cold, with references that are

muddled, repetitive, and unconvincing. A pamphlet of January  listing The
Divisions of the Church of England Crept in at XV Several Doores classified the

Adamites as ‘a people who would have an independent society, which neither

magistrate nor church should command nor meddle with, but live as they list

and labour to increase and multiply in the world, fearing neither government

nor discipline, and in their societies they are so overcome with lust that they

cannot pray’. The author (apparently John Taylor again) seems to have con-

fused the Adamites with anarchic antinomians; he highlights their alleged

sexual abandon but fails to mention their militant nakedness. A similar pam-

phlet published six months later, Religions Lotterie, or the Churches Amazement,
ranks the Adamites at number six among sixteen ‘sorts of religions’, and simply

paraphrases the earlier description.53 Adamites were sometimes confused 

with Anabaptists, partly because Anabaptists were blamed for all sorts of sec-

tarian excesses, and partly because their ceremonies sometimes included full-

immersion baptisms of initiates who took off all their clothes. When Daniel

Featley compiled his charge against the Anabaptists, The Dippers Dipt. Or 
the Anabaptists Duck’d and Plung’d, he explicitly associated them with the

Adamites, who were not ashamed to ‘go naked’. The Scottish minister Robert

Baillie, who had lived in London in , declared the anabaptist ‘nakedness in

baptism’ not only ‘without any scriptural warrant’ but also ‘extremely contrary

to all civility’ and ‘natural shame’. 54

In , in the heat of civil war, a parliamentary propagandist rather implau-

sibly included the Adamites among the XXXIII Religions, Sects, Societies, and
Factions of the Cavaliers now in Armes against the Parliament (). The

Adamites, he alleged, ‘have all things in common, and hold it a paradise to live

so, because their discipline allows both sects [sic; sexes?] to court naked, in

which they blush no more than Adam at his first creation. This discipline a

native German first learned it in Holland, and since being in England taught 

it to the cavalry.’ This may have been a reference to earlier Adamite heresies, but 

it was also a jibe at Prince Rupert, who was born in Bohemia and served in

Brabant. By , in a subsequent edition, the number of ‘several religions held
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and maintained by the cavaliers’ had grown to thirty-six, including of course

the Adamites, but the information was no more specific or reliable.55

 saw the publication of Ephraim Pagitt’s Heresiography; or, a Description
of the Heretickes and Sectaries of these Latter Times. This was a monumental

work that went through six editions in the next seventeen years. Like Thomas

Edwards’s Gangraena (which omits the Adamites),56 it sought both to memori-

alize and to excoriate religious folly and excess. Pagitt gives several pages to the

Adamites but says nothing to suggest that they were ever active in England. He

seems not to know about the pamphlets of , or else to mistrust them com-

pletely. Pagitt’s sources are literary and historical, referring once again to early

Christianity, fifteenth-century Bohemia, and the radical reformation in Am-

sterdam. The Adamites, he reminds readers, were ‘an old heresy, of which St

Augustine maketh mention, but renewed by the Anabaptists. In the assembly of

the Adamites, men and women pray naked, celebrate the holy communion

naked, hear sermons naked . . . They call the place of their meeting Paradise.’ A

certain Piccard in Bohemia ‘taught his sect to go naked, and to call him Adam,

and to use promiscuous marriages’. Later in Amsterdam, Pagitt continues, the

followers of Theodore the tailor, seven men and five women, ‘rushed into 

the street stark naked . . . crying horribly throughout the town, woe, woe, woe,

the divine vengence’, and were eventually executed for their trouble. But there is

nothing about Obadiah the weaver or any of the Adamites of Stuart London.

The most complete edition of Heresiography included a picture of a naked

Adamite (upper body only) with this accompanying verse:

What strong presumption do these monsters frame?

Are Adam’s children void of Adam’s shame?

