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THE REFORMATION IN LEICESTER 
AND LEICESTERSHIRE, c.1480–1590

Eleanor Hall

Since its arrival in England, never did Christianity undergo such a transformation 
as that of the Reformation. By the end of the sixteenth century the official presence 
of Catholicism had almost entirely disappeared in favour of Protestantism, 
the permanent establishment of which is still the institutional state religion. 
This transformation, instigated and imposed on the population by a political 
elite, had a massive impact on the lives of those who endured it. In fact, the 
progression of these religious developments depended on the compliance of the 
English people, which in some regions was often absent. Indeed, consideration 
must be given to the impact of the Reformation on these localities and social 
groups, in which conservatism and nostalgia for the traditional faith remained 
strong. In spite of this, the gradual acceptance of Protestantism by the majority 
over time allowed its imposition and the permanent establishment of the Church 
of England.
 Leicestershire is a county in which significant changes took place. This paper 
examines these changes and their impact on, and gradual acceptance by, the 
various religious orders, secular clergy, and the laity in the town and county. 
Important time and geographical comparisons will be drawn in consideration 
of the overall impact of the Reformation, and the extent to which both clergy 
and laity conformed to the religious changes imposed on them, and managed to 
retain their religious devotion in the process.

INTRODUCTION

The English Reformation is one of the periods in history that attracts a high level of 
interest and debate. It was not a single event, but rather a series of complex religious 
and social developments which transformed the nature of religious practice. Over 
time this has led to the establishment of distinctive historiographical perspectives, 
centred around the fundamental debate as to the extent to which the Reformation 
was either welcomed by, or imposed on, the English people. 

The traditional perspective was pioneered primarily by Dickens, by ‘building 
upon a well-established tradition in English historical consciousness’.1 Dickens 
asserted the long-held opinion that the Reformation was received favourably by 
the English population, suggesting there was widespread opposition to the alleged 
corruption of the Church in England – evidence demonstrated by strong feelings of 
anticlericalism.2 This view was maintained in consideration of the political context 
of the Reformation by Elton, whose assertion on the extent of political influence that 
major instigators of the Reformation, such as Thomas Cromwell, had on the English 
population led him to state that ‘the Church was widely believed to be rotten’3 and 

1 C. Haigh, The English Reformation Revised (Cambridge, 1987), p. 1.
2 A. Dickens, The English Reformation (London, 1964), p. 442. 
3 G. Elton, Reform and Reformation: England 1509–1558 (London, 1977), p. 371. 
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‘the clergy were attracted more by dislike than love’.4 Tradition maintained that 
the Roman Church had been the subject of long-term popular dissatisfaction and 
condemnation, and the Reformation was regarded as being both welcome and 
necessary for the transformation and progression of the English Church.

From the 1980s this traditional perspective was examined and questioned by 
revisionist historians, who began to analyse the validity of these assumptions. 
Scarisbrick reassessed the traditional perception of the state of the English Church. 
In his opinion the Church was, in fact, highly respected and supported by a devoted 
and pious population. This affirmation received further support from Duffy in his 
seminal publication, The Stripping of the Altars, in which he concluded that late 
medieval Catholicism had an enormously strong, diverse and vigorous hold over the 
imagination and the loyalty of the people, up to the very moment of the Reformation.5 
The nature of the Reformation, and the process by which it developed, was examined 
further by Haigh, who not only dismissed Elton’s theory that the Reformation was 
overseen by the political elite, but that it could not be interpreted as a singular event 
of religious and political change. The current thinking amongst historians of the 
period is that the Reformation was a continuous process of religious change and 
development, which relied on popular compliance to further its progress. 

Until recently there have been few studies examining the development and impact 
of the Reformation at a local level. Pettegree, in The Reformation in the Parishes, 
offered an initial assessment of the Reformation at parish level, and subsequently 
there has been an increased interest in the religious developments undertaken 
regionally. Leicester and Leicestershire has seen relatively little focus on this. Bowker 
published The Henrician Reformation: The Diocese of Lincoln in 1981, in which 
he examined the religious developments and their impact in Leicestershire and the 
wider region during the reign of Henry VIII. Since then, only in Postle’s Religion and 
Uncertainty in Four Midland Urban Centres has any attention been paid to Leicester 
town and county in consideration of either Henrician or Edwardian development. 
Other studies of the county have been largely confined to single social groups or 
time frames, such as Fuggles’s Parish Clergy in the Archdeaconry of Leicester.

