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At the time of the Henrician Reformation there were almost 500 parochial 
clergy ministering to the needs of the people in the archdeaconry of 
Leicester. As a class the clergy were accused at the time, and by many 
historians since, of neglecting these ministrations grossly.' The accusations 
were that the better educated clerks held several livings in plurality, and 
consequently were largely non-resident; such men were frequently servants 
of church or state, and their benefices were easily-exploited sources of 
revenue. The avaricious absentees nevertheless extorted tithes and pay
ments for every kind of service which they themselves did not perform. 
Much money was taken by these men from their parishioners, and none 
of it was devoted to meeting the incumbent's responsibility for maintaining 
part of the fabric of the church, nor was it given as charity to the poor. 
Failure by the parishioners to pay these dues resulted in prosecution in 
the church courts. These clerks appointed ill-educated deputies to serve 
their cures, deputies of such little learning that they were incapable of 
celebrating the Offices correctly, or of carrying out the accustomed 
pastoral duties in the parish. Unsupervised they treated their duties with 
levity, setting no example, and frequently, in the guise of servants, 
maintained mistresses in their households. The moral failings of parish
ioners were soon and severely punished in the church courts. Guilty 
clerks, on the other hand, were lightly censured, if they did not escape 
completely by pleading benefit of their clergy. Cases like that of Hunne, of 
a clash between clergy and laity were almost inevitable. "Hunne ... so well 
qualified to excite a tear-this man," wrote Pickthom "had suffered first 
the extortion, then the persecution and finally the extreme malice of a class 
tl1at was largely privileged . . . " 2 About 1533 there appeared a Treatise 
concernynge the Division between the S piritualitie and the T emporalitie in 
which the Pacifier supposedly working to heal the breach, attacked the 
S piritualitie. 

Is this picture, based largely upon the polemics of men like Tyndale, 
Bale, Simon Fish, and Starkey, upon the pseudo-Wycliffite works, and 
upon generalisations from scattered references in the literary works of the 
later middle ages,3 consonant with the picture which emerges from the 
administrative records ?4 Or should it perhaps be modified? 
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The parish clergy were not an homogeneous social group. At the 
highest level were the sublimes et literatiS who, taking the revenues of the 
benefice, paid a substitute. These clerks were employed as administrators 
by church and state or as private chaplains. Below these were those clerks 
with connections in the gentry class which provided them with livings. 
Some of these men were conscientious and resided in perhaps one of two 
cures. No writer has failed to quote Chaucer's Parsoun as an example 
of the more modest of the resident clergy: · 

He sette nat his benefice to hyre, 
And leet his sheep encombred in the myre, 
And ran to London, un-to seynt Paules, 
To seken him a chauntrie for soules, 

But dwelte at hoom .... ...... . .. .................. . 
It seems fair to assume that this picture is typical of one group of beneficed 
clerks.6 

It is difficult to be precise about the exact number of clerks serving 
the parishes in the archdeaconry of Leicester at any particular time. There 
were some 200 beneficed clergy and some 250 unbeneficed clergy in 1526.7 

It is particularly difficult to be precise about this last group, the men 
described in the documents as curati or capellani who were the "parish 
priests", "the clerical proletariat".8 Most of them worked as assistants or 
deputies to an incumbent whether resident or not. They were a very 
numerous group. In the thirteenth century Dr. Moorman expected to find five 
ordained men "in every parish in the country".9 By the sixteenth century, 
the number was smaller. In the subsidy of 1 526 they still comprised some 
60% of the clergy. 

Most of the complaints against the clergy were closely bound up with 
the standards of their education. Very few men were educated, so runs the 
charge, but those that were, were non-resident. The non-residents put in 
curates, whose lack of learning was equalled by that of the beneficed clergy 
who resided. From this flowed most of the faults . Thus the educational 
factor was clearly crucial. The evidence for the educational standards of 
the clergy is extremely scattered, and this probably explains why historians 
have relied heavily upon literary sources. Some picture can be pieced 
together from wider sources. 

In I 222 the Council of Oxford had decreed examinations for those 
entering the Church. Men were not to be admitted to minor orders unles~ 
suitable. Those entering holy orders were to undergo an examination by 
the archdeacon. The man's age, morals, and education were to be 
examined. 10 Three hundred years later there were complaints like that of 
Colet: There is the well of evills, that the brode gate of holy orders 
opened, every man that offereth hym selfe is all where admitted without 
pullynge back . .. u There is no evidence from the archdeaconry of 
Leicester for the continuance of this examination in the early sixteenth 
century, but there is an examination recorded in a case from York when 
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Richard Thornton claimed that M.doctor Tate examined hym . . . in a lytle 
house beside thatt chapitre house of the mynster. 12 The dispensations 
recorded in the registers to proceed to orders despite impediment suggests 
that some inquiry was still taking place.13 But the evidence for examina
tions in the early sixteenth century is extremely inferential. The examina
tion probably still took place, but only a few falling short of the canonical 
requirements need to be produced to show it was being applied less 
strictly than it might have been. The humanists probably had something 
to complain about, but if they are not accused of rhetorical exaggeration, 
it is conceivable that their standards were extremely high. 