By these no garments must be worn forsooth,

Who say they are themselves the naked truth.57

Naked revolutionaries reappeared in , subsumed within the new label

‘Ranters’. Like , the year following the execution of the king was one of deep

anxiety and lost bearings. The Ranters replaced the Adamites as the most out-

rageous and disturbing of revolutionary sects, at least in the minds of alarmist

and fanciful authors, just as the Adamites had earlier outstripped the Brownists

in spiritual pride, licentiousness, and folly. Recent critical inquiry has chal-

lenged the notion that the Ranters existed as an organized group or movement,

and it seems clear that some historical claims for their significance are over-

blown. None the less, there can be no doubt that the early s saw radical 

libertarians experimenting with Ranter ideas, a few publications embracing

Ranter philosophy, and numerous works subjecting the Ranters to ridicule 

or attack. If there was no Ranter movement there was at least a Ranter 
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phenomenon that agitated religious culture in the earliest years of the Interreg-

num. The label was used indiscriminately to describe adepts of divine perfec-

tion, libertines who thought themselves freed from sin and its consequences,

and roisterers who violated all moral norms. Viewing the Ranters in light of

earlier claims about the Adamites may help to differentiate their alleged trans-

gressions, and may help to redirect the acrimonious debate that has exercised

recent scholarship on mid-seventeenth-century England.58

Though traceable in ancient heresies and expounded in controversial tracts,

the Ranter philosophy of the pamphlets has more in common with the 

rake-hell reprobation and drunken good-fellowship of alehouse culture than

with the rest of radical sectarianism. According to The Ranters Religion. Or, A
faithful and infallible Narrative of their damnable and diabolical opinions, with
their detestable lives and actions (), the Ranters ‘dare impudently to affirm

that that man who tipples deepest, swears the frequentest, commits adultery,

incest or buggery the oftenest, blasphemes the impudentest, and perpetrates

the most notorious crimes with the highest hand and rigidest devotion, is the

dearest darling of heaven’. Their meetings, according to The Routing of the
Ranters, another pamphlet of , were ‘spent in drunkenness, uncleanness,

blasphemous words, filthy songs, and mixed dances of men and women stark

naked’.59

Critics were quick to attach to the Ranters the worst excesses of the

Adamites, as well as more outrageous antinomian crimes. One group of

Ranters, according to The Ranters Bible, were those ‘called by the name of the

Familists of Love, who would have all things in common, and hold it a paradise

to live so, because their discipline allows, to court naked, in which they blush no

more than Adam at his first creation’. Another sort of Ranter, among seven

alleged sub-groups of the sect, ‘exercise themselves in nothing else but lascivi-

ous and unapparelled vices’, especially promiscuous and communal sex.60

Iconographically, the Adamites and the Ranters were interchangeable. The
Ranters Religion of  uses the same woodblock illustration as A Nest of
Serpents Discovered of , with its chamber of naked celebrants, except that

the words ‘down lust’ are replaced by ‘behold these ranters’. But the Ranters,

while shedding the last vestiges of moral restraint, seemed less fastidious about

removing their clothes. Most of the time they stayed dressed. At one Ranter

assembly the women allegedly ‘clad themselves all in white, which they call the

Emblem of Innocence’, while other Ranter pamphlets describe the women

‘clothed all in white lawn’.61 Mrs Hull of Whitechapel is said to have bid a fellow

Ranter to ‘take up her coats and frock’, and cavorted upside down ‘with her

coats about her ears’ in a literal enactment of inversion.62 Male Ranters too were

more likely to be depicted as obscenely half-dressed than completely nude,
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more inclined to ‘kissing of one anothers breeches’ than to disrobing alto-

gether. At Ranter assemblies, supposedly, ‘one of them lets fall his breeches,

and turning his shirt aside’ allows the rest to kiss his arse. Though Ranters may

have behaved like this, especially in their cups, the scene may also be construed

as a dramatization of the insults ‘kiss my ass’, ‘a turd in your teeth’, or the

obscene anal kiss of the Devil.63

Whereas the Adamites had generally been presented as devout but deluded,

the Ranters were depicted as depraved. Nakedness, for these fanatics, was an

incidental accompaniment to debauchery, not a central expression of belief.
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Nudity was never a central tenet of Ranterism, although some Ranters could

barely keep their breeches on. Abiezer Coppe, the expositor and apologist for

Ranterism, associated nakedness with harlotry and shame and claimed to

stand, ‘for clothing the naked, for the breaking of every yoke, for the letting 

of the oppressed go free’, though he himself was said to have preached en désha-
bille.64 Joseph Salmon, another Ranter prophet, discussed clothing in spiritual

