OPPOSITION TO THE CHANGES OF THE 1530S

The Government’s Strategy

Henry and Cromwell developed an approach to deal with opposition to the changes they had effected. They saw the potential opposition as being divided into two categories – those (a tiny minority) who would refuse to accept the changes whatever, and those (the large majority) who would fall into line provided the penalties for not doing so were sufficiently severe.
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The small minority of unyielding opponents was to be destroyed and the rest coerced into submission.

The appropriate legislation was put in place to justify whatever action was taken.

1534 - Treasons Act was passed. The act made any expression of dissent about what the King had done (be it the divorce, the break with Rome or the royal supremacy) highly dangerous. Previously treason was defined as actively plotting the overthrow of the monarch. Now simply speaking against the king’s actions was seen as treasonable and life imprisonment was later established as the punishment for anyone who heard treasonable conversation and failed to report it. 

Silence was not an option and within the legislation confirming the break with Rome, the royal supremacy and the new order of succession, clauses were inserted requiring the entire population to swear oaths supporting the new arrangements. Death was the punishment for those who refused.

1. The Holy Maid of Kent
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Elizabeth Barton – a nun in Canterbury. Since the mid-1520s she had claimed to have a series of visions during which the Virgin Mary, in particular, spoke to her and gave her instructions to pass on to others. She had a widespread reputation in the south east of England. From the outset she spoke against the king’s attempts to have his marriage annulled. She even told Henry to his face that he would be punished by God if he continued with his efforts. When the divorce was announced in May 1533 she very publicly prophesied that within a month Henry would cease to be king. The authorities were afraid of public disorder and so she was immediately arrested, brought to London with a handful of supporters, and was forced to announce that all her visions were fraudulent and a hoax. She and five of her closest associates were imprisoned in the Tower, an act of attainder was passed against them and in April 1534 they were executed.

2. The Observant Franciscans Friars and the Carthusian Monks
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These two religious orders were generally seen to be the most spiritually admirable in the country. The Franciscan friary was alongside the King’s favourite palace at Greenwich and the Carthusians’ most important centre was the Charterhouse in London. Both were regularly visited by the leading figures at court.
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The Observant friars were united in their opposition to Henry’s policies and so the government closed all seven of their houses nationwide and forced their inmates out of public view. This occurred in 1534 and the more stubborn members imprisoned. It seems that up to 30 out of 200 Observants died in prison.

Over a period of three years 18 members of the Charterhouse were either executed or starved to death in prison. Eventually the remaining Carthusians swore the oaths which were demanded of them and the monastery continued in existence until 1539. Henry’s actions against this group of monks are judged to be amongst his most cruel.

The Observants and Carthusians never had any intention of promoting their views publicly or of encouraging opposition to Henry.

3. John Fisher
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 He was the one member in the Church hierarchy who constantly opposed Henry’s policies. He believed the powers claimed by the Papacy were genuine and God-given.

By the time the break with Rome occurred Fisher was in his mid sixties. He had been Bishop of Rochester in Kent since 1504, and the fact that he had never been promoted from this the smallest and poorest diocese in England is an indication of his lack of worldly ambition. His loves were scholarship and prayer.

He was the most active of Catherine of Aragon’s defenders and his outspokenness, both to the King’s face and in print led to him becoming loathed by Henry who became determined to have revenge. Fisher was also a supporter of Elizabeth Barton. In April 1534, he refused to swear the oath accepting the divorce and all that that involved and was imprisoned in the Tower. He was left there for a year until the Pope announced that he was to be made a Cardinal. This infuriated the King who accused Fisher of treason and had him executed. There was a widespread feeling that the King was acting out of spite.

4. Sir Thomas More




A saint (canonised in 1935 at the same time as Fisher) or a confused genius who arguably sacrificed his life for a technicality.
Born in 1478 in London. Trained as a lawyer. In addition to this he was an academic and before the age of 30 had gained a reputation as one of Europe’s leading scholars. A friend of the young Henry Vlll and used as the king’s representative in a wide variety of diplomatic situations. He became thought of as a very able and totally reliable royal servant. He was chosen to succeed Wolsey as Lord Chancellor in 1529.this was surprising as he was known to oppose the divorce. 

As Lord Chancellor he set about eradicating heresy in England. Lutherans and less radical reformers were burnt at the stake. Henry’s mounting attack on the independence of the Church led More to feel unbearably uncomfortable remaining in office as this was another matter of principle over which he disagreed with Henry. He resigned in 1532 after the Submission of the Clergy.

