THE DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES, 1536-1538
Notes taken from Henry Vlll and the Reformation in England – Keith Randell
1. Background

In 1509 there were more than 850 religious houses in England and Wales. Nowadays these are all commonly referred to as monasteries but in the sixteenth century this was not always the case.

Larger institutions in the countryside were called abbeys.

Medium sized houses were priories or nunneries.

Smaller units were friaries or cells.

The religious houses fell into two broad categories:

1. ‘Closed’ houses were those where the occupants spent nearly all their time within the confines of the buildings and land and devoted most of their time and energy to attending private religious services within their own chapel. They would be situated in the countryside rather than the towns and were often large and rich.

2. ‘Open’ houses were friaries, whose occupants were meant to interact with and work in the local community. They might have looked after the poor and sick or acted as a parish priest. Friaries would be found in or close to a town. They would be small and poor as it was against the rule by which they lived for them to own property other than for their immediate use.

The wealth of the monasteries was enormous. They possessed most of the church’s riches, amounting to about one third of the country’s landed property. For example, the 30 or so richest monasteries each received an income approximating to that of one of the country’s most powerful nobles.
This income came mainly from rents from the land that the monastery owned but there were also profits from the parish priesthoods (benefices) that they held. This cam about because very often the monastery would employ a vicar or curate to do the parish work while retaining most of the value of the benefice for its own use. 

A monastery had often acquired this wealth over several centuries, normally through bequests made in the wills of property owners in the hope that their generosity would reduce the time their souls would spend in Purgatory.

Most monasteries had been in existence for many generations and were accepted as an integral part of the community. Most people lived close to one or to one of its outlying estates, to be aware of its activities. The popular expectation was that monasteries would always continue to exist.

2. The Visitation and the Valor  Ecclesiasticus, 1535

Cromwell, as the king’s vicegerent and responsible for the day to day control of the church, planned for most religious houses to be visited by his representatives. Such visitations had long been accepted as normal and a way of ensuring that monasteries were conducting their affairs properly. Previously these visitations would have been carried out by a bishop.

The visitation was very significant. Much of the work was carried out by two of Cromwell’s servants, Thomas Legh and Richard Layton. They were very able and hard working and could be unscrupulous if necessary.  Before they left London they were provided with lists of questions to ask at each house and sets of instructions (injunctions) to issue the monks and nuns they ‘visited’. It seems that they were also told to make as full a record as possible of all the shortcomings in the lives of the members of the religious houses. The detailed comperta (lists of transgressions admitted by the monks and nuns) would suggest that this was so. Legh and Layton became very unpopular because although they spent a short amount of time only at many houses, they collected a huge amount of information and there were many complaints about their bullying tactics. They were included in the list of the king’s ‘evil counsellors’ thought to be deserving of special punishment, drawn up during the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536.
The Valor Ecclesiasticus was a very ambitious undertaking. It was an attempt to record all the property owned by the Church in England and Wales, including the monasteries. The work was carried out by unpaid groups of commissioners, mainly local gentry, who as far as the monks and nuns were concerned, visited all the religious houses in their county and by asking questions and examining account books built up a picture of the property owned by the monks, nuns and friars. The completeness and accuracy of this work has been invaluable to historians since.
3. The Dissolution of the Smaller Monasteries (1536)
An act of parliament was passed in March 1536 which stipulated that all religious houses with an income of less that £200 (as assessed in the Valor Ecclesiasticus) should be dissolved and that their property should pass to the crown. Heads of houses were to be granted a pension and other members were given the option of transferring to a larger house or leaving the religious life altogether and giving up their vows of poverty and obedience. They would still be expected to maintain their vow of chastity which would mean that they would be unable to marry.

Just over 300 houses fell within the category specified by the act but Henry did have the power to make exemptions and it seems that he did so in about 67 cases. It is known that those monasteries who successfully applied for an exemption were forced to pay heavily for the privilege – often more than a year’s income. The reasons stated for the dissolution was that on the evidence of the visitations of 1535 the smaller monasteries were often corrupt and the members practising various abuses and not following the rule of their original founder. Those houses which received an exemption were said to be of high quality in terms of their performance but it seems that they may well have had friends in influential government positions or that they had a high proportion wishing to remain as monks or nuns and it would very difficult to find new places for them.
Commissioners were appointed to each county to bring about the dissolution. They had to act quickly before the movable wealth of the monasteries disappeared. The monasteries to be dissolved were visited, any inmates who remained were expelled, valuable metal – especially gold, silver, lead from roofs and bronze from bells was taken back to London – normally to the Tower. Any saleable items (even down to hinges from doors) were auctioned locally, and any property not previously let out was offered to rent. A large number of the buildings were in such a poor state of repair that by the time the locals had helped themselves to whatever the commissioners had not sold there was often little left to show that a monastery had previously existed on the site.