and allegorical terms, proclaiming that God would clothe his people in alterna-

tive raiments, in ‘robes of royalty’ and ‘garment[s] of salvation’, if not in this

world then the next.65

The Ranters of pamphlet fame only shed their clothes in the course of wild

festivities, in flagrant violation of the puritan reformation of manners. One

Ranter gathering near Soho in November  is said to have turned Adamite

when, ‘after some hours spent in feasting and the like, they stripped themselves

quite naked, and dancing the Adamites curranto, which was that after two or

three familist gigs, hand in hand, each man should embrace his fellow female,

in the flesh, for the acting of that inhuman theatre of carnal copulation’.66 Other

accounts of the Ranters ‘dancing of the hay naked, at the White Lion in Petti-

coat Lane’ and ‘stark naked . . . revelling and dancing’ may refer to the same

cluster of incidents.67 They may also refer to the revels in London taverns,

which Laurence Clarkson described, ‘where Doctor Paget’s maid stripped

herself naked and skipped among them’. If this was a servant to Pagitt the here-

siographer, who had lost control of his household discipline, the world was

truly upside down.68

Journalists, then as now, adopted the latest vocabulary and wrote of ordinary

incidents as if they were deeply threatening. One report from this time

described two prostitutes as ‘she-Ranters’ and described how they enticed 

their Johns to an alehouse where ‘they all stripped themselves stark naked 

and fell to dancing about their room’. The next day, in violation of all good

order, the women ‘went stark naked about the streets’, and ‘being demanded if

they had husbands, they replied, their husbands were within them which was

God’. The report has extra resonance in a culture attuned to Adamites and

Ranterism, and suggests that sexual offenders themselves, as well as popular

authors, may have adopted the language of radical sectarianism and anti-

nomian perfection.69

Another journalist exposé, written at York in January , claims to have

located ‘a great company of new Ranting Adamites’ at the Star drinking house

in Stonegate, where they ‘solaced themselves for the space of an hour, in a most

inhuman, satanical and luxurious way, man and women together’. The Adamite

label is attached, despite no indication that they took off their clothes. Instead,

this group of carousers, partaking of illicit Christmas cheer, allegedly plotted
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murder and mayhem. And although these Ranters renounced both God and

the Devil, in typical wild-sectarian fashion, they none the less pledged ‘all due

obedience to Charles II’. Citizens of the new English republic might see this as

cause for alarm, but the incongruity of their allegiance adds weight to the sug-

gestion that the author made the story up or stretched it out of proportion. The

report oscillates between savagery and buffoonery, and though it might be

taken seriously as a symptom of distress in the early years of the Interregnum it

throws no light at all on either Adamites or Ranters.70

One of the purposes of the pamphlet was to allow the author, Samuel

Tilbury, to inflict on the public his atrocious verse, which had its origins in the

pamphlet literature of the previous decade:

A sect of Ranters of late revived,

Who seem more innocent than ere Adam lived,

Such as will naked go, and think’t a sin

To wear a garment, they’re so hot within
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With lust, that they all clothing do distrain;

Aaron’s old vestments they account profane

. . . . . . .

The whore of Babel’s smock they all detest,

All Antichristian relics with the rest.

All must be barely naked, ’cause they say

Truth itself naked goes, and so should they.

Naked as from their mothers’ wombs, they wear

Nothing that covers, only skin and hair.

Thus marching naked sister with a brother,

For want of clothes they cover one another.

In some dark grange thus meet they, where ’tis fit

That they the deed of darkness should commit

. . . . . . .

And when all grow proud with hot desires,

Thus they correct and quench their fires.71

Though it may be questioned whether organized cultic nudity ever existed in

revolutionary England, there can be no doubt that some individuals went

naked in public for provocative or polemical effect. Lunatics sometimes ripped

off their clothes, drunken revellers occasionally undressed, and a number of

godly prophets felt called upon to remove all worldly garments and go forth

naked ‘as a sign’. Some of these people were labelled Adamites or Ranters,

fuelling the anti-sectarian literature, but their behaviour belongs to an entirely

different tradition. It may be helpful, before concluding, to review some of this

freelance visionary nudism.