This paper relies predominantly on visitation records of the Diocese of Lincoln 
from c.1490 to c.1580, along with government inspection accounts such as the Valor 
Ecclesiasticus of 1535, both of which offer a comprehensive analysis of the state of 
monastic and parish institutions. In addition, church wardens’ accounts and wills of 
the laity have been analysed. It must be noted that contemporary records have their 
limitations, depending on when they were produced and by whom. Many of the 
churchwardens’ accounts, for instance, are vague, often incomplete and sometimes 
lacking any useful information at all. Some of the wills, particularly those produced 
between 1485 and 1525, are predominantly written in Latin, and tend to represent 
the wealthy.

This paper is divided into three sections, each of which is characterised by a 
unique theme and assessment of the historical arguments relating to it. The first 

4 Ibid. 
5 E. Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400–1580 (London, 1992), 

p. 4.
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section covers monastic and religious orders in Leicestershire, and the impact of 
the dissolution on these communities. Section 2 looks at the role and impact of the 
Reformation on the secular clergy, drawing comparison between urban and rural 
parishes, as well as assessing the impact of the chantry closures of the Edwardian 
reforms. Section 3 examines the impact of the Reformation on the laity. It analyses 
developments in wills, and the social impact of the closure of the religious guilds.

MONASTICISM AND THE RELIGIOUS ORDERS IN LEICESTER 
AND LEICESTERSHIRE

The monastic and religious orders had been for centuries fundamental to the 
religious life of the region, and yet the traditional historical perspective is that by 
the late fifteenth century they were in a state of decline. Historians such as Dickens 
used this theory to explain the willingness with which the ongoing Reformation was 
widely accepted. Dickens is of the opinion that the endowment of land and property 
to religious houses by the monarchy and nobility between the eleventh and sixteenth 
centuries had meant that, by that latter date, monastic orders owned around a 
quarter of England’s land and had disposal of half of the ecclesiastical income,6 and 
also controlled the appointments of around two-fifths of parish benefices in land.7 
This could explain the growing criticism of monasticism by the late fifteenth century, 
with humanists such as Desiderius Erasmus voicing the increasing dissatisfaction at 
the gross wealth and corruption of religious life. Erasmus called the abbeys and 
priories ‘havens for idle drones; concerned only for their own existence, reserving 
for themselves an excessive share of the commonwealth’s religious assets, and 
contributing little or nothing to the spiritual needs of ordinary people’.8

Corruption in the religious houses of Leicestershire, although evident in 
some cases, seems to have been scarce, supporting the revisionist conclusion that 
‘the long-term causes of the Reformation, the corruption of the Church, and the 
hostility of the laity appear to have been historical illusions’.9 The extent to which 
the dissolution of the monasteries and religious houses was received willingly in 
Leicestershire is difficult to ascertain. The records show that the closure of the 15 
religious houses in the county happened swiftly and without difficulty, and yet the 
report The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests, undertaken by the 
Diocese of Lincoln between 1547 and 1574, shows that many of the former monks 
and nuns were living ascetically and remained celibate, with many of the monks 
having become parish priests. This suggests conformity to the new Protestant ideals 
of the Church of England, along with an underlying conservatism and nostalgia for 
the pre-Reformation religion.

The most widespread order were the Augustinian Canons, with eight abbeys and 
priories, and a community of nuns at Grace Dieu Priory. They possessed considerable 
wealth and had great influence throughout the county. The largest and most powerful 

6 A. Dickens, The English Reformation (2nd edn) (London, 1989), p. 75.
7 Ibid., p. 175.
8 Desiderius Erasmus, Sileni Alcibiadis (Netherlands, 1515).
9 Haigh, English Reformation Revised, p. 6.
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of their communities was the Abbey of Saint Mary de Pratis in Leicester. Founded 
in 1143, the Abbey gradually accumulated extensive property and possessions, both 
within the town and in nearby parishes. At the end of the fifteenth century, the Prior 
William Charyte composed a comprehensive list of the Abbey’s possessions. These 
included a library of over 1,100 books, 940 of which were used for ‘study and 
personal development’.10 Only 16 of these texts survive, bearing ‘powerful witness 
to the scale of loss in the aftermath of the Dissolution’.11 By the late fifteenth century, 
the control of this extensive property was being heavily criticised during visitations. 
At the visitation in 1518 by Bishop Attwater, Abbot Richard Pescall was charged 
with having too much influence over the financial income of the property,12 and 
several canons who reportedly ate meals during unconventional hours.13

