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I
n medieval England, the Church was  
more than just a building you visited when 
you got married: it was the cornerstone of 
society. From your baptism to your dying 
breaths, it was there at every important 

milestone in life, and regular attendance – 
not just on Sundays – was expected from the 
majority of the population.

Crucially, the institution of the Church also 
exerted much more control over matters than we 
might expect today, and was not only responsible 
for helping the poor and needy, but keeping a 
watchful eye on the behaviour of its flock. 

In this month’s Essential Guide, we’ll be 
taking you on a journey back to the Middle 
Ages, shining a spotlight on the lives of ordinary 
English worshippers, and revealing what it was 
like to serve within the Church itself. 

With expert historical insight provided 
courtesy of Professor Nicholas Orme, we’ll 
also explore the role of women, investigate the 
surprising meanings behind church ‘graffiti’, and 
examine the gruesome fates that befell those who 
were condemned as heretics. We begin on the 
next page, however, by answering some of the 
topic’s biggest questions...
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How did the Church mark the major milestones in a parishioner’s life?
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We decipher the meanings behind the markings scrawled in England’s churches
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46 Inside Canterbury Cathedral
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bloody murder that took place there in 1170

48 Religious orders
What did it mean to be a medieval monk or nun?
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Meet the men of faith tasked with spreading the gospel far and wide
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Discover the origins of key dates in the medieval Church calendar 
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MEDIEVAL CHURCH Q&A

Q: Why was the
Church so important in
medieval England?

A: The Church in the Middle Ages was 
more than just a way of connecting 
with God; it was a whole belief system. 
Christianity in medieval times didn’t 
just focus on people’s relationship with 
God. It also set out to explain history, 
science, ethics, how one should behave, 
and so on. Whole areas of study that 
we would now separate into science or 
sociology or politics, fell under religion 
in the medieval centuries. What’s more, 
the Church was responsible for many 
things which, nowadays, we would look 
to the government to care for, such as 

education, morality, and charity.
The Church also had an important  

role in medieval life, which it has 
somewhat lost today. Nowadays,  
there are lots of different things you  
can be doing on a Sunday morning  
rather than attending church services.  
In a rural community of the Middle  
Ages, the local church would have  
been a major place to meet and socialise.  
Many churches developed social 
organisations of maidens (girls aged  
from 12 up to marriage), young men  
of similar ages, and married women or 
‘wives’. So church was not just a place 
where people worshipped on a Sunday; 
it was a place where friendship groups 
could gather, too.

Q: Where and how did the
Church get its wealth?

A: The Church was not a single body, so 
you cannot say that it was rich any more 
than you can say that British society 
today is rich. There were enormous 
variations of wealth within the Church 
and its various institutions. At one 
extreme, there were archbishops and 
bishops who received huge salaries, 
although they had to pay the costs of 
their administrations out of their own 
pockets. At the other end of the scale, 
poor chaplains and curates earned 
about £3–£5 a year, which wasn’t much 
different to the annual income of artisans 
and labourers. Monasteries, too, might be 

MEDIEVAL CHURCH
EVERYTHING YOU  

WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT THE 

Professor Nicholas Orme answers key questions  
about religion and worship in the Middle Ages

rich or barely able to survive. There  
were huge variations in wealth.

As to where the money came from, 
the Church possessed endowments. 
Individuals over the centuries gave lands 
and money, particularly to support 
monasteries since monks could not go 
out into the world and earn money for 
themselves. The clergy of the parish 
churches were supported by tithes and 
offerings. Tithes were the most important 
part of their income, allowing them to 
receive a tenth of agricultural production 
– corn, barley and rye, and one tenth of 
newborn animals – calves, piglets, lambs, 
as well as honey, milk, cheese and so on. 
Offerings of money formed a smaller 
part of clergy income. They were made 
four times of the year and at baptisms, 
marriages and funerals. Parish sizes 
and wealth varied hugely from one to 
another, so being a parish priest didn’t 
indicate what income you might receive. 
Incomes could vary from as much as £80 
or £100 a year to as little as £3 or £4. 

Q: What would the sensory
experience of a medieval
church have been like?

A: Ideally, churches were to be neat and 
colourful, with hangings of coloured 
fabric on the altar. Clergy wore coloured 
vestments for mass and some other 
services. But it all depended on how 
much a church could afford. It is often 
thought that the inside walls of all 
medieval churches were decorated,  
and they were up to a point, but 
sometimes the decoration would have 
been quite simple – imitation brickwork, 
plaster or stencil patterns, for example. 
There are many records of churches 
lacking watertight roofs, window glass 
and satisfactory furnishings, and some 
would have looked rather shabby.

Inside, churches would have smelt 
of damp, candle smoke, incense and 
possibly the bodies of dead worthies 
buried beneath the floor. At a well-
attended service you would also have 

smelt humanity! Floors were covered 
with straw or rushes, renewed from  
time to time. 

The sounds inside depended on the 
size and wealth of the church. Wealthy 
churches with many clergy and singers 
would sing all services in plainsong 
(music sung in unison). Then, especially 
from the 15th century, masses and 
anthems might be sung in harmony 
in the more elaborate music known as 
polyphony. Polyphony was first mainly 

“WHOLE AREAS
OF STUDY THAT WE

WOULD NOW SEPARATE
INTO SCIENCE OR

SOCIOLOGY OR POLITICS
FELL UNDER RELIGION”

LEFT: A statue of a 
bishop in Canterbury 

Cathedral. Those at  
the very top of the 

Church hierarchy could 
receive huge salaries

RIGHT: Churches were 
entitled to receive one 

tenth of the parish’s 
agricultural production  

BELOW: The interior 
walls of St Mary’s 

Church in Kempley, 
Gloucestershire, retain 

some of the original 
medieval decorationGIVING BACKThe Church was one of the main 

distributors of charity during the 
medieval period and gave out 

alms – such as money or food –  
to the poor and needy. Hospitals, 

run by religious orders, cared 
for the sick and poor, and gave shelter to travellers. 
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NICHOLAS ORME is emeritus 
professor of history at the University 
of Exeter. His most recent book is 
Going to Church in Medieval England 
(Yale University Press, 2021)

sung in royal and noble chapels, from 
which it spread to cathedrals, monasteries, 
and the wealthier parish churches. Many 
lesser churches can have heard it only 
from visiting singers on special occasions.

Q: Was attending
church compulsory?

From puberty you were expected to  
go to church on Sundays and for  
religious festivals. There were about  
40 or 50 important festivals in the  
church calendar, so for about 90 days of 
the year, you would be expected to be in 
church, at least for mass in the morning. 
However, the Church had to accept that 
it could not impose complete attendance 
and exceptions had to be made for 
shepherds, fishermen and servants. 

In practice, making people attend 
church was difficult. A priest could refuse 
to hear their confessions or report them 
to the church courts where they might be 
fined or made to do public penance, but 
it was a long-winded process. There were 
always some people in a parish who did 
not go to church very often. Attending 
church on Easter Sunday was absolutely 
compulsory for all adults, however, so 
almost everyone would have been there  
on that festival. 
 

Q: Were children
required to attend church?

A: Small children were often taken to 
church because they could not be safely 
left at home. Equally, there are records of 

accidents that happened when parents 
left them at home, possibly in the care of 
an elder sibling. As mentioned, children 
did not have to attend church until 
puberty: indeed 15th and 16th-century 
congregations could be unforgiving about 
the restlessness and noise of younger 
children in church.

There were no services specially for 
children except on Saint Nicholas Day  
(6 December) and the Feast of the Holy 
Innocents (28 December), when a boy 
would be dressed as a bishop, with a 

mitre and staff, and preside over the 
service with a retinue of other boys. 
When the Reformation came, however, 
the first Book of Common Prayer – in 
English – in 1549, decreed that parish 
priests should hold regular classes in 
church to provide religious instruction. 

Q: What happened during
a medieval church service?

A: We know little about how churches 
were used before 1300. Until then, the 
likelihood is that there were not many 
seats, except for the nobility and gentry 
who sat in the chancel with the clergy. 
Instead, the congregation may have 
mostly stood, unless they brought their 
own stools, and knelt at significant points 
in the mass. The most important of these 
was the point at which the bread and 
wine of the Eucharist was consecrated 
and held up by the priest to be venerated.

Seating seems to have become more 
common during the 14th century, and 
normal during the 15th. Congregations 
wished to imitate the seated nobility, and 
people wanted seats that recognised their 
social rank. Parish church authorities 
were eventually obliged to put in general 
seating and grade it accordingly. The 
wealthy would sit (or stand or kneel) in 
seats at the front, with their inferiors 
further back. Seating was allocated by the 
churchwardens, the lay officers who looked 
after the church fabric and furnishings, 
and fees were usually charged for seats.

As for the religious experience, 
services were conducted in Latin  
and took place in the chancel at the  
east end of the church, which had a  
big screen separating it from the western 
nave where most of the congregation 
were placed. People were not expected 

to follow the text of the 
service or say responses 
as they would do today. 
That role was performed 
by the parish clerk, with 
the congregation watching 
from a distance. If you 
were pious, you might 
bring a rosary or a prayer 
book with you and say 
quiet prayers, so there 
would have been a subdued 
murmur of voices in  
the nave alongside the 
service itself.

What most people do 
not realise is that, by the 
15th century, the Latin mass 
included some material in 
English. At the beginning, 
all were sprinkled with 
holy water, and heard an 
English verse reminding 
them of their baptism. 

Then, in the middle of the service, there 
were announcements, and prayers for the 
pope, the king, the crops and individuals 
in need. There was sometimes (but not 
necessarily often) a sermon. At the end of 
the service, an ordinary loaf was blessed 
and divided up, another English verse was 
said, and everyone was given a fragment 
of the bread. Medieval congregations were 
not given the communion bread and wine 
at mass, hence the ‘substitute’ of the holy 
loaf. Only at Easter did the congregation 
receive the communion bread, and even 
then not the wine.

Q: Were men and
women separated during
church services?

A: This is hard to answer. Sometimes they 
were, and sometimes they weren’t. Wealthy 
people do not seem to have been separated 
according to sex because we hear of 
nobility, gentry and merchants sitting with 
their wives in the chancel or side chapels. 
The rest of the congregation may well have 
been separated, but the practice probably 
varied from church to church. At times 
when they were separated, women would 
usually have been placed on the north side 
of the church, and men on the south side. 