Old Testament prophets sometimes used nakedness to chastise their leaders,

to embarrass their followers, or to symbolize their submission to God. Their

naked bodies carried religious or political messages. Mainstream Bible scholars

found this troubling, and sometimes cast doubt on the text. William Perkins,

the leading Calvinist theologian of late Elizabethan England, dismissed the

probability that Isaiah and Saul actually stripped to the nude. Though the Bible

says that Isaiah loosed the sackcloth from his loins and ‘walked naked and bare-

foot three years for a sign and wonder’ (Isaiah : , ), Perkins objects that ‘it

cannot be proved that he put off the garment next to his skin’. Similarly, when

Saul is said to have ‘stripped off his clothes also, and prophesied before Samuel

in like manner, and lay down naked all that day and all that night’ ( Samuel :

), Perkins remarks that ‘we are not to imagine that he prophesied naked, it

being so unseemly a thing, and even against the law of nature since the fall’.

Rather, he suggests, in keeping with contemporary vestiarian propriety, ‘the

meaning is that he stripped himself of his armour’.72
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Other interpretations were possible, including the gloss that nakedness was a

sign of exceptional religious devotion. A literal reading might justify a saint in

going completely unclad. The seventeenth-century church historian Thomas

Fuller recognized that Isaiah’s ‘going naked for three years’ was ‘extraordinary

and mystical, having an immediate commandment of God for the same’, but he

took pains to disqualify this as a precedent for contemporary religious disrob-

ing.73 The word ‘naked’ in early modern usage could mean scantily or inade-

quately dressed as well as completely nude, and was often used in this sense to

describe the Irish or the Scots or naked savages.74 It could refer to a state of

dishabille as well as full nudity, as when an Elizabethan adulteress was observed

‘lying still most unhonestly all naked with her clothes still up’.75

Medieval saints and ascetics sometimes appeared in the nude. Believers took

literally St Jerome’s famous injunction, ‘nudus nudum Christum sequi’ (naked

to follow a naked Christ), which became a popular formula in the twelfth

century. The words were generally construed to favour poverty, a stripping

away of worldly possessions, but some saintly enthusiasts went the whole hog

(or the full monty). St Francis of Assisi is said to have stripped himself naked on

at least one occasion to dramatize his message and his mission.

Quakers in north and north-west England took to going naked as a sign in

the early s, soon after the first flush of pamphlets about the Ranters, and

may even have been inspired by accounts of Adamite godly nakedness. Thomas

Fuller thought them ‘no less ridiculous than erroneous’ for ‘the casting off of

their clothes’ and ‘going naked’.76 This is a part of Quaker history that later

Friends sometimes attempted to suppress. Writing to the people of Ulverston,

Lancashire, in , George Fox commented that ‘the Lord made one to go

naked among you, a figure of thy nakedness, and of your nakedness, and as a

sign amongst you before your destruction cometh, that you might see that you

were naked and not covered with the truth’. In  there were reports of a

Quaker couple calling themselves Adam and Eve, who ‘went for some while as

some uncivilised heathen do, discovering their nakedness to the eye of every

beholder’. Another in Westmorland ran ‘stark naked to the cross in the view of

many, and stood in that posture . . . speaking to the people’, while there seems

to have been an irregular procession of naked Quakers through the streets of

Kendal and around the Yorkshire dales.77

A dozen or more Quakers felt moved to go naked in the early years of the Pro-

tectorate. Unlike the Adamites, who are alleged to have held private meetings in

the nude, these were public provocations by individual believers in the midst 

of the worldly and unfaithful. The militant Quaker William Peres died in prison

in Yorkshire in  after being ‘moved to strip himself naked, a figure 

of all the nakedness in the world’. His colleague William Simpson had more
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success as a naked prophet, visiting Oxford in  ‘naked and bare’ in rebuke to

the Cromwellian regime. Following Simpson’s example, Elizabeth Fletcher, a

young Quaker woman,‘went naked through the streets’ of Oxford around .