There is some evidence of the quality of men ordained from a slightly 
later period. In 1576 the clergy of the archdeaconry were examined about 
their knowledge of Latin and the Scriptures. Nineteen of those examined 
had been ordained by Longland or his suffragans, in the 1530s and 154os.14 
All but three of them were, indifferentlie learned in the latine tonge and in 
the scriptures, meanlie learned, or worse, ignoraunt. Included among these 
sixteen was a William Harware B.A.; Thomas Marston, chaplain to Lady 
Susan Zouche, although, indifferently learned in the latine tongue, had, a 
certaine knowledge of the scriptures, but unfortunately was, lacking in 
judgement. Henry Banke M ,A. and Edward Saxby B.C.L. were respect
able.1s This suggests that rather a large number of those whom Longland 
was ordaining were inadequate. The standards of this investigation may 
have been rather severe, certainly the younger men did no better. But old 
age can be alleged for most of those of Longland's ordinands. Of one, 
aged eighty, it was said, he understandeth nothing. Two were impotens. 
Thirty or forty years after ordination these men had lost, or were losing, 
what knowledge they had had. 

If it is hard to judge the quality of men being ordained, more is known 
of the standards of men instituted. An examination like that at ordination 
took place at institution, and this was certainly still being conducted in the 
sixteenth century. 16 The entries in the registers indicate the number of 
graduates being presented. During Longland's episcopate 62 of the 274 
presentations were of graduates. 17 This produces a percentage of 22.2%. And 
if the number of graduates holding livings in a particular year is examined 
the results are similar. When the subsidy was collected in 1 526 4 7 parishes 
had graduate incumbents - a percentage of 21.2% when correction has 
bel!n made for pluralists. 18 The percentage may seem small, but it 
represents some slight progress. During the episcopate of Chedworth 
(1452-1471), 29 of the 320 presentations were of graduates (approximately 
9%), and during the episcopate of his successor Rotheram (1472 - 1480), 
22 of the 132 presentations were of graduates - approximately 18%.19 

Mrs. Bowker's figure is somewhere between the latter and that calculated 
for Longland's episcopate: there is thus some steady if slight improvement 
discemable. 
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Only two of those instituted were specifically described as B.A., and 
it is possible that some of the 212 apparent non-graduates were in fact 
B.As. It was the practice to call all clerks who had not taken the degree 
of master of arts, dominus, so that those who had not stayed the seven 
years at university necessary for inception as magister, although they had 
determined as bachelor of arts, were indistinguishable from those with no 
university background. So some of the domini of the registers could have 
been bachelors of arts.20 At Oxford only a third of those who matriculated 
stayed for four years to determine, only a sixth, seven years to incept.21 

It is therefore highly probable that some of the 212 apparent non-graduates 
had in fact spent some time at a university.· It would be ridiculous, not to 
say mathematically impossible, to suggest that the percentage of 22.2 in 
fact represented but a sixth of those clerks who had in fact been to a 
university, yet it is fair to argue that 22.2% might much underestimate 
the true figure . Although one historian asserted more than thirty years 
ago that, while the general standard of lay education was steadily improving, 
that of the clergy did not advance with anything like commensurate 
rapidity, and more recently another says, there was no ... improvement in 
the education of the clergy,22 it would appear, at least by the early sixteenth 
century, that the clergy were taking advantage of increased educational 
opportunities offered them by the universities. 23 

The education of the clergy did not necessarily cease when they 
entered upon their cures. As early as 1219 by his decretal letter Super 
S pecula Pope Honorius III decreed that promising clerks should be released 
to attend a university, and this principle was developed by later popes 
throughout the middle ages. 2 4 Whether by this specific legislation or not 
it is hard to tell, but certainly in the early sixteenth century clerks from the 
archdeaconry of Leicester were being released to attend a university. 
After their institutions to Leicester livings John Falowfield proceeded to 
incept as a bachelor of theology, Robert Pachett as a bachelor of civil then 
canon law, and William Pierpoint as a bachelor and then a doctor of civil 
law.25 Matthew Knightley, instituted to Cossington in 1508, had taken the 
degrees of bachelor of civil and canon law by 1512; he then appears to have 
acquired a doctorate in theology at a foreign university, before returning 
to his cure, where he appears to have resided until his death in 1 561. 26 In 
1525 John Oneley was absent at the time of visitation, on account of his 
residence at Oxford.21 There is no evidence that any of these men were 
specifically excused by virtue of any particular medieval constitution, but 
the principle of allowing a clerk to attend a university was still in opera
tion. Although only a few proceeded to higher degrees whilst they held 
cures in Leicester, thirty of the fifty-seven mentioned in the visitation 
record had gone beyond the master's degree (55%). Presumably they did 
so after they were presented to some benefice even if not in Leicester. A 
reasonable percentage of graduates probably did then pursue a higher degree 
course after receiving a living. It is doubtful if many clerks could 
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have supported themselves at university without the fruits of a cure, 
certainly lack of money was the reason why many left university.28 

What has been said so far involves l?.erhaps only a third of the 
parochial clergy. The clerks who did not go to a university would have 
received their education at local monastery, cathedral or grammar schools. 
Before the eleventh century the education of children was confined almost 
entirely to monasteries where the teaching was largely noviciate.29 But 
others might benefit; certainly they did by the later middle ages. Some
times the monasteries were remiss: during his visitation in 1440 the bishop 
was shocked to find no teacher of grammar for the novices at Leicester 
Abbey, nor one in the town, where the abbot is bound to furnish such a 
teacher ... for the instruction both of clerks of the almonry and others in 
the neighbourhood. The collegiate churches also played their part, but 
although the Newarke college at Leicester was to take six boys that are fit 
and learned in song and compel them to do service, there was · no school 
attached to this foundation.3° There was a substantial increase in the 
number of schools being founded in the later middle ages, and charitable 
bequests for educational purposes increased in the sixteenth century and 
were at their height in the l 530s: the universities took a lot of this money 
but schools benefited more than theretofore.3' Help of a technical kind 
came with the invention of printing. By the 1520s school syllabuses seem 
to pre-suppose the availability of printed text-books.3 2 The impact of 
printing on religious life was very significant, for many, if not most, of the 
earliest books were religious treatises. 