The reason for this is that the north side 
was considered to be the ‘safe’ side, while 
the south was considered ‘unsafe’. The 
rood – the figure of Christ on the cross set 
above the entrance to the chancel – always 
faced west. A figure of the Virgin Mary 
was placed at his right (north), with Saint 
John the Evangelist to his left (south). The 
north side, the side presided over by the 
Virgin Mary, was considered to be the side 
of the saved, and women were seated here 
because they were deemed to be more 
open to temptation. Men were placed 
on the ‘unsafe’ side because they were 
reckoned to be better able to stand up to 
evil. But equally there were other customs 
that dictated where you sat, such as certain 
seats being tied to particular properties.

“THE CHURCH
HAD TO ACCEPT

THAT IT COULDN’T

IMPOSE 100 PER CENT
ATTENDANCE”

Going to church was a very different 
experience from what it is today. It  
centred on ceremony not on instruction. 
Yet through regular attendance, the 
form and much of the meaning of 
services could become understood, 
and for literate people, at least, services 
could be supplemented by reading 
instructive books at home. d
INTERVIEW: DAVE MUSGROVE
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

ABOVE: The disruption caused by noisy young parishioners wasn’t always tolerated  
RIGHT: A depiction of Saint Valentine as a ‘boy bishop’. A young male of the parish was 

usually dressed in a similar fashion on the Feast of the Holy Innocents (28 December)

Parishioners with 
certain jobs, such as 
shepherds, were 
sometimes allowed to 
miss church services

ABOVE: The chancel – the area surrounding the 
altar – at St Mary’s Church, Edlesborough, Bucks 

RIGHT: Looking west through the rood screen  
at Tewkesbury Abbey, out towards the nave

Choir stalls with carved misericords beneath their folding seats. These ledges allowed people to remain partially standing during prayer

NUN ON THE RUNIn 1318, a nun named Joan of 
Leeds faked her own death in 
order to escape the priory of  

St Clement by York. According to 
a letter written by Archbishop 
William Melton, Joan created 
a dummy in the likeness of 

her body, which was then buried.
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CHURCH STRUCTURE

I
t is often assumed that the 
medieval Church was a monolithic 
organisation: strict in its beliefs 
and powerful in enforcing them. 
In truth, it was more like modern 

education in Britain: a system with some 
overarching rules, but one delivered by 
many different agencies, some of which 
had quite contrary aims to the others.

The Church was headed by the pope, 
based in Italy or France. He was prayed 
for in churches every Sunday, but in 
practice he was chiefly a legal authority. 
The laws that governed the Church and 
regulated people’s moral lives were 
issued or validated by him. He gave 
dispensations in individual cases, and 
sometimes heard legal appeals from the 
authorities lower down. Otherwise, he 
had little contact with most churches.

Locally, the Church was run by 
bishops, who each ruled an area called a 
diocese. They approved the appointment 
of parish clergy, oversaw the running of 
churches, and held Church courts. The 
latter dealt with crimes against the clergy, 
moral crimes by the laity, marriages, 
and wills – matters not yet under the 
secular courts. They also consecrated 
churches and administered confirmation 
to children.

Even so, for most of the 
time, local churches rarely 
saw or interacted with their 
bishops. Indeed, bishops did not 
have total power over their dioceses. 
Many monasteries and all houses of 
friars were independent and run by their 
own leaders. Certain other churches, 
especially royal chapels and the parishes 
belonging to them, were also exempt 
from control.

The most important unit of the Church 
was the parish and the parish church, 
of which there were about 10,000 in 
England by the end of the Middle Ages. 
Each church was staffed by a clergyman, 
called a ‘rector’ or ‘vicar’, appointed by 
a ‘patron’ who might be the king, one 
of the nobility or gentry, a bishop, or a 
monastery. Their choice was approved  
by the bishop unless it broke the rules 
about appointments.

The clergyman had to provide daily 
and weekly services in the church, 
baptise, marry and bury parishioners, 
and hear their confessions at least once 
a year. In return, he was entitled to take 
tithes (a tenth of all the crops and young 
animals produced in the parish) and any 
money offered in church. Some churches 
had other clergy: curates assisting the 

clergyman and chantry priests praying 
for the dead. There were also ‘collegiate 
churches’, with larger staffs of clergy to 
stage the daily services in a grander way.

Every lay person belonged to a parish. 
All were baptised at birth and became 
full members of the Church at puberty. 
They were then expected to attend their 

parish church on Sundays and festival 
days, to pay tithes and offerings, 

and to observe the Church’s 
moral laws. They had to 

help maintain half of the 
church building (the nave) 
and all the furnishings. 
Maintenance and fund-
raising were organised by 
churchwardens, chosen 
from the parishioners.

All this describes  
a perfect system, but in 

practice, systems are never 
perfect. Church authorities 

could be lax, parish clergy 
could be negligent, and lay 

people resistant to Church law. 
From the 1380s there were also Lollards, 

who dissented from some of the beliefs 
of the Church, and it was hard for the 
authorities to deal with more than the 
most flagrant cases of defiance. In the end, 
the control the Church exerted over the 
local clergy and laity was weaker than the 
claims of the Church would suggest. d

AN ORDER 
OF SERVICE

Professor Nicholas Orme outlines the hierarchy of  
the medieval Church – from the pope to the parishioners

NICHOLAS ORME is emeritus professor 
of history at the University of Exeter. His 
latest book is Going to Church in Medieval 
England (Yale University Press, 2021)

ABOVE: Parishioners 
were baptised at birth, 
becoming full members 
of the Church at puberty

ABOVE LEFT: Pope 
Urban II presides over 
the Council of Clermont 
in 1095 – the synod that 
launched the crusades

BELOW: Marriages  
were dealt with by the 
Church courts
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A LIFE IN THE CHURCH

The Church was a constant presence in medieval 
society, celebrating life’s biggest events with 
blessings and rituals. Within hours of their first 

breath, babies were baptised into the Church, a rite that 
ensured eternal salvation should the infant die. “The first 
known infant baptism in England was that of Eanfled, 
daughter of King Edwin of Northumbria in AD 625,” says 
Professor Nicholas Orme, author of Going to Church in 
Medieval England, “and by the 12th century, the ancient 
tradition of waiting until Easter Eve or Pentecost Eve to 
christen a new baby had been replaced by immediate 
baptism on the day of birth.”

Baptisms were also naming ceremonies; a baby’s 
forename would be announced at the beginning of the 
service by the senior godparent of the infant’s gender, 
after whom, incidentally, the baby was usually named. 
“Baptism, like the services of churching and marriage 
(see boxes 2 and 5), was a rite of transition that brought 
the recipient from outside to inside the church,” 
comments Orme. “Standing outside the church doors, 
the priest would perform a series of ritual actions, 
saying prayers and exorcisms to ensure the child was fit 
to enter the church. The outdoor part of the service is 
one of the main reasons church porches were built, to 
provide shelter from adverse weather.”

Inside, the baptismal party would gather around the 
font where three godparents (two of the baby’s gender 
and one of the opposite gender) would make their 
baptismal vows. The infant was then fully immersed, 
three times in consecrated water, and wrapped in  
a ‘chrisom’ cloth.

“Although puberty was 
considered the point 
at which young people 

became fully involved in church 
duties, there was no formal 
ceremony to mark this transition 
from childhood to adulthood,” 
comments Orme. “The likelihood 
is that upon reaching puberty, a 
parent, godparent or parish priest 
would suggest that an adolescent 
attend confession at Lent and 
receive communion.”

From 1215, all adult parishioners 
were expected to receive 
communion at Easter and attend 
confession once a year. Communion 
itself took place after the priest 
had consecrated the bread and 

Like baptism and churching, 
the marriage rite began 
outside the church doors with 

a public exchange of vows, made 
‘before God, the priest, and the 
people’. From 1200, three public 
announcements of marriage had 
to be made in church before a 
couple could wed – later known as 
‘banns’ – and weddings were not 
permitted to take place during the 
three penitential periods of the year, 

which included Advent and Lent. 
“It was common for churches to 

be decorated for weddings; there 
are records of fresh rushes being 
strewn on the floor, with special 
hangings and lights. But they could 
be expensive occasions, too: some 
churches had to keep a bridal veil 
or jewels that could be lent to those 
who could not afford to have them,” 
comments Orme.

“If a parishioner was believed to be 
near death, a member of the clergy 
would be summoned so that psalms, 

intercessions and a litany of prayers for 
the soul could be said over the individual,” 
explains Orme. “Distance and even 
negligence, though, could see churchmen 
fail to make it in time, and it was not 
uncommon for an individual to die without 
receiving confession or communion.”

Deaths were marked with the ringing of 
the ‘passing bell’ at church – two rings for 
a woman, three for a man – and further 
prayers and psalms were said over the 
dead body, which would be washed and 
wrapped in a linen shroud. Later that day 
or the next, the body would be taken to 
church, accompanied by family and other 

acquaintances, where  
a funeral mass of requiem 
would be said before burial.

“Funerals could place  
a vast financial burden on 
poor parishioners,” says Orme. 
“Despite a ban on charging 
for funerals, monetary offerings 
from those attending the requiem were 
expected, while the burial itself could be 
an expensive outlay. 

“Conversely, funerals were also 
opportunities for some families to flaunt 
their wealth – from providing the clothes  
of those attending to paying huge sums  
for masses to be said for the deceased.” d
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN  
AND NICHOLAS ORME

One notable person missing 
from medieval baptisms 
was the baby’s mother. 

Jewish tradition regarded them  
as ritually unclean for several 
weeks after giving birth. The 
Christian Church modified this 
view but asked mothers to 
attend church after 40 days for 
‘purification’ – a rite commonly 
known as ‘churching’.

Carrying a candle, the new 
mother would wait outside the 
church doors, accompanied by 

two matrons and her midwife. 
After sprinkling her with holy 
water, the priest would lead her 
into the church, after which mass 
was celebrated. The chrisom cloth 
would also be returned and a 
monetary offering made.

“There was no formal ban on 
women entering church after 
giving birth, but it was a custom 
that was certainly encouraged, 
and one that the Virgin Mary is 
described as having followed in 
the New Testament,” says Orme. 

Unlike the rites of baptism 
and churching, which took 
place at specific points in 

life, confirmation – performed by 
a bishop as the Church’s official 
validation of a person’s Christian 
status – could take place at any time. 