Simpson likened himself to the prophet Isaiah and claimed to have walked

‘naked as a sign’ through ‘Walton, London, Colchester, Cambridge, and other

towns about’. George Fox recalled that this English Isaiah ‘went three years

naked and in sackcloth in the days of Oliver and his parliament,as a sign to them

and to the priests, showing how God would strip them of their power, and that

they should be naked as he was, and should be stripped of their benefices’.78

The reference to ‘sackcloth’, which Simpson himself mentions in one of his

pamphlets, redirects us to Perkins’s qualification about Isaiah, and suggests

that Quaker nakedness may sometimes have been incomplete. When Samuel

Pepys a few years later observed a Quaker crying ‘repent! repent!’ through

Westminster Hall he noted that the man was ‘naked . . . only very civilly tied

about the privities to avoid scandal’.79 But use of the adjective ‘stark’ suggests

that some prophets of the s were less restrained.

The dying years of the Protectorate saw another outbreak of Quakers going

naked for a sign. Solomon Eccles made something of a career of the practice,

going naked through various parts of London, carrying fire and brimstone on

his head, and crying ‘remember Sodom and Gomorrah’. He was probably the

man Samuel Pepys saw with only his ‘privities’ covered. In  a northern mag-

istrate could report that ‘in all the great towns, Quakers go naked on market

days . . . crying “woe to Yorkshire”.’ But the practice soon faded as Quakers

became more respectable, although there were isolated (and sometimes spec-

tacular) cases of naked testifying later in the reign of Charles II, including some

in the American colonies.80

What are we to make of all this? We could simply say that accounts of the

Adamites are lurid and alarmist fabrications, and therefore not worth our

attention. We could argue that behind the sensationalist pamphlets lies a grain

of truth, which we seek to expose and recover. Or we could decide that the dis-

course itself is interesting and important for what it says about fears and atti-

tudes in the early s. The ancestry and genealogy of the Adamites would

then be of less interest than their presence in a particularly troubled moment.

The propensity of some religious enthusiasts to disrobe may provide a key 

to the Adamite phenomenon. Rooted in Old Testament prophecy, revived in

medieval heresy, and visible at the wilder extremes of the Protestant Reforma-

tion, the practice of ‘going naked for a sign’ recurred throughout Christian

history.81 Though it is extremely unlikely that any organized Adamite sect actu-

ally existed in , with meetings and rituals of the sort so luridly described,
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it is easy enough to imagine that odd individuals were swept up in the ex-

perimental sectarian frenzy and felt exhilarated or courageous enough to take

off their clothes. It would only take one such incident to remind writers of the

earlier nudist heresies, to spawn rumours of the Adamite resurgence, and to 

set off the hunt for the ‘nest of serpents’. Adamite revelations fed a reading

public eager for sensation, willing to believe the worst about religious extrem-

ists, until the Ranters emerged to excite even more shocking alarm. Anabaptist

dipping ceremonies and references to the ‘naked’ Church were further grist to

the mill.

If the Adamites truly existed, outside of the textual world of satire and

polemic, and if their meetings had been infiltrated or interrupted as some

pamphleteers claimed, one might expect to find more specific references else-

where, perhaps in diaries or judicial records. If Obadiah Couchman turns up,

or if better corroborative evidence becomes available, the story may end dif-

ferently. Meanwhile, our problem is one of genre as well as history, involving

the sensational exposé, the religious warning, mild pornography, and the

shaggy dog story.

Occupying the discursive realm of the pamphlets rather than the document-

ed world of the streets, the Adamites of  appear to have served as a stalking-

horse (or whipping boys) for other sectarian groups, the Brownists and the

antinomian underground. With their ludicrous theology, preposterous priest-

hood, outrageous sexuality, and offensive nakedness, the Adamites served to

discredit the rest of the sectarian swarm. That their leaders were weavers or

tailors, dependent on the manufacture of clothes, was part of the joke. But it

also marks the disdain of gentle and clerical authors for artisan preachers in

general, and their fear of the abandonment of hierarchy, discipline, sexual 

propriety, and clothes.

Once recorded, or reinvented, the Adamites were too useful to be forgotten.