The overall functioning and state of the community at this time is evidenced 
by the systematic visitations carried out by the Diocese of Lincoln. These, and the 
eventual reports by Thomas Cromwell’s inspectors, demonstrate a considerable 
degree of corruption in the running of Leicester Abbey. When Bishop Longland, 
Bishop Attwater’s successor, visited the Abbey sometime after 1521, the following 
injunctions suggested the Abbey was in a state of financial and social difficulty. 
Abbot Pescall was lax in the extreme in his attendance of spiritual devotion, and 
even when he did attend it was his custom to bring his fool with him who disrupted 
the services. Customarily, no more than 11 out of the 25 canons attended prayer 
times daily.14 Many of the canons were given excessive freedom to travel outside 
the Abbey precinct, and two were accused of sexual incontinence.15 Financially, the 
Abbey was in such need of serious reform that Bishop Longland appointed two 
administrators to oversee improvements. By the time the Chancellor of the Diocese 
visited in 1528, financial activity was said to have improved, but the Abbey’s income 
by then declined to £24 – the lowest in its history.16 Significant improvements were 
brought about over the following decade by the election in 1534 of what would 
be the Abbey’s last abbot – John Bourchier. In the same year, without hesitation, 
Bourchier accepted Royal Supremacy. It was during Bourchier’s time that the annual 
income of the Abbey was assessed to be £941, making it the wealthiest monastic 
house in Leicestershire.17

Richard Layton, during an inspection in 1535, described Bourchier as ‘an honest 
man, but his canons most obstinate and factious…I will object aginst some of them 
buggery and adultery’.18 In October 1538 the Abbey was surrendered to the crown, 
along with all other religious houses throughout England. Bourchier attempted, but 

10 T. Webber, ‘The Books of Leicester Abbey’, in J. Storey, J. Bourne and R. Buckley (eds), Leicester 
Abbey (Leicester, 2006), p. 127.

11 Ibid. 
12 G. Perry, ‘Episcopal Visitation of the Austin Canons of Leicester and Dorchester’, English Historical 

Review, vol. 4, 1889, p. 306.
13 Ibid.
14 T. Hamilton (ed.), Visitations in the Diocese of Lincoln: 1517–3, vol. 2 (Lincoln, 1944), pp. 186–95. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 T. Cromwell, Valor Ecclesiasticus (England, 1534).
18 J. Gairdner (ed.), Henry: Letters and Papers in the reign of Henry VIII, Foreign and Domestic, vol. 9 

(London, 1886), p. 341.
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failed, to bribe Cromwell into allowing his abbey to continue. It would seem that he 
was unwilling to conform to the reforms. Bourchier, who retired with a magnificent 
pension of £200 a year, became rector of Church Langton.19 His prosperity did 
not continue for long, as, during Edward VI’s reign, all payments above £10 were 
stopped. Bourchier is reported as complaining that he had not been paid for six 
months.20 When later, in 1571, he opposed the Elizabethan Acts of University and 
Settlement, he was stripped of his rectory. There are hints here that he may have 
remained a supporter of the pre-Reformation Church. Several other canons entered 
the reformed priesthood. John Laze was awarded £6 and became curate of Birstall, 
a parish adjacent to the Abbey.21 The land belonging to the Abbey was leased firstly 
to Dr Francis Cave, who had been one of the chief negotiators for its closure and 
demolition. His tenancy ended when King Edward granted the land to William Parr. 
Eventually, the land passed to the Hastings family during the reign of Mary.