The impact of printing upon the clergy can be seen from their wills, 
and the evidence of the possession of particular books is, of course, 
important in assessing their general intellectual standards. The wills of 
sixty-two beneficed clerks have been preserved at Leicester, covering the 
years 1513 - 1561. In nine of these reference is made to books. This is a 
small number - only half the figure that has been calculated for York
shire,33 but books were frequently omitted at this date from the wills of 
quite distinguished people who must have possessed them. Mrs. Bowker 
cites the example of a headmaster of Eton, Nicholas Bradbridge, D.Th., 
who mentions no books. Of the nine cases four are not specific as to what 
particular books they were leaving, but, it is known that one of these, 
Thomas Sisson, who died in 1543 leaving unspecified books, owned a copy 
of St. Augustine's Expositio Psalmerii which is now in the Bodleian 
Library.34 Robert Mylton's bequest was simply of a service bouke called a 
manuale.35 Unfortunately, of the remaining four titles, one is indecipher'
able: Richard Mower, in 1530, bequeathed to Elizabeth Page a bok cally 
greme trepie [?] .36 Thomas Dorman B.Cn.L., who died in 1517, be~ 
queathed all his books to Thomas Nut, but by the end of his will he had 
changed his mind, bequeathing from among his books a copy of Lyndewood's 
Provinciale to someone else. 37 In 1540 Ralfe Burrell, vicar of All Saints, 
Leicester, left to the vicar of St. Martin, My Dictionarij, and to the Reverend 
Robert Payr, my bibull, my concordance sermones pistylls, st thome Denys 
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Cartucyon, with other.38 Finally, in I 561, Matthew Knightley, D.Th., 
rector of Cossington, bequeathed Landulphe's De Vita Christi.39 A few 
wills relating to Leicester have survived elsewhere. In 1513 Alexander 
Agneson left Sermones Discipuli, Sermones Parati, Xiij Sermones, Gesta 
Romanorum, and Destructorium Viciorum.4° The will of John Denham, 
rector of North Kilworth, reveals no specific bequests of books, but it is 
known that he gave a copy of Aristotle's Problemata to Magdalen College, 
O~ford. The list of book-owning incumbents can also be extended if 
Master John More, rector of Sibston, can be identified with one of that 
name, a fellow of All Souls College, Oxford, to which he gave fifteen 
books.4' 

In the wills where books are not specified they are sometimes valued. 
John Butler's books were only worth five shillings, and William Hopkins's 
only twenty-one, and that included a presse. Thomas Dorman's books were 
clearly more valuable. His copy of the Provinciale, about which he changed 
his mind at the end of his will, was perhaps worth as much as ten sheep, 
for it is with this equivalent that Thomas Nut was compensated. Dr. 
Knightley was clearly in a different category. His books were valued at 
twenty pounds : a fifth of his estate. They were to be sold, and the money 
bestowed upon poore scholars and other godly uses.42 Mrs. Bowker has 
drawn attention to the cheap penny books selling in John Dome's bookshop 
in Oxford.43 It is clear from the presence of the copy of Lyndewood's 
Provinciale that more expensive books were finding their way to the parish 
clergy as early as 1517. Graduates may be assumed to have possessed 
certain books for the prescribed texts they were required to buy by the 
regulations of the course.44 The evidence for book ownership from wills 
is admittedly slight, but it does show that the influence of the press was 
reaching the parish clergy, even by the second decade of the sixteenth 
century and more so thereafter. 

Education below university level, as has been seen, was expanding in 
the later middle ages and in the early sixteenth century, and it is incon
ceivable that boys intending to be clerks did not take advantage of this. 
Those who did not benefit from a university education stood a better 
chance at this time of acquiring some learning than previously, in the 
increased number of schools, and with the technical assistance of the 
printed book. 