The process did not go so smoothly in all areas especially the North where there was widespread disapproval of what was happening. In some case commissioners wee prevented from taking action. Strong feelings aroused in support of the monasteries were partly responsible for stirring up the Lincolnshire rising and the Pilgrimage of Grace in October 1536. Certainly once the rebellions were under way no further action could be taken to dissolve monasteries in the areas affected. 
4. The Destruction of the Remaining Monasteries (1538- 40)
It was the involvement of some monasteries in the Pilgrimage of Grace which gave the government the excuse and means to proceed against the rest. 

There was no second act of parliament to give authority for the dissolution of the remaining houses.

The heads of those houses involved in the rebellion were declared traitors in acts of attainder passed by Parliament (there was no trial). The abbots were sentenced to be publicly executed normally at their own monastery and the possessions of the house were treated as if they had belonged to the abbot personally and taken into the king’s possession as was the case with traitors. Any remaining monks not being punished for taking part in the rebellion were forced to leave their homes and commissioners disposed of the house’s assets as they had done in 1536.

Of course this left hundreds of surviving houses and from 1538 they were picked off one at a time. Cromwell sent out pairs of his most trusted servants with commissions to receive the property of the remaining religious houses as free gifts for the King. Many of the heads of houses who initially resisted the ‘invitation’ of the commissioners were willing to resign their positions when instructed to do so in their monarch’s name. They were then speedily replaced by men and women who were known to be more willing to please the king.
Part way through the process, in 1539, an act of parliament was passed stipulating that any voluntary surrendering of monastic property which had so far taken place, or would take place in the future, were completely legal and that no challenges to the validity of the king’s title to the possessions – or of those to whom he subsequently transferred them – were to be allowed by the courts. This was enacted to prevent any legal challenges to Henry in the future but it did not affect the process of the dissolution.
One by one most of the religious houses surrendered to Henry apart from a small minority. The heads of these houses were tried on false charges of treachery such as hiding items of value so that they would not fall into the king’s hands, and were sentenced to death with the possessions of their houses reverting to the king. The most famous to suffer this way were the Abbots of Colchester, Reading and Glastonbury. (Document p67)

The dissolution of over 800 monasteries in less than 5 years and with very little opposition was a remarkable achievement.

5. Why were the monasteries dissolved?

a) The Early Sectarian Controversy – arguments for about 300 years after the death of Henry Vlll
Catholics argued that the dissolution had nothing to do with religion. The reasons for the dissolution were that the king was wicked and greedy and wanted the wealth of the monasteries. They said that monasteries were generally functioning well and were respected by the population as a whole emphasising the support for them in the north of the country, especially during the Pilgrimage of Grace.

Protestants argued that by the 1530s the monasteries were generally corrupt places inhabited by sinners and scoundrels living in degenerate luxury paid for by the charitable bequests of earlier generations. In addition they could not accept the reason given for the monastic way of life. This was the Catholic doctrine that salvation was to be gained by good works rather than faith and that the highest form of good works was the living of a life devoted to worship of God and celebration of the Mass. 
Nor could the Protestants accept the Catholic doctrine of purgatory. Purgatory was the place where the souls of the dead suffered agonies before being admitted to heaven. This could last for many, many years but the time could be reduced by giving money to monks and nuns for prayers to be said for the souls of the deceased.
Therefore Protestants argued that monasteries deserved to be dissolved because they were corrupt and because they represented false beliefs in salvation by good works alone and purgatory.

Protestant writers saw the dissolution as an integral part of the reformation in England and that it took place for religious reasons.

b) The Later Sectarian Controversy (until the middle years of the twentieth century)
Most writers still maintained either a Catholic or protestant position but did try to support their claims with facts. 

Catholic writers were able to point to the extensive evidence of thriving spirituality within the English monastic system at the time of the dissolution e.g.  the bravery of members of the London Charterhouse and the complimentary reports written by several groups of commissioners whose task it was to close the monasteries in 1536. They showed evidence that Henry and Cromwell were motivated by greed. Cromwell accepted ‘gifts’ from many smaller monasteries in return for supporting their appeals to be exempt from the terms of the 1536 act and he persuaded at least 30 religious houses to grant him an annual payment for life.