All seven Augustinian abbeys and priories suffered a similar fate. Launde Priory 
and Kirby Bellars Priory are typical examples. Launde Priory, founded c.1125, was 
much smaller than Leicester Abbey; at the visitation of the Diocesan Chancellor in 
1528, the community numbered only 13, with four novices.22 The report records that 
the prior, John Lancaster, and the sub-prior handed out harsh punishments to their 
brethren.23 The income, was £400 in 1535, enabling it to survive the dissolution of 
even smaller monasteries that were dissolved that year.24 The records for 1536 reveal 
an outrageous event. Prior Lancaster was threatened by his servant Thomas Holt and 
his wife, who, after swearing to put the prior to death, asked what he would give them 
to save his life.25 They blackmailed the prior, forcing him to ‘swear by the contents of 
the book to pay him [Holt] 40 shillings and never divulge what had happened’.26 An 
indication perhaps of a declining respect for members of religious orders.

The priory at Launde was formally surrendered in December 1539, with 
Lancaster receiving an annual pension of £60, whilst the brethren received incomes 
varying between £5 and £10.27 In 1554, Thomas Mosse, one of the former canons, 
was reported as being the curate of Belgrave parish, whilst another was recorded as 
‘having a pension of £6 but not situated in a parish’.28 Perhaps Thomas conformed 
willingly to the later Edwardian reforms; we know nothing of the other canon. The 
priory lands were acquired by Cromwell, who may have had his eye on them for 
some time before the dissolution.

In 1536 the priory at Kirkby Bellars was surrendered, along with the other 
smaller monasteries, seemingly equally willingly. It had been valued at £140 a 

19 G. Hodgett (ed.), The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests in the Diocese of Lincoln: 
1547–71, vol. 3 (Lincoln, 1959), p. 82.

20 T. Cocks, ‘The Last Abbot of Leicester’, in Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and 
Historical Society 58, p. 18.

21 Hodgett (ed.), The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests 3, p. 84.
22 Hamilton (ed.), Visitations in the Diocese of Lincoln, pp. 178–81.
23 Ibid. 
24 Cromwell, Valor Ecclesiasticus.
25 Gairdner (ed.), Letters and Papers 10, p. 522.
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., vol. 14, part 2, p. 256.
28 Hodgett (ed.), The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests 3, p. 85.
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year in 1535.29 Two of the canons asked for a dispensation from their vows,30 one 
transferred (temporarily as it turned out) to Launde Priory on the closure of Kirkby.31 
The canons were all reportedly respectable characters. There is little evidence of 
the fate of most of the canons following the dissolution, but what evidence there 
is suggests that most remained unmarried, with the majority entering the secular 
reformed priesthood. It could be that they may have maintained a residual loyalty to 
their monastic vows, as seems to have been the case with John Bourchier.

There were two communities of nuns in Leicestershire: the Augustinian Grace 
Dieu Priory and the Benedictine Priory at Langley. Grace Dieu was the larger, being 
a community of around 14 nuns for the years between 1480 and 1535. By 1535 
the priory was valued at an average income of £92, far smaller than their male 
counterparts.32 In 1536 an inspection by Richard Layton allegedly charged two 
nuns of sexual incontinence; he also reported that ‘they hold in reverence the girdle 
and part of the tunic of St Francis, which are supposed to help lying in women’.33 
A local enquiry carried out the following year found the community to be in fine  
condition.34 The priory was surrendered by Prioress Agnes Liderland in October 
1538 and the lands sold to John Beaumont, who established a manor in the grounds. 
His family held the lands until 1618. The Benedictine nuns of Langley were also 

29 Cromwell, Valor Ecclesiasticus. 
30 Hamilton (ed.), Visitations in the Diocese of Lincoln, p. 176.
31 Gairdner (ed.), Letters and Papers 13, part 1, p. 575.
32 Cromwell, Valor Ecclesiasticus.
33 Gairdner (ed.), Letters and Papers 10, p. 138.
34 Ibid., p. 497.

Fig. 3. John Flower, ‘Leicester Abbey in 1826’.
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found to be of equally good virtue when the inspection of 1536 found there to be six 
nuns and Prioress Dulcia Bothe, all of whom were of a good nature and wanted to 
continue their religious lives.35 The priory was smaller than Grace Dieu, receiving an 
annual income of £29.36 It was surrendered unwillingly, along with Grace Dieu, in 
1536. A survey, based on the reports of former nuns from Grace Dieu and Langley, 
in 1554 found that none of them married, and most, like former Grace Dieu nuns 
Dorothy English and Elizabeth Hall, received small annual incomes of £1.37 This is 
another example that most former religious complied with the reforms unwillingly, 
with virtually all retaining loyalty to their monastic lifestyles. 