More regarded himself as the king’s loyal servant who would always obey his monarch to the very limit his conscience would allow and who would never do anything actively to oppose him. Henry thought of More as a dangerous enemy who had deserted him and deserved to be punished; he came to hate More. More tried to retire completely from public life but Henry was determined that this would not happen and insisted that the oath would be sworn. More refused to do this and so went to the Tower. He was tried and found guilty on a legal technicality and was executed in July 1535, a month after Fisher.

Why was there so little Opposition to the Royal Supremacy and the Break with Rome?
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N.B. The Pilgrimage of Grace was not necessarily caused by opposition to the Break with Rome.

In the past it was assumed by Protestant writers that the seeming indifference among the population as a whole was an indication that there was little Christian commitment amongst the population and therefore little support or the Church. Wolsey’s domination of the church may have destroyed any resistance that it could have made.

Recently historians have concentrated on the ways in which Cromwell, with Henry’s active support, made it virtually impossible for concerted opposition to form. The most that could happen was for relatively isolated pockets of dissent to arise which were quickly eliminated before they could act as a focus for wider dissent.

The fact that so few people were willing to risk death and the ruin of their family does not mean that their religion meant little to them.  Some were reconciled by the fact that they had thought the church did need some reforming, many new that religious renewal might result from new ideas and many believed that the King was God’s servant and that obeying him was necessary.

Opposition to the Reformation up to 1535

Task 1: Complete the table below which you will find on GOL using the information in this booklet and one other source which you are to name at the bottom of your table.

	Opponent
	Reasons for Opposition
	Form of Opposition
	Seriousness of Opposition – Make a comment and give a mark out of 10 on a scale of 1-10 (10 is very serious)

	Thomas More


	
	
	

	John Fisher


	
	
	

	Carthusian and observant 

Franciscan monks


	
	
	

	Elizabeth Barton, the Holy Maid of Kent


	
	
	


Questions
1.  What were the two methods that Cromwell and Henry used to ensure opposition to the changes did not become a problem?
2. What change did the Treason Act initiate?
3. Why do you think Henry and Cromwell were prepared to turn Elizabeth Barton into a martyr?
4. Why do Henry’s actions against the Carthusian friars seem particularly harsh?
5. What action probably caused Henry to execute Bishop John Fisher?
6. Why did Henry have Thomas More executed?
Source A

“This day the Nun of Kent, with two Friars Observants, two monks, and one secular priest, were drawn from the Tower to Tyburn and there hanged and headed.  God, if it be his pleasure, have mercy on their souls.  Also this day the most part of this City are sworn to the king and his legitimate issue by the Queen’s Grace now had and hereafter to come, and so shall all the realm over be sworn in the like manner.  The bishops of Durham, Winchester and York and now sent for, to what intent God knowth.  Some thinketh they shall to the Tower.”

An extract from a letter from John Husee in London to Lord Lisle in Calais, 20 April 1534.

Source B

“Be it therefore enacted… that if any person or persons, after the first day of February next coming, do maliciously wish, will or desire by words or writing, or by craft imagine invent, practise, or attempt any bodily harm to be done or committed to the King’s most royal person, the Queen’s or their heirs apparent… or slanderously and maliciously publish and pronounce, by express writings or words that the King our sovereign lord should be heretic, schismatic, tyrant, infidel or usurper of the Crown… and… being lawfully convict… shall have and suffer such pains of death and other penalties as is limited and accustomed in cases of high treason”

Extract from the Treason Act of 1534.

1. What atmosphere is conveyed in these two sources?
2. Why did individuals oppose Henry’s reforms?
3. Why could the government not tolerate such opposition?
Source C                   

	  PUNISHMENT

1532-1540
	Treason by Words
	Treason by writing
	Conspiracy
	Others
	totals
	Court politics
	Pilgrimage of Grace
	total

	Executions


	52
	1
	38
	19
	110
	20
	178
	308



	Probable executions
	11
	0
	1
	5
	17
	4
	1
	22

	Pardoned
	9
	1
	23
	5
	38
	2
	56
	96

	Fled
	6
	0
	2
	3
	11
	4
	14
	29

	Died in prison
	10
	0
	2
	0
	12
	0
	3
	14

	Unknown
	68
	1
	2
	2
	73
	1
	0
	74


4. The period 1532 – 1540 has been described as a ‘reign of terror’.  These figures provide evidence for the number of executions and deaths in that period.  Do you think the description ‘reign of terror is justified”? Explain your reasons. 
5. Why do you think there was there so little opposition to the Royal Supremacy and the Break with Rome? List all the reasons you can think of.
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