Protestant authors had extensive evidence to support their view that the monasteries deserved to be closed. They used for instance the Valor Ecclesiasticus and the comperta of 1535. For instance the Valor Ecclesiasticus, which itemised income and expenditure, showed that about one quarter of a monasteries income was paid directly to the head of the house who was in most cases absentee, leaving the day to day running of the house to a deputy. In contrast only about 3% of income was spent on charitable acts. The comperta gave a picture of widespread immorality and sexual perversion such as homosexual practices, often with young boys, and it also included confessions of nuns having given birth to children.
Protestant writers were also eager to show that monasteries were unpopular at the time of their dissolution. It would seem that there was a general downward trend in the numbers of men and women wishing to become monks and nuns. MPs were hostile to the religious houses and people generally were very keen to acquire the monasteries’ possessions once they became available. In addition, it has been possible to argue convincingly that the elite of the country’s intellectuals had reached the conclusion that the monastic way of life had little to commend it.

c) Modern Interpretations ( Since the Second World War)
A surprising degree of consensus has emerged.

The monasteries were dissolved almost entirely because Henry Vlll wanted their wealth. The ‘top-down’ school of historians led by Elton and Scarisbrick agree with the ‘bottom-up’ revisionists, including Dickens.

The ‘top-down’ historians reached this conclusion after finding that Henry was solidly behind each stage of the dissolution while at the same time not accepting any of the doctrinal reasons given by the protestants. Henry does seem to have believed quite strongly in the traditional values of the monasticism. He insisted that monks and nuns maintained their vows of chastity when their houses were dissolved and he even re-founded two monasteries after the first wave of dissolutions so that prayers could be said for him, his wife and the souls of his ancestors.
The monasteries were not destroyed because they posed a threat to the acceptance of the royal supremacy or the new order of succession. Any possible thereat they may have represented had been eliminated by mid-1535.

The ‘bottom-up’ writers have reached the same position by showing that there was very little strong support for the continuation of the monasteries and that most people had fairly neutral feelings towards them. They have also been able to demonstrate that the state of the monasteries in the 1530s was not nearly as bad as protestant writers maintained. It seems that the vast majority  of monasteries were adequately following the way of life prescribed by the order to which they belonged and it seems that the comperta of 1535 must be treated with extreme caution. 
It is clear that the visitors did not present a fair or balanced picture of the religious life of the monasteries and much of what was reported was misleading. For instance, it seem that there was only one confession of homosexuality for every 30 monasteries visited. There were 38 confessions by nuns that they had had children but it is now known that one of the pregnancies took place at the beginning of the century and probably before the nun in question took her vow of chastity. This does open the possibility that many other confessions may not be relevant and it seem clear that the religious houses were in no sense the dens of vice they have sometimes been painted as being.
6. How far was the dissolution of the monasteries pre-planned?
It seems that at the beginning of 1535 there was no intention from either Henry or Cromwell to dissolve the monasteries and that his came later in that year. The visitation of the religious houses and the ordering of the Valor Ecclesiasticus were not intended to bring about the dissolution. Cromwell probably had a wide range of motives for deciding to exercise his rights of visitation as vicegerent. Among these might have been the desire to have his powers understood throughout the country, a genuine wish to reform the monasteries and a plan to enrich himself at the monasteries’ expense by ordering them to obey impossibly restrictive regulations and then granting them exemptions in return for cash ‘gifts’.
It is most probable that the instruction to the visitors to gather as much evidence a possible of the monasteries’ shortcomings was issued later in the year, suggesting that it was only then that the king had decided that a partial dissolution was soon to take place.

Although the ‘Valor Ecclesiasticus’ was to be a vital tool in implementing the dissolution of the smaller monasteries, it was certainly not designed with this in mind. Its purpose was to provide the information necessary to calculate how much each institution would have to pay as the 10% of clerical income that parliament had already granted Henry. Had seizure of property been in mind then questions would have been asked about cash and possessions held by each property.

The fact that Cromwell had not had time to draw together all the evidence against the smaller monasteries by the time parliament came to debate the legislation dissolving them suggests that he was not working to a carefully laid plan. It is much more likely that he was having to react to the king’s hastily made decisions.

It does seem that the dissolution of the smaller monasteries in 1536 was envisaged as a one-off ‘smash and grab’ operation and that they never even considered the possibility of dissolving all the religious houses. It could be argued at that point that these small religious houses were too small to be truly viable as proved by the lack of discipline uncovered by the previous year’s visitations.
The wording of the 1536 act would lead one to think that no further moves against the larger monasteries was to considered. The entire document revolved around the claim that by weeding out the smaller religious houses, in which the monastic life was not and could not be effectively pursued, and by transferring dedicated monks and nuns to the larger houses which were in a good state of spiritual health, any necessary reform of the system would be achieved. However it must be remembered that this may have been mere propaganda, in that the arguments were those that were thought to be acceptable to MPs.