It is equally important to analyse the impact of the dissolution on the 
Mendicant Orders in Leicester, the two significant Orders being the Franciscans and 
Dominicans. Although the exact date of arrival of the Franciscans (Grey Friars) 
to Leicester is unknown, there was certainly an established priory in the city by 
1230. Little is known about the history of the Grey Friars, although in 1402 the 
support they gave to the deposed Richard II against Henry IV resulted in the trial 
and execution of ten members of the Leicester community;38 and in 1485, Richard 
III was buried there after his defeat. By the time of the dissolution in 1538 the 
community was impoverished, owning only the priory buildings and with an 
annual income of £1.39 The priory was surrendered by ‘William Gylys, Warden, 
Simon Harmer, Lector, and five others’.40 The community clearly had declined 
significantly since its foundation. The Dominicans suffered a similar fate, even 
though they had remained more prosperous. Several bequests made for prayers 
to be said suggests that the Dominicans were more popular. Thomas Eyreke of 
Leicester, on 23 August 1517, paid for the Dominicans to ‘bring my body to my 
grave, and every one of the Company of Shoemakers of Leicester, who bequeathed 
an annual income of £10 to the Dominicans over and above the usual offering 
duties, to have their prayers’.41 The priory also let some of its property in the city 
to tenants after 1478, including a house let to Thomas Katlyn, a bailiff in the city, 
in 1538.42 In the same year the priory was formally surrendered on 10 November 
by the prior Ralph Burrell, sub-prior William Hopkyn and eight others. The income 
of only £1 suggests that the community must have been living in poor conditions.43 
Nevertheless, the continuous financial support the community received, from 
both individuals and societies, certainly indicates they were highly regarded,  
and their closure was unpopular. Few details of the lives of the friars after their 
departure are known, although something is known of Prior Burrell, who in 1538 
moved to Cambridge and took a Doctorate in Divinity.44 The lands remained under 

35 T. Cromwell, Valor Ecclesiasticus, vol. 4 (1535), p. 176. 
36 Ibid. 
37 G. Hodgett (ed.), The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests 3, p. 87. 
38 W. Hoskins (ed.), ‘Friaries: Friaries in Leicester’, in A History of the County of Leicestershire, vol. 2. 

Victoria County History (London, 1954), p. 33. 
39 Ibid. 
40 J. Gairdner, Letters and Papers 13, part 2, p. 307.
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., p. 11. 
43 W. Hoskins (ed.), ‘Friaries: Friaries in Leicester’, p. 34.
44 C. Palmer, The Friars Preachers or Black Friars of Leicester (Leicester, 1887), p. 11.
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the control of Thomas Katlyn, until they were sold by royal approval to the Marquis 
of Dorset in 1545.45

Overall, the evidence suggests that the systematic Dissolution of the Monasteries 
throughout Leicestershire was enforced rather than willingly accepted, unlike the 
northern regions where the Dissolution often provoked strong opposition, and even 
rebellion. It is clear that there had been a steady decline of monasticism throughout 
the area by the early sixteenth century, although the religious houses appear to have 
remained in relatively high regard. 

THE SECULAR CLERGY AND THEIR PARISHES

At the beginning of the Henrician Reformation there were approximately 500 
parish clergy registered within the archdeaconry of Leicester.46 Heath has attempted 
to justify the extent of anticlerical feeling in England at this time by asserting that 
most of the parish clergy were undoubtedly far from perfection.47 The evidence 
certainly suggests that many clergy at this time were poorly educated and the 
practice of pluralism, whereby parish clergy held authority over several parishes, 
was prevalent. An examination of incumbents in Leicester in 1526 found that only 
21 per cent were university graduates,48 with a slight increase to 22 per cent when 
considering the overall number of incumbents ordained and appointed during the 
career of Bishop John Longland (1521–47).49 A further enquiry was conducted in 
the archdeaconry in 1576, during which the parish clergy were examined on their 
understanding of Latin and the Scriptures. Their education was distinctly lacking, 
with the vast majority being ‘indifferently learned in the Latin tongue and in the 
Scriptures, meanly learned and ignorant’, and whilst the general standard of lay 
education was steadily improving, that of the clergy did not advance.50 