They lived on for decades in catalogues of sects and heresies, in ribald 

pamphlets, and in sermons, poetry, and jokes, as reminders of folly and

excess.82 In , when a distracted ‘French prophetess’ stripped ‘stark naked’

and declaimed from the altar in the popish chapel in Lincoln’s Inn Fields,

the pamphleteers immediately cast her as an Adamite. Though reportedly

‘frensical’ and ‘inspired with a pretended spirit’, she did not belong to a nudist

cult. The ‘Adamite’ label helped to categorize her action, to contain it and

ridicule it, associating her bold display with the earlier Adamites of memory

and text.83

The ludic element was always prominent in remarks about the Adamites,

reminding us that bawdy entertainment was intertwined with warnings of

descent into savagery and chaos. Even in  the ‘Adamite’ pamphlets could be
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read for laughs as well as for signs of impending chaos. Preaching at a visitation

in , Henry King, bishop of Chichester, made jesting and rhetorical refer-

ence to the Adamites while advocating the proper ‘dressing’ or ‘cladding’ of

sermons. To put no ‘clothes’ on an argument ‘were to establish the heresy of the

Adamites in the pulpit, and to dogmatize nakedness’. Though few in his audi-

ence could ever have seen an Adamite, all were none the less familiar with the

discursive Adamite phenomenon. In a Church that was redecking itself with

ceremonies, cladding itself with ornament after the naked austerities of re-

volution, most auditors could distinguish between rhetoric that was bare or

dressed.84
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A conclusion, traditionally, tells readers what they have already read or sketches

out suggestions for further research. It may also be used as a form of damage

control, to acknowledge gaps or shortcomings or to try to turn weaknesses into

strengths. In this conclusion I respect these conventions, while attempting to

draw together central themes and to highlight salient issues and connections

from various parts of the book. If my arguments seem loosely structured and

open-ended, some readers may detect the breath of post-modernism while

others may share my sense that the past is ultimately intractable, though always

worthy of pursuit. As D. H. Lawrence said of the English novel, whenever you

try to nail something down in history, history gets up and walks away with the

nail.

One conclusion, confirmed in every chapter, is that English society under

Elizabeth I and the early Stuarts was marked by thousands of competing 

narratives. Every parishioner could tell a story, and every dispute had myriad

dimensions. There were some tales told to quicken the authorities and to 

mobilize the power of the State, others designed to misinform or to deflect

investigators’ attention. Our tales present differing degrees of plausibility and

rhetorical polish, from Agnes Bowker’s explanation for her missing baby to

John Stacy’s explanation for his dirty boots, from Thomas Bedford’s account of

a monstrous birth in Devonshire to Thomas Bray’s exposé of the London

Adamites. Many of these stories could be further elaborated, and many more of

a similar sort could be extracted from the historical record. Almost all of them

illuminate social and gender relations or dealings between laity and clergy, and

many shed light on contested areas of early modern culture and religion.

Drawn from both archival and textual sources, these stories display the

power and perplexity of magistrates and ecclesiastical examiners and the

energy of the popular press. Their themes include unwanted pregnancy and

illegitimate birth; midwifery, infanticide, and abortion; murder, attempted

murder, and attempted suicide; remedies for plague and cures for epilepsy;

domestic and professional reputations; the flouting of ecclesiastical discipline;

the persistence of traditional beliefs; the cultural significance of clothing;

and opposing religious sensibilities in the reign of Charles I. They may not

directly explain the progress of the Reformation or the origins of the civil 

war, but they help us to understand the society within which these major events

happened.



Though committed to principles of uniformity and obedience, early

modern England exhibited great reserves of flexibility and practical tolerance.

It was a society that valued harmony, yet one that preferred to accommodate

rather than eliminate difference. Parishioners did not panic when faced with

aberrant behaviour or unusual phenomena, and officials usually proceeded

with reason and caution. Rather than reacting with alarm when a woman

allegedly gave birth to a cat they conducted a sensible series of inquiries. Agnes

Bowker’s stories of bestial intercourse did not set off a witchcraft scare but

prompted instead a determination to get to the bottom of the mystery. Nor 

was there a wave of fear associated with the monstrous births, even though 

the authors of broadsheets and pamphlets called stridently for national 

repentance. Casual observers were more likely to see malformed babies as sad

occurrences or passing curiosities than as messages from an angry god.