The fact that no further action was taken until 1538 may have been because Henry decide to slow down the pace of change following the massive discontent shown by the Pilgrimage of Grace. This is not to argue that there was a plan. It does seem that in the process of the dissolution the government simply took advantage of opportunities as they arose.
The key appears to have been the news received by Cromwell that many of the larger monasteries were expecting to be dissolved and were giving their possessions to their supporters to prevent the king from taking them. At his point Cromwell changed his view that the richer religious houses would be too powerful to destroy.  Most of the monasteries were found to be willing to surrender without a struggle and so this encouraged Cromwell to press on with the process. It was a piecemeal process and one which was a huge success. Cromwell had taken the initiative when the opportunity arose.

7. Why was there so little resistance to the Dissolution?
· Henry was a powerful monarch and was held in awe and respect – even fear. For instance the leaders of the Pilgrimage of Grace were not rebelling against Henry but against his ministers and their policies. Therefore Henry had a tremendous advantage in dealing with his subjects even when they were the heads of religious houses. Henry had demonstrated that he was prepared to use the power of the law against all who opposed him. In addition to this Parliament had recognised his position as Supreme Head of the Church and so he had authority over the religious houses and their possessions. Monks and nuns had sworn an oath in 1535 acknowledging him as their Supreme Head.
· Cromwell made it financially worthwhile for the heads of houses to surrender their monasteries to the Crown. They were granted pensions for life. Ordinary monks and nuns were also awarded a pension for life – this was roughly equivalent to the pension of a manual worker.

· Few laymen felt sufficiently strongly about the monastic way of life to protest about the dissolution and many people were not even aware of what was happening nationally.

· The policy of piecemeal surrenders helped to prevent concerted opposition by the monasteries or concerted support for them by the laity. Many of the monasteries lay in remote and isolated parts of the country and so the dissolution could take place with minimal disruption to life going on around.
8. What were the effects of the Dissolution?

There was an element of cultural vandalism – this is a subjective judgement of course. A loss of our architectural heritage and monastic libraries containing illustrated manuscripts and other fine examples of medieval art. However not all was lost. Some abbey churches survived to become cathedrals in the new dioceses of Bristol, Gloucester, Chester and Westminster and several others were purchased by their local communities to serve as parish churches.
The dispossessed monks and nuns do not seem to have suffered massive hardship. Extensive research indicates that all but about 1500 of the 8000 monks and friars managed to find alternative paid employment within the church with which to supplement their pensions. It has been estimated that the majority of the 2000 nuns did less well as they were neither allowed to marry or take up priestly posts. It is not known how many of them were able to return to their families, but those who could not were probably forced to live at a very basic subsistence level.

There is no body of evidence available about either the lay servants of the monasteries or the poor who had benefited from monastic charity. However, it is thought likely that the majority of servants would have been able to find employment with the new lessees or owners of the monasteries’ property, while the disappearance of monastic alms is considered to have added to an already serious national problem of poverty rather than to have caused a new one.
Henry gave away very little of the monastic land. By the time of his death in 1547 about one half of the monastic lands had left royal possession permanently, but nearly all of it, even that acquired by his friends, had been sold at a full market price.
Most of the money realised from the sale of monastic land was spent on the wars against France and Scotland that were fought in the last years of Henry’s reign. These wars achieved nothing of substance for England and could have been avoided. It could therefore be argued that Henry wasted the money he had gained. Nevertheless, Henry believed that a monarch’s first duty was to be victorious in battle and on his death he did leave behind about a half of the additional wealth he had acquired.

There were significant long term consequences in the social sphere. Most of the monastic land had been sold by 1603 and although much of it was bought by those who already owned considerable estates, a large part was bought by those who otherwise would have remained landless and therefore inferior to the existing country gentlemen. Most of these men were the younger sons of landowning families who, because of the system of primogeniture, by which the eldest son inherited all the land owned by his father, would otherwise never had had the opportunity to become landowners. The effect of this was to increase the number of those enjoying the rank of country gentlemen by several thousand by the end of the sixteenth century. It can be argued that it was this enlargement of the land-owning class which resulted in England becoming a parliamentary monarchy, freer from violent revolution than other countries in Europe.
It seems that the effects of the dissolution of the monasteries might have been very significant in the long term, but not in the short term and not for the course of the Reformation in England.