Concerns were also raised in the early years of the Reformation regarding the 
prevalence of pluralism. A visitation in 1526 estimated the number of non-resident 
clergy to be at 20 per cent.51 This, compared to the wider estimation of absenteeism 
of 34 per cent in the Lincoln Diocese during the same period, suggests that 
Leicestershire parishes were in a better administrative state.52 The implementation 
of legislation by Parliament against pluralism in 1529 shows that administrative 
corruption was widespread nationally. Fuggles affirmed that the state of the parish 
clergy in Leicestershire appeared to have been somewhat less disastrous than might 
be imagined from crude generalisations, and that the statistics used only concerned 
approximately 40 per cent of the parish clergy in Leicestershire.53

45 Ibid., p. 13. 
46 J. Fuggles, ‘The Parish Clergy in the Archdeaconry of Leicester: 1520–1540’, Transactions of the 

Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society 46, p. 25. 
47 P. Heath, The English Parish Clergy on the Eve of the Reformation (London, 1969), p. 187. 
48 J. Fuggles, ‘The Parish Clergy in the Archdeaconry of Leicester’, p. 27.
49 Ibid.
50 Liber Cleri (1576), in C. Foster (ed.), The State of the Church in the Reigns of Elizabeth and James 

(Lincoln, 1926), pp. 101–13.
51 J. Fuggles, ‘The Parish Clergy in the Archdeaconry of Leicester’, p. 33.
52 M. Bowker, The Henrician Reformation: The Diocese of Lincoln (Cambridge, 1981), p. 43. 
53 J. Fuggles, ‘The Parish Clergy in the Archdeaconry of Leicester’, p. 25. 
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The most important example which reflects the impact of the religious reforms on 
Leicester is St Martin’s Church. Visitation and church wardens’ accounts offer some 
insights into this. In 1528 a diocesan visitation found the church to be serviced by 
approximately 15 clergy, the superior of whom was the vicar William Bradley.54 The 
account revealed the poor moral state the church was in, as Bradley was charged for 
leaving the sacrament of the sick to an incompetent friar, resulting in a parishioner 
dying without receiving the sacrament.55 Certain clergy were accused of indecent 
and irreverent behaviour, talking and laughing during the services.56 It is not known 
whether the general laxity of the parish clergy improved after this period. However, 
the compliance of the parish to the Henrician reforms, implemented soon after, are 
indicated in the church wardens’ accounts. North notes the readiness of the secular 
clergy in Leicester to conform to the reformed ideals, both before and after the break, 
from Rome by suggesting John Tyndale’s English Bible was ‘eagerly, though secretly, 
read by some of the ancient burgesses in this town’.57 Following the quick succession 
of the Repeal of Rome’s Authority (1533) and the Act of Supremacy (1534), in 
1544, Parliament ordered all prayers for processions and litanies to be spoken in 
English, the introduction of which is recorded in the church wardens’ accounts for 
St Martin’s: ‘Item to William Maltby for new English processions brought in last 
year’.58 Little else is recorded regarding the implementation of Henrician reforms in 
the parish, although it can be assumed these changes were rigorously enforced. 

There is strong evidence, however, detailing the extent to which the parish of 
St Martin’s complied with and quickly implemented the far more radical reforms 
overseen by Edward VI, beginning with his Injunctions in 1547. The conformity 
of the parish is indeed representative of the wider diocese, in which reforms were 
introduced with notable rapidity. Implementation of the radical reforms of the 
Edwardian regime are indicated in 1548, during which imagery and statues had 
to be legally removed, with ‘8 shillings paid to Master Dowson that came…about 
the taking down of images, and brasses of stones’.59 The compulsory introduction 
of reformist ecclesiastical texts is also evident in the parish, ‘item paid to Master 
Manby for the Paraphrases of Erasmus’,60 later followed by the 1549 Book of 
Common Prayer, ‘item paid to Mr Manby for a book of service for the church’. This 
transformation in parishes nationally was consolidated by the theological significance 
of the removal of the altars and their replacement with wooden communion tables, 
as recorded in 1550–51 in St Martin’s, with ‘item paid to Robert Sekerston and his 
fellow for taking down the altar in Our Lady’s Chapel’.61 There was also the selling 
of the traditional vestments declared unnecessary by the Book of Common Prayer, 
introduced in 1552, including, ‘Item received of Master Nycoles for a vestment of 

54 ‘Visitations in the Diocese of Lincoln: 1526–1528’, in A. Moore (ed.), Proceedings of the Ecclesiastical 
Courts in the Archdeaconry of Leicester: 1516–1535 (Leicester, 1905), p. 79. 