“In the very early days of 
Christianity in England, when 
bishops travelled around as 
missionaries, it’s likely that baptism 
and confirmation were performed 
at the same time,” says Orme. “But 
by the 12th century, bishops were 
typically absent from their dioceses 
for considerable periods of time, 
making it harder for people to 
receive confirmation.”

When a bishop could be found, 
the confirmation service itself 
was relatively straightforward. A 
sponsor for the child was enlisted 
(an adult of the same sex as the 
individual being confirmed) and 
all involved were required to fast 
beforehand. The bishop would 
anoint his thumb with chrism 
(holy oil) and make a cross on 
the individual’s forehead, saying 
the required words. After their 
anointing, the newly confirmed 
child would tie a bandage around 
their head to keep the chrism in 
place and return to the church 
3–8 days later to have their 
forehead washed in the font.

FROM CRADLE TO GRAVE
No matter who you were or where you came from,  

the Church was always there to mark life’s big events

1. BAPTISM

2. CHURCHING

3. CONFIRMATION

5. WEDDINGS

6. DEATHA fresco depicts Saint Francis of 
Assisi receiving confirmation from 
Pope Innocent III in 1210

Dying parishioners 
would be attended  
by a member of the 
clergy, with prayers 

said for their soul

Babies were usually baptised on the same 

day as they were born – a way to ensure 

eternal salvation should they suddenly die

Women were considered unclean 
in the weeks after giving birth, 
and in need of ‘purification’

A 15th-century image (above) depicts a woman on a ‘spiritual journey’ from childhood to adulthood.  
Upon reaching maturity, parishioners were expected to receive bread, and initially wine, at communion (right)

Weddings could sometimes be 
grand occasions, with churches 

specially decorated for the purpose

CHRISTMAS 2021    37

wine at mass – at which point both 
elements were believed to have 
become, in a physical sense, the 
actual body and blood of Christ. 
From the 12th century, however, 
the consecrated wine was withheld 
from the laity – partly to avoid 

sacrilegious spillages – while a  
towel was held beneath the chins  
of communicants to catch any 
crumbs that might fall as they 
received the consecrated bread  
in the form of a wafer.

4. COMMUNION



CHRISTMAS 2021    3938    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

TH
E 

N
O

R
FO

LK
 A

N
D

 S
U

FF
O

LK
 M

ED
IE

VA
L 

G
R

A
FF

IT
I S

U
R

V
EY

 X
4

CHURCH GRAFFITI

T 
oday, graffiti is generally 
seen as both destructive and 
anti-social, and certainly 
not something that should 
be either welcomed or 

encouraged in our parish churches. 
However, that attitude is a relatively 
modern one. During the Middle Ages, 
graffiti appears to have been both 
accepted and acceptable, leaving many 
of our medieval churches and cathedrals 
quite literally covered with inscriptions.

Generally speaking, most of these 
inscriptions had been largely overlooked 
except by a very small handful of 
academics and scholars, and are still 
often described simply as the creations of 
‘bored’ choirboys; paradoxically in many 

cases long before there actually were 
any choirboys to be found in church. 
In recent years, however, new surveys 
of these early inscriptions have revived 
interest in medieval graffiti, and have 
seen it become the focus of intense study.

So the question must really be – why 
study graffiti in the first place? The 
answer is actually a very straightforward 
one: if you walk into just about any one 
of the thousands of surviving medieval 
churches scattered across the English 
countryside, you will undoubtedly see 
a wealth of features surviving from the 
Middle Ages – stained-glass windows, 
the sheen of alabaster monuments and 
the dull glow of memorial brasses set in 
to the floor. However, almost without 

MAKING THEIR MARK
The walls of some of England’s oldest places of worship are 

covered with inscriptions and doodles. Matthew J Champion 
explains the significance of medieval church graffiti, and what 

we can learn about the lives of the people who created it
those individuals came into contact 
with the authority of either the civil 
administration or the Church, and they 
most certainly do not represent those 
peoples’ everyday interactions with 
their church as either a building or an 
institution. Their voice has been muted 
and distorted by the conventions of the 
records themselves.

This, then, is what makes the study 
of early graffiti inscriptions both 
worthwhile and utterly fascinating. 
Unlike almost every other surviving 
record from the Middle Ages, the graffiti 
inscriptions have the potential to have 
been created by anyone and everyone; 
from the lord of the manor and parish 
priest all the way down the social scale 
to the very lowliest of commoner. They 
are, quite literally, the lost voices of the 
medieval Church.

DECIPHERING DEMONS
Research into English medieval graffiti 
inscriptions has shown that, while there 
are a number of inscriptions that might 
be nothing more than the doodlings of 
bored choirboys, the vast majority of the 
inscriptions appear to be devotional or 
religious in nature. They are, in simple 
terms, prayers made solid in stone.

In some cases the inscriptions are 
literally that – Latin prayers that wouldn’t 
be out of place in a traditional church 
service, etched deep into the stonework; 
prayers for the safe return of long 
overdue ships or for a good harvest, and 
prayers for the souls of a dearly departed 
member of the family.

Others are less easy to decipher.  
Ritual protection marks, commonly mis-
referred to as ‘witch marks’, designed to 
ward off demons and the ever-present 
‘evil eye’, clustered around medieval 
fonts. Elaborate crosses cut deep into the 
arches of doorways in memory of vows 
undertaken, or asking for God’s blessing 
upon a new and perhaps hazardous 
undertaking. Medieval ships complete 
with crew members still sailing across 
the stonework after many long centuries, 
and images of demons pinned to the 
walls for evermore by deeply etched 
pentangles and ‘demon traps’.

Compass-drawn 
designs, such as  
those shown above,  
are among the most 
common types of 
medieval church 
graffiti. Typically, these 
functioned as ‘ritual 
protection marks’, 
intended to ward  
off demons

ABOVE: An elegantly 
inscribed piece of text 

discovered upside 
down, three metres up 

a pillar, at Ludham, 
Norfolk. It is thought to 

be the name of one  
of the parish’s vicars

RIGHT: A modern 
reconstruction of how 

graffiti inscriptions 
would have originally 
appeared – scratched 

through the decorative 
pigment to reveal the 

pale stone beneath

Church graffiti didn’t cease with the English Reformation, as these 17th-century inscriptions found in Sedgeford, Norfolk, show

exception, all these survivals were 
created by or for the top five or 10 per 
cent of medieval society; the parish elite 
that could, quite simply, afford to have 
themselves memorialised.

Where, then, are the lower orders of 
medieval society? Where are the common 
folk who for generations worshipped 
within the church walls? Where are the 
memorials to the simple commoners 
who paid for, and in many cases actually 
helped construct, these monuments to 
their ‘betters’?

Well, these individuals do turn up 
occasionally within legal agreements, 
wills and manor court rolls. However, in 
most cases these documents are atypical. 
Put simply, they represent times when 
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MATTHEW J CHAMPION is an 
archaeologist, historian and the project 
director of the Norfolk Medieval Graffiti 
Survey (medieval-graffiti.co.uk). His books 
include Medieval Graffiti: The Lost Voices 
of England’s Churches (Ebury Press, 2015)

be his territory? Was it John Abthorpe 
himself who carved the name into the 
stonework, or was it created by another 
person with a deeper, darker purpose?

I have come across a number of 
other inscriptions that are far less 
enigmatic, and whose meaning it is all 
too easy to understand. At Gamlingay 
in Cambridgeshire, for example, a tiny 
inscription in the north aisle reads simply 
Hic est sedes margaratea vit an d(ecimo) 
(Here lies Margaret in her 10th year).

IN SICKNESS AND HEALTH
A few miles away at Kingston (also 
Cambridgeshire), a discreet inscription 
appears to tell of an even more tragic 
tale. There, cut neatly into the stonework, 
are three names – Cateryn Maddyngley, 
Jane Maddyngley and Amee Maddyngley. 
Exactly how old they were we will 
probably never know, but the fact they 
don’t turn up as adults in the parish 
records rather suggests that all three 
were children or infants; all three 
related by blood. However, if the rest of 
the brief inscription is to be believed, 
the one thing we do know is that all 
three died in the same year – 1515. For 
most of England it wasn’t a particularly 
significant year, unless you happened 
to live in either London, the southeast 
or Cambridgeshire. In these areas, 

throughout the summer months, an old 
adversary returned: the bubonic plague.

Although the plague was usually a little 
less deadly than the sweating sickness 
(which could see you hale and hearty at 
lunchtime, but dead before supper), and 
had a higher recovery rate, this outbreak 
appears to have been particularly 
virulent. Cambridge University (and 
possibly Oxford) suspended all studies, 
and the courts and places of gathering 
were disbanded in an effort to stop its 
spread – but to little avail.

Part of the problem was that this 
outbreak came only a short time after 
the last major outbreak of the ‘sweats’ 
in 1507. As was typical of the period, 
the years immediately after a major 
epidemic usually saw an increased birth 
rate, as families and communities tried 
to make good the losses of the previous 
pestilence. However, in the case of the 
1515 epidemic, all this meant was that 
when the plague began to ravage its way 
across England, the country had a far 
higher proportion of infants than it  

might ordinarily have had – and it was 
these children who appear to have fallen  
victim to the disease in their hundreds 
and thousands.

Across southeast England, infants 
were buried hastily in unmarked graves, 
with little or no time to memorialise 
or remember them. In London, the 
hasty funeral processions, made up of 
only a few souls, walked the deserted 
streets; and in Kingston, a small village 
in rural Cambridgeshire, a stolid tenant 
farmer quietly etched the names of his 
three dead children into the walls of the 
parish church. That simple inscription 
may well be the only mark those three 
young individuals left on this planet. 
Sometimes, the writing on the walls can 
break your heart. d

The walls of our medieval churches are 
full of minute testaments to faith and 
belief that were once commonplace. They 
tell the stories of life, love, hope and fear 
within the English medieval parish;  
a record that depicts sudden death and 
the perils of the soul that, every day, 
faced our ancestors. Most of all, though, 
these scratched mementoes by the long 
dead tell us about people.

EAST ANGLIAN INTRIGUE
A single church, such as that of St Mary’s 
at Troston in Suffolk, can hold many 
hundreds of early inscriptions, ranging 
from the mundane to the seriously 
outlandish. On the tower arch sit 
elaborate compass-drawn designs dating 
back to the time when the church was 
first built and consecrated by the bishop. 
A little further up the stonework is the 
name ‘Johed Abthorp’ (John Abthorpe), 
lord of the manor in the second half of 
the 15th century.