The figures used so far have been based on, and the examples quoted 
from, the beneficed clergy. But they constituted only some 40% of all 
clerks in the archdeaconry. In some respect it is false to erect possession 
of a benefice as the distinguishing mark of two groups of parish clergy. If 
institution to a benefice did distinguish clerks, they were all faced with the 
same problem at ordination. Whether or not they were to receive a benefice 
on ordination all clerks had to satisfy the archdeacon of their fitness, 
morally and educationally at the examination already discussed above; all 
had to satisfy him of their economic suitability; all had to have a title. 
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The few with independent means were ordained, to the title of their own 
patrimony, but most had to have a benefice or curacy guaranteed them. 
Titles were in the great majority of cases guaranteed by religious houses, 
but there seems to be little correlation between the number of titles 
guaranteed by religious houses and the number of actual presentations. 
Certainly most of the clerks in the diocese of Lincoln, who had their titles, 
guaranteed by religious houses eventually received their benefices elsewhere. 
The discrepancy is puzzling. It has been suggested that religious houses 
guaranteed titles to win the favours of clerks who, with degrees in law, 
might lend support to their litigious affairs. Another suggestion is that the 
guarantee was in return for a percentage of the fruits of the benefice. If 
this suggestion is true monastic accounts have left no trace of the money so 
received.45 It has also been suggested that the monasteries were able to 
guarantee titles because they could support the clerks, when ordained, out 
of trust money they received for chantries.46 The bishop, it may certainly 
be expected, must have been satisfied of a man's title, before ordination, 
for he was bound himself to maintain anyone ordained without a title.47 
The question of the role of the monasteries remains obscure.48 There was 
thus no distinction between the two groups at ordination, and the assump
tion seems to have been that a curacy was simply preliminary to holding a 
benefice. The unbeneficed clergy then should merely have been a group 
containing admittedly the less distinguished clerks who were not beneficed 
at ordination, but the composition of which was constantly changing as 
young ordinands joined it, and the more senior became beneficed. The 
educational standard of this group, then, would have been the same as 
the beneficed clergy since it was from this group that the beneficed clergy 
were drawn. The length of time that a clerk had to wait for a benefice 
depended largely upon his talents and educational level, and it is certain 
that many never left the position of curate. Left behind on the bottom rung 
of the ladder of preferment, the less talented clerks would block the 
opportunities at this level. If a line is to be drawn it must, therefore, be 
drawn between the beneficed clergy together with those of the unbeneficed 
who were eventually to receive a living, and the 'professionally unbeneficed', 
who spent all their lives as deputies. 

The series of visitation returns for the period 1517-1536 enables 
some picture to be built up of the movement of the unbeneficed. The 
archidiaconal visitation of 1517 records the names of thirty-four curates. 
The subsidy of 1526 shows all but six had moved.49 In the two deaneries 
that were visited in 1517 and 1526 there are 59 names of curates recorded: 
sixteen were still in the same parishes in 1536, twenty-five had moved, two 
were beneficed, and in sixteen cases the entry is missing in 1536.5° Two of 
those from the 1517 visitation were still in the same parishes in 1536. In 
1533 four of those recorded in 1517 and 1526, though they had moved by 
1536, were still in the same parish.s1 Promotion to a benefice appears to 
have absorbed only a small proportion. Only nine in the whole arch
deaconry appear to have been beneficed there between 1520 and 1547. 
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Only one appears to have taken over in the parish where he served as 
curate.s2 Those who appear in 1517, 1526, 1533, and 1536 were presum
ably still waiting. The others must have found either cures or curacies 
outside the archdeaconry. Some simply seem to have changed their 
curacies within the archdeaconry. Thomas Glover, curate of Aston Flam
ville in 1517, had become curate of Narborough by 1526, but he stayed 
there until 1536. Money is unlikely to have been the reason for the change, 
for the curate of Narborough was paid £4 13s. 4d. which was 6s. 4d. less 
than was received by the curate of Aston Flamville.s3 Henry Ives changed 
more frequently. In 1517 he was chaplain at Elmer; in 1526 at Croft; in 
1536 at Shenton Chapel. He too seems to have suffered a reduction of 
6s. 4d. stipend by the change.54 Many may have shared the fate of 
the curate of Burrough-on-the-Hill who in 1585, fifty years after ordination, 
was still without a benefice.ss This suggests that the hypothesis of a 
division between the beneficed together with those who were to be beneficed 
and the 'professionally unbeneficed', is true. Glover and Ives served at 
least twenty years as curates, and if they ever were beneficed it was not 
in the archdeaconry. Curacy was a necessary period for some graduates: 
in 1526 Master William Spark was curate of Sharnford; he had moved by 
1529, but if beneficed it was not in the archdeaconry,s6 and so also in l 536 
with Master John Lee, who was curate at Enderby and Whetstone (it is not 
known for how long).s7 If magistri had to serve curacies it is not surprising 
that men, simply "bred in the schools", who had been to a university 
but had left without taking a degree, or who had simply been to a local 
grammar school, were also having to spend some time as curates. A curacy 
was for many a preliminary; for others it became their life-long profession. 

There is some slight evidence that the printing press was making an 
impression even upon this last group. In three of the nineteen wills of the 
unbeneficed that have survived there are books specifically bequeathed. 
In 1531 Robert Starkey, a stipendiary priest at St. Mary-de-Castro, Leic
ester, left, To John May . . . if he wall be professyd a sermond bake in 
ynglishe and other small boks. He also left to John Bostocke . .. a printed 
bake called Sermones Parati, a written bake in paper borryd . . . He must 
have read Latin and so must his friend John Bostock, curate of Aylestone.58 

Three years later, in 1534, John Wright, curate of Melton Mowbray, 
bequeathed, a bake called Cattellrian [?] . But this was not the only book 
that he had for he also left, to my nzaistre [Master Bartholomew Gunson] 
the best bake he wull choys amonst my boyks. These books he does not 
bequeath specifically.s9 In 1558 the curate of St. Leonard's, Leicester had 
certain boks which were valued at 3s. 4d.60 The evidence here is scantier 
than for the beneficed clergy, but at least it does show that the press 
was affecting the lowest group of the clergy, who were reaching 
a certain intellectual level. 