The parishioners of Elizabethan Cuckfield were more inclined to resolve

their disputes by appealing to higher authorities than by direct or violent

action. The battle for the Cuckfield pulpit, after the ouster of the discredited

vicar, was a rare lapse of decorum among protagonists who more commonly

resorted to petitions and letters. So too at Great Tew and Holton, Slaidburne

and East Drayton, the acts of indiscipline and defiance that led to the interven-

tion of the courts were relatively minor breakdowns in an otherwise orderly

community. If they were acts of revolt they were limited and readily contained.

Like the many altercations between clergy and laity, and the later assaults on

communion rails, these lapses were usually resolved by quiet apologies and

low-keyed admissions of guilt. At least until the short-lived Laudian ascend-

ancy, the church courts were more concerned to restore harmonious relations

than to punish offenders.

Women had much more agency than some contemporary moralists would

allow, and more than some modern historians would credit. Though expected,

in theory, to be chaste and silent, women like Rose Arnold and Lydia Downes

proved voluble and resourceful when it came to telling their tales. It seems 

clear from these stories that women socialized freely with each other, were the

guardians and attendants of childbirth, and enjoyed mixed company at the ale-

house. Servants had freedom to fall in love or get into trouble; wives had busi-

ness and pleasure outside the home. But female sociability was not the same as

solidarity. It was the women of Harborough who supported and then ques-

tioned Agnes Bowker. It was the women of Cuckfield who helped and harassed

Mercy Gould. The women of Newgate, London, were deeply divided by

financial, sexual, and professional jealousies.

Midwives in particular were forceful and independent figures. Elizabeth

Harrison, the midwife of Harborough and Great Bowden, stuck to her story,
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and may have been the originator of the tale of Agnes Bowker’s cat. Clearly 

she had authority among the local women and did not crumble before the

archdeaconry court. Denis Clarke, the midwife at Cuckfield, was outraged

when her services were dispensed with and led the delegation of women that

examined Mercy Gould. Her testimony went all the way to the Privy Council.

Francis Fletcher of Great Tew stood her ground when faced with the intrusion

of Thomas Salmon and maintained her dignity under ecclesiastical inquiry.

Other midwives are glimpsed in passing, assisting in the travail of unmarried

servants or at the parturition of monstrous births. Only Elizabeth Wyatt of

north London appears to have been a disreputable figure, and her failings are

offset by the accomplishments of the more elderly practitioners, Anna Browne

and Annis Cox.

Clergymen feature throughout this book and one of them, Anthony 

Anderson, makes several appearances. Anderson was the diligent official 

who recorded the case of Agnes Bowker, and it was he who conducted his 

own experiments with the cat and sent his files and illustration to the Earl of

Huntington. Anderson later appears as the embattled vicar of Medbourne,

facing a parishioner’s fury over tithes, and later still at Stepney in a shouting

match with the moneyer John Pye. He was also the author of sermons against

superstition and an advocate of respect for the ecclesiastical calling.

An impression might be left that there were always sour relations between

clergy and laity, but this would be untrue. Edmund Curteys of Cuckfield 

was probably no more typical than was Thomas Banks of Slaidburne or

Richard Drake of Radwinter. Notwithstanding their prevalence in this study,

verbal attacks were relatively uncommon, physical assaults quite rare, and 

acts of violent iconoclasm extremely unusual. The majority of ministers were

painstaking and competent, and most of their parishioners were suitably 

docile and devout. Whether they all believed the same way is another matter.