On the opposite side of the arch, which 
is now badly decayed by centuries of 
wear and damp, are a long series of dates 
from the turbulent time of the Civil Wars. 
Just below them are the sadly defaced 
outlines of two medieval ships; prayers, 
perhaps, for safe voyages undertaken by 
local churchgoers. The eastern end of the 
church is covered in even more graffiti, 
while the north side of the chancel arch 
is so densely covered with inscriptions 
that it is difficult to identify individual 
designs. Only two or three things can 
be made out; a man in late-medieval 

“THE TIME TAKEN TO 

CREATE THESE DESIGNS SUGGESTS

THEY COULDN’T HAVE BEEN
CARRIED OUT WITHOUT

THE CHURCH’S  KNOWLEDGE”

costume is shown with his hands raised 
in prayer, an outline of a medieval shoe 
and the medieval text inscription that 
simply reads Deo (God).

On the south side of the chancel arch 
the graffiti takes a sinister bent. Just 
below a beautifully executed medieval 
coat-of-arms can be seen another 
outline of a medieval shoe. However, this 
time scrawled alongside it, and partly 
obscuring it, is a small head of a demon. 
Admittedly, demon imagery was common 
in the medieval church, with colourful 
and grotesque examples often found 
casting the souls of the damned down 
into the pit of hell on the surviving  
doom paintings that can still be seen 
above many chancel arches. However,  
the number of graffiti examples here  
is noteworthy.

Higher up the arch is a second demon 
inscription, this time shown in profile 
with a gaping mouth full of sharpened 
teeth and its tongue lolling out. Across 
the demon’s head is a pentangle, scored 

deeply into the stonework suggesting that 
it was gone over time and time again. 
The pentangle, originally a Christian 
symbol of protection, sits exactly within 
the confines of the demon’s head – 
quite literally pinning it to the wall and 
trapping the ‘evil’ within.

Such symbolism as that found at  
St Mary’s at Troston clearly had meaning 
for the individuals who created these 
images, and many of the more elaborate 
examples would have taken several hours 
to execute. The length of time taken to 
create these designs does rather suggest 
that they couldn’t have been carried out 
without the full knowledge of the local 
church itself – and with at least their  
tacit approval.

Some are clearly devotional in nature, 
such as the praying male figure, but 
we may never truly understand the 
reasons why the lord of the manor left 
his name inscribed in the tower arch. 
Was he simply recording his presence, or 
perhaps marking what he considered to 

ABOVE LEFT: The 
names of three children 
cut into the stonework 
of the parish church  
at Kingston, Cambs. 
They were likely 
victims of plague in the 
early 16th century

ABOVE RIGHT: A  
late-medieval ship 
inscription at Norwich 
Cathedral, depicting  
a merchant vessel with 
its sails furled

The church was one  
of the focal points of 
medieval communities, 
and as such, the ageing 
inscriptions found  
on their walls can tell 
us about the everyday 
lives of ordinary people

ABOVE: The image of a 
demon found at St Mary’s 

Church in Troston, Suffolk. 
A pentangle has been 

scratched over its head – 
trapping the ‘evil’ within 

RIGHT: Another demon 
found inside the same 

church – alongside the 
outline of a medieval shoe

Parishioners who perished 
during outbreaks of infectious 
disease, such as sweating 
sickness, were frequently 
memorialised on church walls
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MEDIEVAL PILGRIMAGE

HOW TO GO ON A  
MEDIEVAL PILGRIMAGE

Are you a medieval worshipper looking to demonstrate the 
strength of your devotion? A pilgrimage could be the answer – 

and we have the ultimate guide to planning your trip...

There are many reasons for going 
on pilgrimage. You may wish to 
undertake the journey to show 
your religious devotion. You may 
be doing penance for sins you’ve 
committed. You may wish to be 
cured of a serious medical condition 
or illness, or to gain a cure for 
someone else. You may wish to 

make a political protest: to visit the 
tombs of Simon de Montfort or King 

Henry VI, because you supported their 
causes. Or you may just be in need of  
a holiday and a little adventure.

But pilgrimages cost time and money. 
Most people cannot spend long away 
from their work, their children or their 
farm animals. Going a great distance 
means either walking, which is wearying; 
travelling in a carrier’s cart for which you 
have to pay; or riding a horse, which you 
must own or hire. Then how are you to 
find food or a bed? You can beg, which 
is hazardous, or you may be able to 
stay in a monastery, but often the only 
alternatives will be inns or private houses 
charging money.

This means that, for most people, 
pilgrimage is a local matter. You go 
out for the day, often with friends and 
neighbours, to visit a nearby abbey, 
church or chapel. You take a picnic and 
get home by nightfall. Long pilgrimages 
to the most famous shrines are chiefly 
made by the wealthy, who can afford to 
take time off and have money to spend, 
or by very devout poor people who 
support themselves as best they can 
along the way.

Local pilgrimage places are 
innumerable. Many churches have images 
of Christ or the Virgin Mary, which are 
reckoned to be especially holy and 
where your prayer may be answered. 
Small chapels are also popular, usually 

WHERE TO GO

WHAT TO BRING

ABOVE: Pilgrims depicted making their way to  
Canterbury – the busiest holy site in medieval England 

RIGHT: Lincoln Cathedral, another popular  
destination, was once the tallest building on Earth

LEFT: Hammered coins,  
such as those shown here, 
would have been brought  
as offerings to shrines

FAR LEFT: Making long 
journeys over tricky terrain 
meant a staff would have 
been a key piece of kit

It is more pleasant to travel in 
company than alone. On a short 
pilgrimage you may go as a church 
group, and on a longer one, you 
are likely to find other people 
on the roads whom you can join. 
Indeed, Chaucer describes pilgrims 
from different parts of England – 
including Devon, Norfolk and Oxford 
– meeting in Southwark, across the 
Thames from London, and forming  
a party to go to Canterbury. 

You will mostly travel by the 
ordinary roads rather than by 

special pilgrim ways. The main  
roads have inns and shops to buy 
food, and they are safer as long as 
you go in a group.

You can stay briefly in a monastic 
almonry, where you may be able 
to secure basic food and lodging. 
Monasteries, by the later Middle 
Ages, however, are tending to build 
inns for this purpose, and these inns 
will probably charge for staying, as 
other inns do. Private houses are 
likely to take in travellers, but there 
too some payment will be expected.

For your time on the road, you may dress in normal 
clothes suitable for travelling (Chaucer’s Canterbury 
pilgrims were dressed in this way). Some pilgrims,  
chiefly men, wear a special outfit, but this is not 
compulsory. It consists of a wooden staff for support 
(and for warding off hostile dogs), a wide-brimmed hat 
to protect you from sun and rain, and a bag in which  
to carry your provisions. 

Make sure that you also bring or buy an 
offering to the image or shrine. Candles, 
coins and jewellery are all acceptable. At the 
major pilgrimage places, you may purchase  

a wax image to hang up at the shrine as 
a sign that you are asking for help, or to 
give thanks for help you have already 
received. These can include little human 
figures, parts of the body such as 
hearts, limbs and fingers, or images of 
animals or hawks.

WHEN TO GO
A stained-glass window in 

Canterbury Cathedral depicts 
worshippers visiting the shrine 

of Saint Thomas Becket

Scheduling your pilgrimage properly will be crucial to 
your enjoyment of the whole experience. The best time 
to go is from after Easter until the autumn. This is when 
the weather is better, the roads are drier and (except at 
harvest times) there is less work to do on the land. But 
you do not have to make a pilgrimage the whole point 
of your travel. If you are going on business, even to a 
market in a nearby town, or if you are a wealthy member 
of the aristocracy, moving from manor to manor or to 

London, this will allow you to call in at churches with an 
image or a shrine, on the way or at your destination.  
A pilgrimage can be part of a journey for other reasons.

A mural shows the characters of Geoffrey Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales travelling on horseback, although 
many pilgrims actually made their journeys on foot

on their festival day once a year, especially 
ones in romantic places such as hilltops, 
woods or caves. If you have the means to 
travel further, there is also a wide choice of 
places to go. Canterbury Cathedral, with the 
shrine of Thomas Becket, canonised in 1173, 
is the most famous and busiest shrine of all, 
attracting pilgrims from all over Britain and 
from the Continent. Other notable churches 

to visit are Walsingham in Norfolk, which 
has a copy of the Virgin Mary’s house at 
Nazareth and is a shrine in her honour, 
and Hailes Abbey in Gloucestershire, 
which possesses some of the blood of 
Christ in a crystal phial. Of course, anyone 
lucky enough to live close to these places 
can easily visit them in a single day.

HOW TO

TRAVEL AND

WHERE TO STAY
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The best time to arrive is the early morning, so that you can attend mass in 
the church. After that, you will visit the main image or shrine that you have 
come to see, and there you will make your offering, and pray for your needs. 
The church may have other relics to show you: when the scholar Erasmus 

visits Walsingham in 1512, he is shown a bone of Saint Peter and 
some of the breast milk of the Virgin Mary. But relics are 

more likely to be brought out for wealthy pilgrims who 
can be expected to make generous offerings. 

After visiting the shrine, you may wish to buy  
a souvenir in the form of a lead or pewter badge 

to wear on your hat. At Canterbury you can 
also purchase a small lead phial of water that 
has been in contact with a drop of the blood 
of Saint Thomas. This may be taken home 
and kept for veneration, or for drinking 
during a serious illness.

DURHAM CATHEDRAL 
▲ The relics of Saint Cuthbert ended up here in AD 995, 
having not had a permanent home after the Vikings’ 
sacking of Lindisfarne more than two centuries earlier. 
The relics were the primary reason for pilgrims to visit 
Durham, especially after they were placed in the new 
cathedral in the early 12th century.

THE SHRINE OF OUR  
LADY OF WALSINGHAM
 Located in the Norfolk village 
of Walsingham, this popular 
shrine was established in 1061 by 
a noblewoman who had a vision 

of the Virgin Mary asking 
her to build a replica of 
the house at Nazareth in 

which she brought up Jesus. 

ST ALBANS CATHEDRAL 
 The shrine to Saint Alban,  
a Christian martyr who died 
at the hands of the Romans 
(possibly around AD 304), 
was visited by pilgrims from 
the fifth century onwards. The 
Venerable Bede would later 
describe it as a place where 
“there ceases not to this day 
the miraculous cures of many 
sick persons, and the frequent 
working of wonders”.  