If it is assumed that the less educated would spend their lives as 
curates, and that the parishioners would suffer by their ministrations, then 
the assumption is made that the clerk to whom the cure was entrusted did 
not reside. An idea of the extent of non-residence and its twin problem 
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pluralism can be gauged from the surviving records. These two problems 
must be considered together, for it was frequently pluralism that forced 
an incumbent to be non-resident in one of his parishes. The medieval 
legislation which dealt with these problems is complex.61 The question of 
the control of pluralists was still important in the sixteenth century. Wolsey 
included the pronouncements of Bishops Greenfield and Savage on the 
subject in his Provincial Constitutions of 1518.62 In 1529 Parliament 
passed a statute against pluralists imposing heavy penalties on the guilty.63 

Church and state had spoken against the practice, but was it as 
extensive as has often been assumed? There is a reasonable series of 
visitation returns for the period 1489 - 1536, even if at points they are 
fragmentary.64 Such good work has been done recently on these remrns 
for the earlier period, that it is difficult to add anything of importance.65 

Mrs. Bowker's terminus ad quern was 1 520 though she used the returns 
up to 1 526. Unfortunately it is only possible to carry the investigation 
down to 1530, for the visitations of 1533, 1534 and 1536 contain little more 
than names. 

In eleven of the parishes where non-residence was complained of in 
1526, there were complaints again between 1527 and 1530, but in 
thirteen parishes where the incumbent appeared to reside there is reason 
to believe he was absent. It is a pity that the visitations are so poor for the 
1530s; it would have been interesting to attempt to assess the effect of the 
statute against pluralism. One case has survived. In 1 532 Richard 
Sherrard sued Thomas Derneley, rector of Edmundthorpe, for breaking 
the statute. He was fined £40. He appears to have been resident in 1518 
and 1526, on both occasions addressing the visitor on the state of the bell
tower.66 Thirty-three incumbents appear from the visitation returns 
definitely to have been non-resident in the 1 520s but the evidence is so 
scant, that this can only be a minimum figure . In the visitation of 1526 
only about 11.6% are recorded as being non-resident. In 1518 only 
16.5% had been non-resident.67 Mrs. Bowker believes the figure to have 
been 25% for the diocese as a whole, and it is difficult to find a reason why 
Leicester should be remarkably below this figure.68 The number can be 
increased somewhat, if account is taken of those who must have been non
resident though no complaint has survived of their non-residence. In the 
subsidy of 1526, fourteen Leicester incumbents held two livings each; of 
five of these no complaint has survived. Two of these fourteen also held 
livings outside the archdeaconry, and of one of these two no complaint has 
survived. Twenty-one others held one living in the archdeaconry and at 
least one living outside, but still withm the diocese. Of these twenty-one, 
eight were not apparently cited for non-residence. Thus another fourteen 
could be added to those already known, bringing the percentage up to 
almost 20%. Although a figure of one incumbent in five may, therefore, 
be too low, it seems inconceivable that it would have been much higher 
than Mrs. Bowker's figure of one in four; if it were as high as one in three, 
almost twice the apparent figure, then presumably some indication of this 
high figure would appear from the records. 
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These absentees were by no means an homogeneous group. They 
ranged from sublimes et literati to clerks with two poor benefices. The 
most famous of the absentees was Polidore Vergil, assistant papal tax
collector 1502 - 09 and 1512 - 15. In 1 503 he was presented to the living 
of Church Langton which he held until his resignation in 1543.69 Non
residence was reported in 1508, 1518 and 1526.7° Although the rectory 
was one of the richest in the county at £32, it was perhaps the least of his 
preferments.71 Despite the fact that he was conscientious as archdeacon of 
Wells, it is doubtful if he came near his cure very often in his forty-year 
tenure.72 Certainly he was one of the most frequent suers, presumably by 
proxy, in the archdeacon's court for the recovery of tithes.73 The act 
against pluralism of 1529 had specifically exempt those serving the church 
or the state or as private chaplains. All these groups were represented 
amongst the Leicester clergy. 

It is doubtful if John Allen, D.Cn. and C.L., resided during the six 
months that he was rector of Galby in 1526. He held five other livings 
at this time as well as a canonry in Lincoln cathedral. In 1 529 he was 
provided to the archbishopric of Dublin. William Clifton was Wolsey's 
vicar-general, which probably kept him from his cure at Muston. Similarly 
Thomas Perre commissary-general of the prerogative court of Canterbury 
was also employed away from his cure amongst other things attending the 
consecrations of Wolsey, Atwater and Longland.74 On a slightly less 
exalted scale were John Silvester, B.C.L. and Robert Pachett, B.Cn. and 
C.L., who acted as bishops commissaries for Leicester. Both held several 
livings in the archdeaconry. They could not have served those cures perm
anently, but since they were in the locality they may have officiated 
occasionally.75 