The clergy included hard-line Calvinists bent on godly reformation and cer-

emonial Arminians in pursuit of the beauty of holiness. There were vigorous

preachers and occasional sermonists, clerks with the gift of pastoral grace 

and others who wanted worldly wit and discretion. Many were firm in their

liturgical practice, in accord with the Book of Common Prayer, but others

would waver as circumstance required. Most stood on their ministerial dignity,

but were torn between the demands of their superiors and the needs of

their flock. Bartholomew Price of Holton may not have been unusual, under

pressure from the diocesan authorities and his leading parishioners, in taking

to his bed. But his lay neighbours knew exactly what they wanted, and some

took matters into their own hands to achieve it: ‘God’s blessing on them that

buried the dead.’
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Lay beliefs are hard to discern, especially for men and women who were not

self-consciously devout. Our stories offer hints and glimpses, which further

research may clarify or confirm. The villagers of Elizabethan Leicestershire and

Northamptonshire evidently believed in the possibility of cross-species gesta-

tion, though some were sceptical that in Agnes Bowker’s case it had actually

happened. Agnes’s confession of her pact with the Devil might also strike them

as strange, but it remained within the realm of possibility and experience. This

was a culture accustomed to the presence of evil, committed to combating the

Devil and his works.

Similar beliefs inform reactions to the spate of monstrous births. God and

the Devil were locked in conflict and England was one of their battlegrounds.

Monstrous births could reflect this conflict, though they were susceptible to a

range of alternative readings. Evangelical reformers were inclined to extract the

most sensational message from these unfortunate events, but for most people,

it seems, the Devil was more a distant threat than a familiar predator, and 

God too appeared more like a judge in heaven than a force in the immediate

local world. Francis Lane claimed that ‘the devil was great with him’ when he

attempted to drown Rose Arnold, and Lydia Downes found the Devil incarnate

in Richard Skeete. But the young men who baptized beasts and pulled down

communion rails were implicated more in daredevil antics and raucous devil-

ment than a serious engagement with Satan.

Preachers and reformers repeatedly charged that tampering with costume—

adopting the apparel of the opposite sex—was an abomination unto the Lord.

It was, quite literally, a travesty of gender norms. But this did not stop dozens of

people, both men and women, from occasional cross-dressing. They were pre-

pared to be admonished—that after all was their minister’s job—but they did

not necessarily take the reformist strictures seriously. Again, we are left with the

impression of a laity that knew its duty but was not overly concerned with the

predicates of evangelical Christianity.

This seems especially true in the case of those parishioners who hurled

insults at their clergymen. To call one’s parson an ass or a knave was bad 

judgement and bad manners, but it was not necessarily a sign of anticlericalism

or irreligion. Heated words and physical threats were locally disruptive but 

they did not point to a crisis in lay–clerical relations. It is remarkable how 

many speech-offenders were diligent attenders at church and yet claimed 

to be as good a man as their minister. The redoubtable John Mynet, charged 

as ‘an atheist, heathen or infidel’ and ‘a sower of dissention, discord and 

sedition’, comes across as an unreformed conformist who knew his own way

and his own mind. William Prynne, who reserved his venom for Archbishop

Laud, used law and scholarship and his own well-publicized sufferings to mark
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a direction for the Church of England that had apparently been abandoned by

its bishops.

The altar dispute in Caroline England was conducted through visitations

and sermons, the discourse of priests and prelates. But it was also conducted

through parish action, through the willingness or unwillingness of ordinary

parishioners to co-operate and conform. Although the dispute involved sacra-

mental faith at the heart of Christian worship, it also involved such mundane

things as sight-lines and furnishings, convenience and custom. Charles I’s

bishops ignited a firestorm when they attempted to impose uniformity on a

diverse and pluralistic religious culture. The parish elders who suffered excom-

munication rather than relocate their tables, and the young men who partici-

pated in the breaking of the rails, may have stood firm against Dagon but they

also stood up for diversity and local independence.

Cheapside Cross was also identified with Dagon—the filthy god of the

Philistines—though that seems to have been a polemical rather than a popular

characterization. The crowds that gathered to watch it fall, like the crowd

assembled at Chester for the burning of Prynne’s picture-frames, included

some who were hostile, some who were fickle, and no doubt many who were

indifferent. The Cross, like the radical sects and the most bizarre of them, the

Adamites, became a topic of discourse, an item for satire in print. The explo-

sion of print at the beginning of the English revolution points to a ferment of

beliefs and religious experiments, but it complicates the problem of distin-

guishing textual phenomena from other historical conditions. Radical sectar-

ians who took off their clothes were no more common than women who gave

birth to cats, but stories about them enriched and enlivened the world we have

lost. Our store of stories reveals the multiple possibilities of experiencing and

talking about that world.
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