ST MICHAEL’S MOUNT
 The saint’s chief shrine 
in Britain attracted some 
pilgrims from far away 
(it seems to have been 
regarded as Land’s End is 
today), but it was especially 
popular as a local place 
of pilgrimage for Cornish 
people, most of whom could 
visit on a short journey. d

WORDS: NIGE TASSELL AND NICHOLAS ORME

FOUR OTHER PLACES TO  
GO ON PILGRIMAGE
Don’t fancy Canterbury? Here are some 
more holy sites for your consideration...

A marker erected in the village of 
Chevening, Kent, commemorating one of 
England’s most popular pilgrim routes 

ABOVE: Pilgrims with modest funds could bed down 
inside a monastery – a much safer, and undoubtedly drier, 
option than sleeping under the stars

LEFT: Bread and ale would have provided sustenance to 
those recovering from exhausting journeys

ABOVE: Metal badges, such as this one depicting  
the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket, would have been 

worn as a cherished souvenir of a pilgrim’s travels 

RIGHT: Another badge, depicting Becket himself

Not everyone will approve of you going on 
pilgrimage. Some images are claimed to have 
powers that the Church does not endorse, and  
a few bishops have expressly forbade people  
from venerating them. 

A series of writers have also criticised 
pilgrimage. They include Chaucer’s 
contemporary, William Langland (the author 
of the poem Piers Plowman); the followers 
of John Wycliffe (died 1384), known as the 
Lollards; and Erasmus in the early 16th century. 
These men question the superstitions associated 
with some pilgrim places, and think that human  
life is the only pilgrimage that God asks us to 
follow. Instead, people should stay at home, work, 
go to their local church, and give money to the 
poor rather than shrines and images. 

If you ignore these views and still wish to 
go, just make sure that you do so before 1538, 
because in that year Henry VIII will ban the 
practice altogether!

EXPECT SOME 

DISAPPROVAL

WHEN YOU

GET THERE
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Despite its age, Canterbury Cathedral 
remains a beating heart of Christianity 

T
he mother church 
of the Church of 
England and the 
wider Anglican 
Communion, 

Canterbury Cathedral has 
been an important centre 
of Christianity for more 
than 1,400 years. However, 
little remains of the original 
cathedral, which lies beneath 
the nave of the present 
building, or of the Norman 
cathedral erected shortly 
after the Conquest. In fact, 
today’s impressive edifice is 
the amalgamation of some 
900 years of building and 
rebuilding since 1070. 

But aside from its impressive 
architecture, the cathedral is 
also known for being the site  
of a particularly brutal murder. 

In 1162, Henry II’s close 
friend and chancellor, Thomas 
Becket, was appointed 
archbishop of Canterbury – the 
most senior bishop role in the 
Church of England. By giving 
Becket such an important 
promotion, the king hoped he 
would support his future plans. 

However, relations between 
the pair began to sour when, 
in 1164, Henry attempted to 
introduce a set of laws that 
would give the Crown more 
power and influence over the 
Church. When Becket refused 

to accept the changes, the 
king tried to put him on trial, 
causing the archbishop to flee 
to France. Making the most 
of Becket’s absence, Henry 
had his son – also named 
Henry – crowned by the 
Archbishop of York as a junior 
king to ensure his succession. 
After an intervention by Pope 
Alexander III, Henry and 
Becket managed to resolve 
some of their differences, and 
Becket returned home – but 
not before writing a letter 
excommunicating the bishops 
involved in the coronation. 

Precisely what happened 
next is still the cause of some 
debate. Upon discovering 
Becket’s actions, a furious 
Henry is said to have cried out 
“Why am I troubled by this 
low-born priest?”, leading 
four over-zealous knights to 
set off for Canterbury. Trying 
to force him to come to terms, 
tempers boiled over and on 
29 December 1170 the knights 
hacked Becket to death in the 
northwest transept. 

Henry claimed that he never 
intended Becket to be killed, 
but he nevertheless performed 
public penance, allowing 
himself to be whipped as he 
prayed for forgiveness. Becket, 
meanwhile, was declared a 
martyr and canonised in 1173.

A cathedral through time
AD 597 

Saint Augustine arrives in Kent as a  
Christian missionary on the orders of Pope 
Gregory the Great. He establishes the  
original Canterbury Cathedral and becomes 
the first archbishop of Canterbury.

1077

The Norman stone cathedral is completed 
under the orders of Archbishop Lanfranc.

1174

A devastating fire tears through the  
building, melting the lead roof and causing 
widespread damage. Rebuilding the  
cathedral will take 10 years.

1220 

The cathedral becomes an important site of 
medieval pilgrimage when Thomas Becket’s 
body is placed in its shrine.

1498

The 250-foot Bell Harry Tower is completed 
– the last major addition to the cathedral.

1538–40 

On the orders of Henry VIII, Becket’s shrine 
is destroyed and the monastery dissolved.

1660–1704

The cathedral undergoes repair work after 
being damaged by Puritans during the Civil 
Wars. Many of the medieval stained-glass 
windows are smashed.

1954

The cathedral’s library is rebuilt after being 
damaged in a World War II bombing raid. d
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WHAT TO SEE
1 TRINITY CHAPEL Originally the site of Becket’s tomb, 
this now houses the remains of Edward, the Black Prince 

2 CORONA CHAPEL Named after the severed crown of 
Thomas Becket, this forms the cathedral’s east end 

3 THE MARTYRDOM The exact spot where Becket was 
killed can be viewed inside the northwest transept 

4 SHRINE A lit candle shows where Becket’s shrine once 
stood before it was destroyed during the Reformation 

5 NAVE The cathedral’s central section was rebuilt in the 
late 14th century and contains one of its oldest stained-
glass windows, depicting the biblical Adam 

6 GREAT SOUTH WINDOW This contains the 12th-
century Ancestors of Christ stained-glass windows 

7 CLOISTERS The centre of monastic life at Canterbury 

8 CRYPT Dating back to the 11th century, this is the 
oldest surviving part of the cathedral

1 

3 5 

7

82

4 6

After Becket’s death, miracles were 

reported at the cathedral, bringing 

pilgrims from far and wide

BIG NUMBERS

ENGLAND  
IN STONE

A stained-glass 
panel depicts 

Becket’s 
slaying
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100,000 
No fewer than 100,000 

pilgrims are said to have 

visited Canterbury in 1420, 

the fifth 50-year ‘jubilee’  

of Becket’s martyrdom

3,600 
The number of fire 

bombs dropped on 

Canterbury by the 

German Luftwaffe 
on one day  

in 1942

1,200 
More than 1,200 square 
metres of stained glass 
fill the cathedral’s huge 

windows

3 
The number of 
archbishops of Canterbury who have been murdered: Alphege, Thomas Becket and Simon  
of Sudbury
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RELIGIOUS ORDERS

I
t is the early sixth century AD and 
Christianity is well on its way to 
establishing itself as the dominant 
religion across the former western 
Roman empire. Yet not everyone, 

it seems, is adhering to Jesus’ teachings. 
In fact, so appalled is one man by the 
people of Rome’s licentiousness – their 
preference for wine, women and song 
over abstinence, piety and prayer – that 
he decides to live as a hermit inside a 
cave some 40 miles east of what once  
was the imperial capital.

That man is known today as  
Saint Benedict of Nursia, and the plan he 
hatched while living in isolation in the 
foothills of central Italy 1,500 years ago 
would change the course of history.

In his Dialogues, written in the late 
sixth century, Pope Gregory I wrote that 
Benedict’s “age was inferior to his virtue: 
all vain pleasure he condemned.” And 
such was Benedict’s disdain for “vain 
pleasure” that he came up with an idea 
for a religious order that would show an 
almost fanatical devotion to self-denial, 
prayer and hard work.

Benedict may have chosen to live in a 
cave, but he wasn’t totally solitary. Soon, 
he had attracted a small band of disciples, 
whom he commanded to establish 12 
monasteries, each with 12 monks. Within 
a few years, some of the most powerful 
men in Rome were offering up their sons 
to become monks under Benedict’s care. 
By the late sixth century, this network of 

Joining a religious order was far from a male-only 
pursuit. Legend has it that Saint Benedict of Nursia 
had a twin sister called Scholastica, who founded 
the first convent of Benedictine nuns near Monte 
Cassino in the sixth century AD.

Whether that tradition is true or not, nunneries 
were soon to become an established part of 
the medieval landscape. Just like their male 
counterparts, nuns were required to take vows of 
chastity and to renounce all worldly pleasures. 
It was an austere way of life but, on the scale of 
ferocious self-denial in the service of God, it wasn’t 
a patch on the anchorites.

The word ‘anchorite’ comes from the Greek 
anachōrein, meaning ‘to retire or withdraw’. 
Anchorites (the majority of whom were women) 
gave up their lives to be walled up in a cell until 
death. They would be witnesses at their own 
funerals, receiving the last rites, and have the door 
to their room sealed or bricked up. 

The earliest recorded anchorites in England date 
to the 11th century, but in terms of numbers (around 
200), they reached their height in the 13th century. 
Notable anchorites include Christine Carpenter, who 
was released from her cell in Shere church, Surrey, 
but missed isolation so much that, in 1332, she was 
given permission to be re-enclosed. 

However, perhaps the most famous English 
anchorite was a woman with a man’s name: Julian 
of Norwich. Born in c1342, Julian was walled 
up in the East Anglian city at some point in 
the late 14th century. Like all anchorites, Julian 
would have dedicated her time to intense prayer 
and contemplation. Yet during her decades of 
total isolation, she did something even more 
extraordinary: she became the first woman to write 
a book in English.

That book, Revelations of Divine Love – in which 
Julian describes a series of mystical visions she 
experienced in earlier life – has been described as 
a stunning literary achievement. That’s quite an 
accomplishment for a woman who would never 
meet any of her readers.

AN ISOLATED EXISTENCE
Many medieval women also chose to follow 
lives of poverty and prayer – but few took it 
to greater extremes than the anchorites

LIVES OF DEVOTION
From the Benedictines to the Carthusians, the religious 

orders of mainland Europe gradually wove themselves into 
the spiritual and social fabric of medieval England

founded Canterbury Abbey the following 
year with a brief to spread the word 
of God among the Anglo-Saxons. It 
was a slow and stuttering process, but 
they would go on to replicate across 
England what they had already achieved 
in mainland Europe. From Thetford in 
Norfolk and Wenlock in Shropshire to 
Finchdale just outside Durham, they 
would eventually become an integral part 
of the nation’s social and religious fabric.