Servants of the Crown were also beneficed in the archdeaconry. 
Master Thomas Angel was serving in some unspecified form, and was 
dispensed in 1517 for three years. Of more importance was John Chamber, 
doctor to the king. In 1518 it was recorded at the visitation that, Rector 
nunquam adhuc fuit ibidem. He had been instituted in 1508.76 The 
chaplains were also divided socially, certainly in terms of those whom they 
served. They ranged from Master Peter Beke, chaplain · to the marquis of 
Dorset, who held several Leicester livings between 1518 and 1526, and 
William Marshall capellanus Magistri Hensen.77 Neither was prevented 
by his chaplaincy from holding livings in plurality, although William 
Marshall was said to live on his 0ther living at Boddington, Northampton
shire.78 A fourth group should be included, composed of the clerks who 
held cathedral appointments which although they are sine cura animarum, 
would, doubtless, have taken more of the incumbent's time than his parish. 
There were several of these men in Leicester; notably Robert Cliff, D.C.L., 
chancellor of Ely, and George Heneage, treasurer of Lincoln and then dean 
1528 - 1544. He was also a chaplain to Wolsey.79 
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Whilst the parishes which these men "served" may not have appreciated 
it, the servants of church and state and private chaplains at least had 
excuses of varying degrees of defensibility. They could at least claim that 
the work which kept them from their parishes was of use to someone other 
than themselves. Whilst it is arguable that their employers should have 
paid them entirely, or that the clerks should have been content with what 
they were paid without seeking presentation to benefices which they could 
not serve, at least the Church was watching even this exalted group to see 
that their absence was dispensed. As late as 1530, Polidore Vergil was 
called upon to reside, but, twenty-three years after he was presented to his 
living, it must have been known that he would be able satisfactorily to 
excuse himself, and yet the visitor asked to see his dispensation. In 1531 
John Byard, B.Th., had to seek a dispensation to hold a cure whilst being 
a private chaplain.80 Dispensations were particularly desired by those, 
whose only excuse for absence was that they held livings in plurality: men 
whom one could only assume held several livings simply for financial gain. 
These were the men specifically attacked in the act of 1529. So were any 
dispensations they held from Rome. The records of the 1530s as has been 
pointed out are too slight for any picture of the effect of the act to emerge. 

The extent of pluralism can best be estimated from the records of the 
previous ten years, so that at least it is possible to see if the act was 
necessary, especially when the Church appeared to be keeping an active 
watch on pluralists and non-residents. From the subsidy of I 526 it appears 
that thirty-eight incumbents held more than one living. Nine of these came 
within the exempt classes. 18 Of the remainder, eleven held two livings with
in the archdeaconry, and eighteen a living in Leicester, and at least one 
other living elsewhere in the diocese. The church was ever vigilant that 
these men should have licenses to hold in plurality, and dispensations to 
be absent from their cures. The practice seems to have been to keep the 
dispensations short so that the repeated absentee would have repeatedly 
to explain himself. In Atwater's court book of 1514-1520/1, nine licences 
for absence were recorded; one incumbent sued for a license twice.82 Nor 
was the Church slow to force the consequences of unlicensed absence upon 
an erring incumbent. There are frequent examples of the sequestration of 
the fruits of a benefice because the incumbent disobeyed. In 1 528 the rectory 
at Narborough was in ruins, so the incumbent must have been absent, there
fore the fruits of the living were sequestered. 83 

Twenty-nine of these men were then, as Mrs Bowker puts it 
"pure pluralists".84 It was amongst this group that the desire for financial 
gain was most blatant. Livings, when combined, could produce a consider
able sum. Master Robert Carleton besides being rector of Harby and of 
Westmill, Herefordshire, which brought him a clear £30 when he had paid 
his curates, was also rector of Roos in Yorkshire. John Newell received £25 
clear from Knaptoft and from Halliwell in Huntingdonshire, when he had 
paid his deputies £u . Master Thomas Wigston also had a clear £25 when 
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he had paid his deputies at Aylestone and Houghton-on-the-Hill. Some 
pluralists received considerably less. George Braham was vicar of Swinderby 
in Lincolnshire, as well as being rector of Ashby Parva. His vicarage brought 
him £6, and, as he paid no curate, it must be assumed he lived there, 
fulfilling the canonical requirements of the necessary residence of vicars . 
His rectory in Leicester was also worth £6, but he was obliged to pay a 
curate £4, a pension to the prior of St. John of Jerusalem in England of 
6s., and 10s. 1d. clerical tax for sinodals and procurations. Thus his 
income from this living was £i 3s. ud. He had a total income of £7 3s. 
11d. But this is not an isolated case. Master Henry Bishop was vicar of 
Geddington, Northamptonshire which brought him £5 6s. 8d., but he was 
obliged to pay 20s. for repairs. He had no curate so he may have lived 
there. In addition he was rector of a mediety of Misterton, with income 
from this benefice of £6, but he had to pay towards the cost of a chaplain 
who served both medieties. This cost him £2 6s. 8d. The remaining 
income from this benefice gave him with the income from his other benefice 
a total of £8. The rector of the other mediety was Robert Dousse, who also 
netted £3 13s. 4d. from this cure, which he combined with the poorest 
vicarage in the archdeaconry, Bitteswell, worth £3 6s. 8d. His total income 
was £7. The point should not be laboured, but these were not isolated 
cases. The most penurious pluralist in the archdeaconry was Thomas 
Whalley, whose livings of Ratcliffe and Markfield brought him a total of 
£5 8s. 2d. Few appear to have descended to the level of Robert Pege, 
vicar of Cosby (worth £4 13s. 4d.), who was forced to combine this living 
with the chaplaincy of Huncote to raise his total income to £9.8s Mrs. 
Bowker has stigmatised some as "pure pluralists" : it is clear there is a 
group that should be known as "poor pluralists". It is perfectly evident 
that poverty was the reason for the combining of many livings.86 Men like 
Robert Dousse cannot be subsumed under the same heading as men like 
Robert Carleton. There was, of course, a group of men who netted as the 
fruits of their pluralism about £10 - £15. Of the twenty-nine "pure 
pluralists", about a third seem conveniently to fit into each of these income 
groups. The middle group received a reasonable income, the lowest group 
an inadequate one. Thus two thirds of the "pure pluralists" on investiga
tion prove to be as excusable as the sublimes et literati employed else
where. The fault was in the inadequate incomes which many livings 
provided. Furthermore the suggestion often put forward that much clerical 
poverty was the result of appropriation should also be modified. There 
were just as many inadequate unappropriated livings as there were 
appropriated ones. Many penurious rectors (not just vicars) had to under
take other cures to give themselves a reasonable income. 