So what was the secret of the 
Benedictines’ success? Why did the 
brainchild of a little-known hermit in 
sixth-century Italy prove such a powerful 
force in medieval England? Part of the 
reason was that Benedictine monasteries 
didn’t just embed themselves in medieval 
communities, they also gave back to 
them, providing alms to the poor, 
medical aid to the sick, homes to the aged 
and shelter for travellers. 

But what really made them stand out 
in a world beset by earthly temptations 
was the strictly defined list of rules that 
Saint Benedict devised for the monks that 
populated his monasteries. 

 “Idleness is the enemy of the soul,” 
Benedict had declared. “Therefore, the 
brothers should have specified periods 
for manual labour as well as for prayerful 
reading... When they live by the labour 
of their hands, as our fathers and the 
apostles did, then they are really monks.” 

Ora et labora (prayer and work) was 
the Benedictine motto, and that was 
very much reflected in the monks’ daily 
routine. A monk’s day typically consisted 
of eight religious services (including one 
in the middle of the night), five hours of 
manual labour (such as domestic work, 
craft work and tending the monastery’s 
gardens and crops), four hours reading of 
the Scriptures – and very little sleep.

Six centuries after her death, the writings of anchorite Julian of Norwich 
are still heralded as a landmark achievement in women’s literature

To enter the Benedictine life was very 
much to leave the temptations of the 
secular world behind: monks had to 
take vows of chastity, renounce all their 
worldly goods and, often, survive on one 
meal a day – typically a porridge-like 
broth made up of ground bread, hot 
water, herbs, fish and vegetables. And, 
for much of the time, silence reigned 
supreme: monks were often not allowed 
to speak at all in the church, kitchen, 
refectory or dormitories. 

LED INTO TEMPTATION
To the 21st-century ear, it sounds like 
a harsh existence, but there was rarely 
a shortage of recruits willing to enter 
religious orders. The reasons that young 
men sought a life under vows varied 
according to their backgrounds. Sons 
of the aristocracy were sometimes 
encouraged to join the church in order to 
carve out a successful career. For those 
from less-exalted backgrounds, the 
attraction of entering a monastery could 
be more modest: the promise of a regular 
meal – a bonus in a society regularly 
haunted by the spectre of famine. But, 
above all, in a deeply devout age, joining 
a religious order offered the opportunity 
to partake in the glory of God.

But, unfortunately, some people 
couldn’t resist also partaking of the 
glories of the flesh. In fact, by the late 
Middle Ages, so many were indulging 
in ungodly behaviour that the religious 
authorities instituted a series of 
“visitations” of England’s priories and 
monasteries to weed out offenders. And 
offenders is exactly what they discovered 
when they visited Canons Ashby Priory 
in Northamptonshire in the 1430s. 
Here the inspectors found that the 

‘Benedictine’ monasteries was well on the 
way to becoming the foremost religious 
movement across western Europe. 

Such was the power of the Benedictine 
revolution that it was only a matter of 
time before it would cross the water 
to England. And that’s exactly what 
happened in AD 597 when Saint 
Augustine made landfall in Kent and 

ABOVE: A 13th-century 
image shows monks 
writing manuscripts. 
Throughout medieval 
Europe, pious men – 
and women – devoted 
themselves to God

RIGHT: Saint Benedict 
of Nursia (c480–c547) 
lent his name to one  
of the most powerful 
religious movements  
of the Middle Ages

ABOVE: The ruins of the 12th-century Wenlock  
Priory in Shropshire – built on the site of an earlier 
Benedictine monastery founded in AD 680

RIGHT: Medieval monks also ran hospitals, where they 
could help support people’s medical and spiritual needs
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inhabitants were not only indulging in 
private feasting and games, frequenting 
the village inn and skipping services in 
the choir, but also wearing “short aild 
tight doublets with several ties to their 
hose” instead of their monastic habit.

There was an even more shocking and 
scandalous outbreak of bad behaviour 
uncovered in the abbey of Missenden in 
Buckinghamshire in 1531. A local canon, 
Roger Palmer, found himself accused of 
carnal relations with a married woman, 
Margaret Bishop – before promptly 
alleging that it was Missenden’s abbot, 
John Fox, who had shared Margaret’s bed. 
The whole messy business was resolved 
when Palmer was imprisoned and Abbot 
Fox was suspended from office.

Yet bad behaviour was far from the 
only cloud to loom on the Benedictine 
horizon in the high Middle Ages. 
Generous tax breaks and donations of 
huge swathes of land had turned what 
had once been modest communities 
into vast, sophisticated businesses that 
employed serfs and hired labour to work 
the fields – all at a significant profit. 
This meant that monks could dedicate 
more time to scholarly pursuits such as 
producing illuminated manuscripts, and 
cementing their reputations as hubs of 
literacy and learning. 

But, as some denizens of the 
monasteries grew fat on their profits, 
they found themselves increasingly at 
odds with the old Benedictine maxims 
of austerity and self-restraint. “I saw 
his sleeves lined at the hand, with 

squirrel fur, and that the finest in the 
land,” observed Geoffrey Chaucer of the 
spendthrift monk in his 14th-century 
work The Canterbury Tales. Yet the 
disparity between the Benedictine 
philosophy and the reality on the ground 
was bringing rival religious orders to the 
table long before that.

GOD’S HOLY WARRIORS
The best known of these other groups 
were the Cistercians, who rose to 
prominence in 11th-century France. 
Gaining traction across the British Isles in 
the wake of the Norman Conquest, they 
advocated a return to the hard manual 
labour and austere lifestyle championed 
by Saint Benedict himself and, to this 
end, moved against the “excessive” 
amounts of sculpture and art that was 
often found in monastic buildings.

The Cistercians accused the 
Benedictine monks of eating too much, 
and too well. That was certainly not 
a charge they could level again the 
Carthusians, who spent most of 
their time praying in solitary cells. 
This most austere of religious orders 
established 10 monasteries across 
the British Isles between the late 
12th century and the Reformation 
(including London Charterhouse), 
yet were simply too severe to rival the 
Benedictines and Cistercians in both  
size and popularity.

While the Carthusians dedicated their 
lives to isolation and prayer, the Knights 
Templar had a very different calling: to 

protect Christian pilgrims 
travelling to sacred sites 
in the Holy Land. Via a 
combination of martial 

prowess (“They were the fiercest fighters 
of all the Franks,” conceded the Muslim 
chronicler Ibn al-Athir) and financial 
acumen, this band of holy warriors – 
all of whom swore an oath of poverty, 
chastity and obedience – became an 
international powerhouse. Not only 
did they acquire a sizable fleet of ships 
and buy the Mediterranean island of 
Cyprus from Richard the Lionheart, they 
also served as a lending institution to 
European monarchs and nobles.

In many ways, the Templars were 
victims of their own success, their vast 
wealth helping pitch them into conflict 
with French king Philip IV, who would 
engineer their downfall at the start of  
the 14th century. 

And the same could be said for the 
monastic orders back in England. Across 
the course of the Middle Ages, they had 
produced some of the most extraordinary 
works of architecture to have graced the 
British Isles. For every Rievaulx Abbey 
in North Yorkshire, Tintern Abbey in 
south Wales and Cluniac Acre Priory in 
Norfolk (all of which can be seen today), 
there were any number of monastical 
masterpieces dotted across the country – 
testament to the unique status that these 
religious orders acquired.

The monasteries had ruled England’s 
skylines and spiritual lives for a 
millennium. With the accession of Henry 
VIII to the throne in the 16th century – 
hungry for money, power and a son – all 
that was to come to an end. d
WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

“THE CISTERCIANS ACCUSED
THE BENEDICTINE MONKS

OF EATING TOO MUCH,
AND TOO WELL”

ABOVE: A modern 
drawing depicts the 
Cistercian Cleeve 
Abbey, Somerset, as  
it may have appeared 
in the 13th century

BELOW: A Victorian 
illustration of a 
Carthusian monk. 
Founded in 1084,  
the Carthusian order 
gained a reputation  
for practising austerity  
to the extreme

ABOVE: Not all monks 
were well-behaved, with some 
succumbing to the vices of alcohol 
and sexual impropriety – as shown 
by this fanciful illustration

FAR LEFT: The Knights Templar 
helped protect Christians on 
pilgrimage throughout Europe  
and the Holy Land
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ON A MISSION
Rather than hiding away in cloisters, medieval friars sought 
to spread the gospel far and wide. Professor Nicholas Orme 

explores the origins of these influential religious figures

English-and-Latin dictionary in 1440, 
which was also the first dictionary of 
English words in alphabetical order.

The success of the friars had effects 
both positive and negative. Monks, who 
were at first held aloof from university 
education, were stimulated to follow 
them in this respect by the end of the 
13th century. They, too, came to found 
colleges. Some friars rose to high office in 
the Church, including Robert Kilwardby, 
archbishop of Canterbury (1273–78), and 
his successor John Pecham (1279–92). 
Others gained influence as confessors to 
kings and queens.

At the same time, the friars 
encountered some hostility, with 
many parish clergy viewing them as 
unwelcome rivals. Disputes arose when 
people wished to be buried in friaries 
rather than in their parish churches. 
There were also satirical remarks about 
friars begging for food and money, 
and their alleged preference for the 
rich than the poor (something that 
surfaces in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales). 
Nevertheless, the friars continued to 
recruit and survive until they were 
abolished at the English 
Reformation in 1538. d

I
n the first two decades of the 
13th century, the monastic life 
was turned on its head by two 
reformers: Saint Dominic (died 
1221) in France, and Saint Francis 

(died 1226) in Italy. Both men saw a 
scope for clergy who would live together 
like monks but, rather than shutting 
themselves from the world, would go 
into it to spread the gospel by preaching 
and hearing confessions. Moreover, these 
clergy – called friars – would not depend 
on landed endowments for their support, 
but on donations. They were, in effect, 
the forerunners of modern charities.

There were eventually four main orders 
of friars: Dominicans, Franciscans, 
Augustinians and Carmelites. They 
first came to England in the 1220s, 
and established friaries in towns. 
These seemed to offer the best field for 
missions, and their wealth provided the 
donations that the friars depended on. 
Most English towns of any size came to 
have a friary, and the biggest had one 
of each order. For the rest of the Middle 
Ages, friars were active in towns and 
became closely enmeshed with local 
people, especially the wealthy. They  
also made journeys outside the towns  
to work in the countryside.

There were other unusual features 
of life as a friar. Friars did not have a 
settled home like monks. Their leaders 
could send them wherever they were 
needed, even overseas. Then, for friars 
to be effective preachers and confessors, 
they had to be well-educated. From 
the start they established bases in the 
new universities: Oxford from 1221 and 
Cambridge from about 1226.

SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT
Each order developed an elaborate system 
of training its members. New recruits 
were taught Latin in their initial friary, 
after which they studied philosophy and 
theology either there or at a regional 
centre. The best students then went to 
university, where they gained degrees in 
theology. The Oxbridge friaries were, in 
effect, the earliest colleges, in the sense  
of large communities of students 
following a curriculum.

This system enabled the friars to make 
a huge contribution to learning. They 
became skilled at putting knowledge 
into a logical and accessible form. The 
great theological summary, Summa 
Theologica, by Saint Thomas Aquinas 
(died 1274) was written by a friar. Others 
compiled dictionaries, encyclopedias and 
treatises on politics and education. In 
England, the Franciscan Bartholomew 
Glanvill (mid-13th century) put together 
a general encyclopedia in Latin. It was 
translated into English in 1398 and was 
still being published in Elizabethan 
England. A Dominican recluse of King’s 
Lynn named Geoffrey produced the first 

The Friar depicted 
in the famous 
‘Ellesmere’ copy  
of Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales

RIGHT: Saint Thomas 
Aquinas, a Dominican 
friar, is still considered 
one of Christianity’s 
greatest theologians

BELOW: The ruined 
Greyfriars Franciscan 
friary in Dunwich, 
Suffolk – a victim of the 
English Reformation

MEDIEVAL FRIARS

NICHOLAS ORME 
is emeritus professor 
of history at the 
University of Exeter. 
His latest book is 
Going to Church in 
Medieval England 
(Yale University  
Press, 2021)
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THE CHURCH CALENDAR

T
he Church calendar 
was deeply ingrained 
in the lives of medieval 
people and the passing 
of time was marked by 

Church festivals as much as by the 
day and month.

The Church year was divided 
into two parts. The first followed 
Christ’s life on earth, beginning 
on Advent Sunday and ending on 
Corpus Christi in midsummer. 
Its services referenced the events 
of the life of Jesus. The second 
covered the rest of the year, in 
which the services had more 
general themes. The year was also 
punctuated by many saints’ days.

Lay people were expected 
to observe the Church year by 

attending services on the special 
days and by fasting on Fridays, 
during Lent and on the days before 
major feasts. Holy days were also 
holidays, allowing (and indeed 
requiring) abstention from work 
apart from domestic tasks.

With so many observances 
to remember, it was the job 
of the clergy to remind their 
congregation of the upcoming 
festivals and what was expected  
of them. Liturgical books included 
calendars to help the clergy keep 
track, and literate lay people 
would have them in the front of 
their own personal prayer books.

Here is just a small selection 
of the festivals and feast days 
celebrated in the Middle Ages...

HOLY  
DAYS
Medieval lives followed the ebb 
and flow of the Church calendar 
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN AND NICHOLAS ORME
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JANUARY FEBRUARY

MARCH - APRIL

MAY - JUNE JULY - AUGUST SEPTEMBER

OCTOBER - 
NOVEMBER

DECEMBER

Candlemas This festival (2 February) honoured the churching of 
the Virgin Mary 40 days after Christ’s birth and, from at least the 10th 

century, was a major feast day requiring church attendance. Each 
parishioner – adults and children – came to church bringing a candle, 

where they would hear mass and make a monetary offering. The candles 
became the perquisite of the parish clergyman.

The Feast of the Circumcision  
of Christ Then, as now, 1 January was regarded 
as New Year’s Day, although the year date (up to 

1752) did not change until 25 March.

The Octave of Epiphany An  
eight-day celebration (6–13 January) of Christ’s 
baptism and the arrival of the Magi bearing gifts 

of gold, frankincense and myrrh.

Holy Week and Easter  
The last week of Lent began with 
Palm Sunday, a day of celebration. 

It was a week full of elaborate 
ceremonies. After mass on Maundy 
Thursday, the altars were stripped 
of coverings and ornaments. The 

next day, Good Friday, was a day of 
mourning on which the story of Christ’s 

passion was read from the Gospel of John. 
The laity would perform the ritual of ‘creeping 

to the cross’, crawling or crossing the floor on 
their knees to kiss the cross. Easter Day required 

all adult parishioners to receive communion in 
the form of a consecrated wafer and a sip of 

unconsecrated wine.

Lent The date of Easter – as it does now – 
varied from year to year. Linked to the first new 

Moon of spring, the festival could fall at any point 
between 22 March and 25 April. Easter was preceded 

by Lent, a period of six weeks beginning on Ash 
Wednesday. This was a penitential day; ashes would 
be blessed and then painted on the foreheads of the 
clergy and laity in the shape of a cross. During Lent 
a large curtain, known as the Lenten veil, screened 
the high altar in the chancel from view and all the 
images in the church were veiled, too. Adults were 

also required to abstain from animal products other 
than fish, and to make their confession in church.

Hocktide This folk custom – held on the 
second Monday and Tuesday after Easter – saw 

men and women take turns to capture each 
other. The money each paid for their release 

was given for the upkeep of the parish church.

Rogationtide The three-day celebration 
of Rogationtide – each day representing one 

of the three ages of the world – took place six 
weeks after Easter, with long processions led 
by a straw-stuffed dragon as a representation 
of the Devil. On the third day, the dragon had 
the straw removed from its tail so that it hung 

limp, and was relegated to the back of the 
procession. The Devil had been defeated and 

Christ was now triumphant. 

2nd July  
The Visitation of the Virgin  

to her cousin Elizabeth

26th July  
The Feast of Saint Anne, mother  

of the Virgin

1st August  
The Feast of Saint Peter (Lammas Day)

6th August  
The Transfiguration of Jesus

Pentecost (Whit Sunday) Seven days after 
Rogation week, this was the third great festival of 
the Church year. People were required to come to 

church to offer their ‘smoke farthings’ – the amount 
required from every house with a hearth. The 

following week, the money was sent to the local 
cathedral in a procession of lay people; the various 

parish processions often wrangled over who came in 
front of whom, sometimes leading to fights.

Corpus Christi Celebrated on the second 
Thursday after Pentecost, this feast honoured the 

communion bread and wine, which were believed to 
become Christ’s blood and body. A public procession 

displayed the consecrated elements to the world.

Michaelmas Day The 
feast of Saint Michael the 
Archangel was celebrated 

on 29 September. As 
summer ended and winter 

loomed, this and some 
other Christian festivals 
sought to deflect the ill 

effects of the darkness to 
come. Michael is especially 

associated with victory 
over the powers of evil. 

Saint Nicholas Day This day (6 December) 
saw the ceremony of the boy bishop, a custom 
that was often repeated on Holy Innocents’ Day 
(28 December). In a reversal of roles, a boy of 

the parish would act as bishop (with other boys 
serving as his clergy or servants) for 24 hours, 

during which he would preside over the liturgy and 
bless those in church. Afterwards, the boys would 

tour the local area asking for food and money.

Advent The season of Advent began with 
Advent Sunday, which could fall between  

27 November and 3 December, and was a solemn 
period. The Book of Isaiah, with its prophecies 
of Christ’s birth, would be read at the morning 

service and fasting was recommended. Marriages 
were forbidden, as with Lent and Rogationtide.

5th Oct The Feast of Saint Raphael

All Saints Day Celebrated on 1 November, this  
was a major feast day, as was All Souls the next day. 
On All Saints Eve, vigils were kept in churches and 

church bells rang through the night on behalf of the 
souls in Purgatory.

23rd & 25th Nov According to a proclamation  
of Henry VIII in 1541, the feasts of Saint Clement  

(23 November) and Saint Katharine (25 November) 
saw children dress as “counterfeit priests, bishops 

and women, and so led with songs and dances 
from house to house, blessing the people and 

gathering of money.”

 Christmas This was the last of the 
three great feasts of the year (with 

Easter and Pentecost). Three masses 
could be celebrated, beginning at 
midnight, and churches could be 
decorated with holly and ivy or 

extra candles. The three days after 
Christmas (those of Saint Stephen, 
Saint John the Evangelist and the 
Holy Innocents) were also major 

festivals. Wealthy households would 
take the period between Christmas 

and Epiphany (6 January) as a 
holiday, exchanging gifts on  

1 January, New Year’s Day, rather  
than at Christmas. d
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An ornate window at 
Canterbury Cathedral 

depicting Christ’s 
crucifixion – an event 

marked on Good Friday

A Renaissance depiction of Saint 
Michael – one of the archangels

The Magi – Melchior, Caspar and Balthazar – present  
their gifts to the infant Jesus while Jesus and Mary look on

ABOVE: 
 A 14th-century  

depiction of a Corpus 
Christi celebration

RIGHT: A calendar  
page from an early  

16th-century  
Book of Hours

Both adults and children were required to attend church 
– candle in hand – on the festival of Candlemas
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D
escribing Church history 
can give the impression that 
it is a history of men. Kings, 
popes, bishops and clergy 
dominate it, while the roles 

of women are less apparent. But this is 
mostly due to surviving records than real 
circumstances; women made up half of 
the Church’s membership and they were 
a large and active part of its life.

True, they could not be ordained.  
The chief full-time religious vocation they 
could follow was as nuns. There were 
nearly 150 nunneries in England in the 
1200s, housing over 3,000 nuns: far fewer 
than the 14,000 monks and friars. Most 
nunneries, moreover, were poorer than 
monasteries. Social convention limited 
what nuns could do; they could live a 
life of prayer, but medical and social care 
were barred to them.

Women had more influence in the 
everyday world. Throughout the Middle 
Ages, the wealthy among them used 
their resources to fund church activities. 
Some Anglo-Saxon women of high birth 
founded abbeys, like Hilda at Whitby 
and Etheldreda at Ely. This continued 
during the expansion of monasteries that 

followed the Norman Conquest. Judith, 
countess of Huntingdon, founded the 
abbey of Elstow in Bedfordshire. Maud, 
the wife of King Stephen, assisted him  
in doing so at Coggeshall and Faversham, 
while Lady Gundreda helped to establish 
the Cistercians at Byland in Yorkshire.