The problems which this admittedly quite small number of pluralists 
caused were further reduced by the fact that several combined livings 
within the archdeaconry, often quite near each other. In a situation like 
this a pluralist could easily supervise, if not directly minister in both his 
cures. This was the situation most of the "poor pluralists" of 1 526 were in. 
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In addition two of the richer pluralists, Master Thomas Wigston and 
Master John Barton, were in residence at the collegiate foundations of the 
Wyggeston Hospital and the Newarke Colleges in Leicester, which would 
have made supervision of their Leicester cures possible. 87 

The picture of one incumbent in four or five non-resident that emerges 
from an analysis of the 1 520s is more optimistic than some historians have 
supposed. It is also encouraging that the C!:urch was, at least, keeping a 
careful watch upon the problem, and was trying to regulate it. Nevertheless 
it would seem that the statute of 1529 was necessary, though it is difficult 
to see how the situation could have been changed without an improvement in 
revenues. Many who held in plurality were in fact clerks by profession, and 
not simply ordained civil servants, and they did in fact serve their cures. 
One living would suffer at the expense of another, as the Cambridge living 
of Matthew Knightley, D .Th. suffered during the fifty years he appears 
to have resided at Cossington. There was, of course, a greater tendency to 
be non-resident amongst graduates: they were more likely to be called 
upon to serve Church and State. Generally from the archdeaconry of 
Leicester in the early sixteenth century there is some evidence that the 
stylized picture of extensive non-residence needs to be modified. 

Mrs. Bowker has perceptively pointed out that the effects of non
residence should be measured in terms of the quality of the deputy. 
Nothing can be added to her conclusions about the behaviour of the deputy 
when the incumbent was absent and unsupervised. She has found, an 
analysis of the later material bears this out, that assistants to non-residents 
were only marginally more likely to fall foul of the ecclesiastical authorities 
for misbehaving than chaplains in parishes where the incumbent was 
resident. Non-residence would appear to have had little effect upon the 
behaviour of the unbeneficed. 88 

If non-residence was not as extensive as might be thought, is there any 
evidence that failure to perform pastoral duties, immorality or neglect of 
church fabric by incumbents was on a large enough scale to create what 
Professor Scatisbrick has termed "blind anticlericalism" amongst the 
laity?89 There were no complaints of failure to administer the sacraments 
properly, or to conduct the Rogation-day procession, nor of a failure to 
preach, nor were there complaints that any incumbent was too old or infirm 
in the visitations of 1522/3 and 1526. One complaint was made in the first 
of these visitations and one in the second of irregularities in the times of 
the service.9° It is clear either that the clergy were performing the duties 
expected of them or that the laity was conniving at their faults by not 
reporting them. Another of the incumbent's duties appears to have been 
witnessing wills, and there is abundant evidence surviving that clerks were 
doing what they were expected to do in this respect. 

Complaints against the morals of the clergy were evidently more 
frequent. The Correction Court Book for 1522/3 has three cases in which 
immorality was proved, two where innocence was established and seven 
cases where there was definite suspicion of guilt though the outcome is 
uncertain. But these numbers are small in comparison with the total 
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business of this court. 1 59 cases were heard in all, 78 of them involving 
the immorality of the laity.9r Similarly the Correction Court Book which 
covers the period 1536/7 - 8 contains six cases of guilt, and four of 
innocence, and five cases of definite suspicion, but again this is out of 28 5 
cases, 226 of which involved the incontinency of the laity.92 Clerks were 
not thus strikingly immoral, but when celibacy was demanded of them the 
likelihood of breaking the law was greater. Indeed a great number of 
cases involved · immorality with the servant the priest had to employ to 
attend to his domestic needs - what the accusations called muliera 
suspecta. What, however, does emerge is the great volume of cases the 
court was dealing with. The Instance Court between 1526 and 1536 dealt 
with almost 1,000 cases. It would seem that complaints of the officiousness 
of the courts made in the Commons' Supplication was probably true at this 
level.93 

Another possible cause of antagonism between the clerk and his parish
ioners was that he was neglecting that portion of the church which by 
custom he should maintain. The parishoners looked after the fabric and 
fittings of the church, with the exception of the fabric and fittings of the 
chancel which were the responsibility of the rector. In appropriated 
churches the impropriators were responsible for the rector's share, except 
that some of the responsibility was passed on to the vicar. Some visitation 
returns are devoted almost entirely to the state of the church fabric.94 
One of the most used expressions was in maxima ruinosa or its variant 
in toto ruinosa, but it is to be doubted whether it can be taken literally, 
especially since it was applied to everything from service books to chancels. 
It is difficult to know how far this did in fact mean ruined. The chancel 
at Shackerstone in 1518 was totally ruined, but eight years later the church 
wardens reported omnia bene.95 It could be serious though. In 1518 at 
Garthorpe the church wardens complained that the chancel was not yet 
built.96 Comparison of the visitations of 1518 and 1526 reveal far fewer 
complaints of faulty fabric in 1526 than in 1518, which suggests, either 
that the complaints at the first visitation were tt:rivial, or that they had had 
an effect, and repairs had been carried out. In either case the picture is 
less severe than might at ifirst appear. Attempts were being made to repair 
church fabric, but there was evidently some degree of negligence. In
cumbents are recorded as paying towards the cost of repairs in the subsidy 
of 1526. In an archdeaconry in which 135 out of 197 incumbents received 
£10 or less it is not surprising that some may have found it difficult to 
meet this expense.97 

The evidence now considered suggests that incumbents in the Arch
deaconry of Leicester were not neglecting their cures quite as much as 
some believe. Parishioners could show their antagonism to the incumbent 
if he was, by trying to avoid paying tithes or other ecclesiastical dues. 
This was a constant sore point. What was titheable, and how it was to be 
paid, varied from area to area.98 The more educated might advance 
arguments against paying tithes in certain circumstances, like those in the 
tale of Dives and Pauper, printed several times in this period, which quotes 
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Hostiensis, who saith/that yf the preest or curate of the chirche myspende 
holy chirche goodes/or be a notary lechoure/the lewd man is not bounde 
to gyve him his tythes ... 99 The court books of the I 520s and I 530s 
contain many cases of citations for non-payment of tithes. Between 1526 
and I 536 there were 52 cases, and nine cases of non-payment of mortuary 
dues. But if this was a revolt against the clergy it was a small one. The 
Court Book contains almost a thousand other cases, and in an archdeaconry 
of 200 parishes this represents trouble in no more than 2. 5% of the parishes 
each year. Many laymen showed their guilt about tithes in their wills, 
where the phrase for tithes for got occurs frequently. But usually the 
amount is only a few pence. Conclusions from fragmentary evidence can 
only be tentative, but it would appear that non-payment of tithes was not 
at this time extensive in the archdeaconry. 

The state of the parish clergy would appear, therefore, to have 
been somewhat less disastrous than one might imagine from crude 
generalisations. In sum it would seem that in the sixteenth century 
more graduates were being instituted to benefices than in the fifteenth; a 
quarter of the parish clergy were magistri, and there is reason to believe 
that others of them had been to a university. Education at school level was 
expanding and improving in the later middle ages and early sixteenth 
century., and it would be surprising if non-graduates among the clergy had 
not taken advantage of this: Non-residence was not as high as has been 
thought - one in five, or one in four at the most, of incumbents were non
residents at this time. About a third were employed by the Church or the 
State for some time. Indeed it is possible to make excuses for two thirds 
of the absentees. Apart from those legitimately employed away from their 
cures, another third received so inadequate an income from one cure that 
they were forced to seek another in addition, frequently receiving less than 
£10 as the fruit of their pluralism. These men could not be accused of 
avarice. The surviving evidence does not suggest that clerks were neglecting 
their pastoral duties in more than a few cases nor falling into the i'"llmoral 
ways with which contemporary polemicists, like 'Simon Fish', were accusing 
them. These be they, he wrote, that have made an hundred thousand ydell 
hares yn your realme, which wolde have gotten theyre lyving honestly ... 
These be they that .. . make the wimen to run away from their hus
bondes .. . 100 Nor were they neglecting the fabric of their churches to any 
excessive degree. At the root of the problem was the inadequate income 
which many livings provided. £10 or less was not really sufficient, yet this 
is what 60% of the livings yielded. The sins which this produced cannot 
be blamed upon the impropriators, for many unappropriated livings 
provided inadequate incomes. Inadequate income was the cause of some 
pluralism and neglect of church fabric, but the parish clergy were not 
guiltless, and cannot be exonerated totally, even if there is reason to believe 
that more clergy than has often been thought were like Chaucer's Parsoun, 
who ... dwelte at hoom, and kept wel his folde.ro 1 



APPENDIX 

Complaints of Defects in the churches and chapels in the rural deaneries of Akeley and Sparkenhoe. 

Akeley Sparkenhoe 
1518 1526 1518 1526 

(L.R.S. 33, (LEICESTER CITY (L.R.S. 33, (LEICESTER CITY 

pp. 27-30) ARCHIVE OFFICE pp. 19-22) ARCHIVE OFFICE 

ID 41/12/3) I D 41/12/3) 
Rectories ruined or chancel or fittings defective 3 3 4 I 

Churchyard unenclosed or gate broken 3 I 4 2 

Vestments, books, or sacramental vessels in 6 0 9 0 

need of repair 

Fabric of nave or fittings in need of attention 6 0 2 I 

Total 18 4 19 4 
No Complaints s 13 l 24 

(N.B. Several parishes made several complaints). 
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