CHANTRIES AND COLLEGES
The influence of women upon the Church 
is also apparent among those of 
knightly and gentry status. Some 
were patrons of parish churches, 
with power to appoint the clergy. 
If they were married this was 
formally done by their husbands, 
but we should not rule out their 
influence. If they were widowed, 
they had full power to do so. 
Coming to church they sat in 
the chancel with their families, 
enjoying the deference of clergy 
and congregation.

Some founded chantries, 
employing priests to pray for 
their families. Lady Katherine 
Berkeley’s chantry and grammar 
school at Wotton-under-Edge, 
Gloucestershire, endowed in 

1384, became a model for the 
many small-town schools created 
in England over the next 300 
years. At a higher level, several 
university colleges owe their 
existence to women, notably Lady 
Margaret Beaufort, mother of 
Henry VII, at Christ’s and  
St John’s, Cambridge.

Parish churches were ostensibly 
run by men: the clergyman and 
the churchwardens. However, 
being a warden went by rotation 
round the farmers of the parish, 
and the occasional widow filled the 
office when it was her farm’s turn. 
Many parishes had organisations 
of maidens and of wives, holding 
activities and raising funds. And, 

as far as services were concerned, 
women may have been better attenders 
than men, especially on weekdays. 

Finally, we should not forget the 
Christian role of women in homes, little 
though we know about it. Manor houses, 
and sometimes merchant houses, had 
private chapels in which women and 
their families could pray. Mothers shared 
with their husbands the duty of bringing 
up their children to know the basic 
prayers and how to behave in church. The 
Church could not have endured without 
the unseen support of women – whether 
at home or sitting in the pews. d

A MAN’S WORLD?
Medieval women may not have been able to join the clergy 
as they do today. But, says Professor Nicholas Orme, their 

influence upon religious life was certainly felt in other ways

WOMEN IN THE CHURCH

Women wanting to devote themselves to religion could join a nunnery; in the 1200s, there were nearly 150 such residences in England

The tomb of 14th-century 
chantry school founder Lady 
Katherine Berkeley and her 
husband, Thomas

A window at Hereford 
Cathedral depicts the 
Anglo-Saxon abbess 
Saint Hilda of Whitby
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MEDIEVAL HERESY

I
n medieval England, heretics  
didn’t tend to be anti-Christian, 
nor atheist. They simply believed 
in a simpler form of Christianity, 
one that didn’t involve the rituals 

and ceremonies of the Catholic Church. 
As such, the persecution of heretics – 
which resulted in thousands of people 
being burned at the stake, both in 
England and across Europe – can largely 
be seen more as an issue of disobedience 
towards the Church rather than overtly 
anti-Christian behaviour.

Until around 1160, only a small 
number of leaders of heretic groups were 
burned at the stake. After then, ordinary 
folk were increasingly put to death for 
espousing beliefs that deviated from the 
strictures of the Church, a pattern that 
accelerated as the centuries unrolled.

In 1401, Parliament started proceedings 
against a group they sneeringly branded 

‘Lollards’ (a term derived from the 
Middle Dutch word lollaert, meaning 
‘mumbler’). Feeding from the writings of 
the theologian John Wycliffe, the Lollards 
opposed the presence of particular rituals 
within church worship, including the 
sacraments and the veneration of saints. 
Furthermore, the wealth of the Church 
was considered obscene, an example of 
its preoccupation with, and corruption 
by, temporal, earthly concerns.

All the while that his criticism 
was levelled more at the wealth and 
behaviour of the Church, Wycliffe had 
enjoyed the support of at least some 
churchmen, even if it provoked the ire 
of Pope Gregory XI. But when he spoke 
out against the Eucharist – the idea that 
bread and wine could be turned into the 
body and blood of Christ – any support 
Wycliffe retained within both the Church 
and the nobility dissolved.

Wycliffe’s thinking partly influenced 
the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, beliefs 
that had trickled across the country 
via a band of laymen known as ‘poor 
priests’. The revolt, not advocated by 

REBELS WITH A CAUSE
Those brave enough to contradict the teachings of the Church 
often found themselves paying a heavy price for their heresy

Laymen known as 
‘poor priests’ helped 
spread radical political 
ideas across England

Religious heretics were commonly burned 
at the stake – a practice that accelerated 
from the mid-12th century onwards
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Actively encouraged by William I, Jews first came  
to settle in England following the Norman Conquest. 
As Christians were disqualified from practising 
usury – the charging of interest on money borrowed 
– the burgeoning Jewish community made this 
their dominant occupation and, as a result, became 
distinctly wealthy.

Because of their value to the exchequer, Jews 
were afforded royal protection, a status that, in 
combination with their wealth, made them the 
target of deep mistrust from the wider population. 
Violent attacks upon Jews became increasingly 
common. One of the more gruesome episodes 
came in 1190 when the entire Jewish community  
of York sought the sanctity of the city’s castle from 
murderous gangs. Without a feasible means of 
escape, each and every one took their own lives.

In the 13th century, Jews were easily identifiable 
in England, thanks to an instruction from the Royal 
Council that they must all wear a pair of white patches 
of cloth or parchment on their upper clothing. There 
was also widespread intolerance of Jewish religious 
practice. Most sinister were the repeated accusations 
that Christian children were being murdered as part 
of Passover ceremonies, rumours that would regularly 
resurface despite being without foundation.

During the 12th and 13th centuries, extra taxes 
were levied on Jews. Despite only forming 0.25 per 
cent of the population of England, they paid up to  
8 per cent of all taxes due to the Royal Treasury. 
Much of this revenue funded Christian crusades and 
the construction of churches and cathedrals.

In 1269, laws were introduced that forbade Jews 
owning property beyond that in which they lived. 
Six years later, Jews were outlawed from practising 
usury. A generous interpretation might be that 
Edward I was attempting to better integrate Jews 
into English society by forcing them into other 
lines of business, but his true intentions came with 
the issuing of a royal edict in 1290 that expelled all 
Jews. Any Jew found in England after 1 November 
could be sentenced to death. As many as 16,000 
fled to mainland Europe, while those who remained 
either disguised their heritage or converted to 
Christianity. Jews would not be readmitted to 
England until the 1650s.

AN INTOLERANT SOCIETY
Virulent anti-Semitism made life for 
England’s Jews increasingly dangerous

Wycliffe himself, saw the killing of 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, Simon 
Sudbury. The following year, 24 of 
Wycliffe’s doctrines were ruled either 
erroneous or heretical. Holding any of 
these opinions, or disseminating them 
publicly, was declared illegal. 

Somehow escaping excommunication, 
Wycliffe continued to rail against what he 
believed to be a corrupt Catholic Church 
for the rest of his life. Four decades after 
his death in 1384, his remains were 
dug up and removed from consecrated 
ground. He had finally received an 
excommunication of sorts.

In 1401, a law called De Heretico 
Comburendo, or ‘On the burning of 
heretics’, was deployed and, in the same 
year, a priest named William Sawtrey 
was burned for his thoughts on the 
Eucharist, believing that “bread 
remains in the same state as before”. 
It was a popular view among the 
Lollards, one of whom commented: 
“Summe folys cummyn to churche 
thynckyng to see the good Lorde 
– what shulde they see there but 
bredde and wyne?”

The 1401 law forced Lollardy 
underground, but a number of 
high-profile Lollards remained 
targets for persecution. In 1410, 
John Badby was burned at the stake, 
again for criticism of the Eucharist: 
“if every host consecrated at the 
altar were the Lord’s body, then 
there be 20,000 Gods in England”.

Another notable critic of the Church 
was John Oldcastle, a close confidant of 
Henry V. After his Lollard sympathies had 
been revealed, Oldcastle was brought to 
the Tower of London where he labelled 
the pope the Antichrist. Charged with 
heresy, Oldcastle was sentenced to death. 
However, a band of Lollards sprang him 
from the Tower, after which he organised 
an insurrection – the Oldcastle Revolt 
– centred around the kidnapping of the 
king. The failed rebellion ended with 
Oldcastle’s execution. 

The persecutions and executions 
continued throughout the 15th century 
and into the next. In 1511, five years after 
the burning of a notable Lollard, William 
Tylsworth, in Amersham, a bishop began 
an inquiry into religious dissent 

in the town. The inquiry ultimately led 
to the execution of a further six Lollards 
in 1521, posthumously known as the 
Amersham Martyrs.

At his trial, Tylsworth had refused 
to renounce his pronouncements, but 
several others recanted their beliefs and 
received reprieves. One of these was 
Thomas Harding, who would be charged 
again a couple of decades later in 1532. 
As he awaited his execution, Harding 
was killed after being struck on the 
head by a piece of the pyre’s firewood, 
as brandished by a bystander. As the 
Elizabethan tome Foxe’s Book of Martyrs 
later described it, “when they had set fire 
to the fagots, one of the spectators dashed 
out his brains with a billet”.

A SIGN OF THINGS TO COME
Harding’s crime had been to be found in 
possession of William Tyndale’s book The 
Obedience of a Christian Man, published 
in 1528. His would be the same fate that 
befell anyone owning Wycliffe’s earlier 
translation of the Bible from Latin into 
Middle English. Tyndale’s book called for 
a country’s head of state to become the 
head of the church, replacing the pope. 
As such, it became a profound influence 
on Henry VIII, inspiring his split from the 
Catholic Church in 1534.

Henry’s divorce from 
Rome can be seen as 
the denouement of the 
religious dissent of the 
previous few centuries. 
In one fell swoop, the 
power of the Catholic 
Church in England was 
seriously shorn, with the 
supposedly heretic beliefs 
and writings that had been 
outlawed for generations, 
and punishable by death, 
providing the framework 
for the establishment of 
Protestantism in England. 
That was quite the 
turnaround. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

ABOVE: A woodcut 
depicting the burning 
of John Badby, a noted 
Lollard, in 1410

ABOVE RIGHT: William 
Tyndale’s English Bible 
translations helped 
drive the Reformation 
under Henry VIII

BELOW LEFT: Sir John 
Oldcastle – a former 
friend of Henry V –  
was executed after his 
Lollard sympathies 
were exposed

BELOW: Foxe’s Book  
of Martyrs, published 
during the reign of 
Elizabeth I, paid tribute 
to those killed for their 
Protestant beliefs

An illustration from the 14th-century Rochester 
Chronicle depicts Jews being expelled from 
England in 1290 (above). A century earlier, 
York’s Jews had taken their own lives while 
being besieged by an angry mob (right)
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