55 Ibid., p. 80.
56 Ibid., p. 90.
57 T. North, A Chronicle of the Church of Saint Martin in Leicester (London, 1866), p. 19. 
58 St Martin’s Church Warden Accounts, 1545–46. 
59 Ibid., 1548–49. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid., 1550–51. 
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blue velvet’,62 and ‘Received for Richard Hewis Saint Martin’s coat the vestment 
previously draped over the statue of St Martin during annual processions’.63 By the 
time of the death of King Edward in 1553, St Martin’s parish had been transformed 
to comply with the reforms instigated during his reign.

The willingness of the parish to conform is equally evident in the reign 
of Mary I, during which many of the Edwardian reforms were repealed. In 
1554 commissioners were appointed to oversee the restoration of Catholicism 
throughout England. In Leicester this seems to have been welcomed by Mayor 
Thomas Davenport, who clearly had not abandoned his Roman Catholic beliefs.64 
He wrote: ‘[T]he first and most important thing to be done, would be to remove 
the wooden Communion Table and to restore the High Altar.’65 This was carried 
out by Robert Sekerston, along with the reintroduction of Holy Water and the 
traditional vestments.66 Equally significant was the rapid reinstatement of the 
traditional litanies and processions, as evidenced in a 1554 entry in the Chronicle, 
‘item paid to Sir William Burrows for a psalter, a processionale, a Mass Book’,67 
and just before Mary’s death in 1558, ‘item for the charges of the procession to 
Saint Margaret’s’.68 Evidence indicating the extent of popular conformity shows 
the relative ease with which the different stages of the Reformation were received 
and implemented within the town parishes, despite the possible confusion caused 
by the obviously temporary developments.

The Elizabethan reforms reveal popular conformity within St Martin’s parish, 
during which the inventory of the parish was altered accordingly. The implementation 
of the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity (1558) repealed the Marian legislation 
and abolished papal authority. Most parishes conformed accordingly, as can be seen 
by the permanent removal of the High Altar in St Martin’s, listed as ‘item paid for 
drink to men at taking down the altar’.69 The permanently defined doctrine of the 
established Church of England, by the Thirty-Nine Articles (1563), was complied 
with in St Martin’s and the other parishes of Leicester by the purchasing of a 
Book of Homilies in 1564,70 and the replacement of a Communion chalice with a 
Communion cup in 1567.71 Equally significant were the measures taken to reduce 
recusancy in Leicester, several years before the enactment of the 1593 Recusancy 
Act by Parliament. In 1570 fines were introduced for town residents who failed 
to attend services. Two parishioners of St Martin’s were fined in 1571. In 1575 
this was tightened further by a proclamation ordering that ‘there shall upon every 
Wednesday and Friday come to the Church of St Martin’s two or three at least of 
every household’.72

62 Ibid., 1552–53.
63 Ibid. 
64 T. North, A Chronicle of the Church of Saint Martin in Leicester, p. 128.
65 Ibid., p. 126. 
66 St Martin’s Church Warden Accounts, 1553–54.
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 1558–59. 
69 Ibid., 1559–60. 
70 Ibid., 1564–65.
71 Ibid., 1567–68. 
72 Ibid., 1575–76.
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Although rural records are sparse, a similar pattern can be seen in those that 
implemented fines. Hutton notes that most of the churchwardens’ accounts are 
incomplete, giving mere annual totals of income and expenditure.73 Hoskins remarks 
that the rural clergy in Leicestershire were mostly poor men, never becoming known 
to the outside world except for some occasional misdemeanours.74 As observed at 
St Martin’s, rural parishes complied with the complex religious developments of the 
sixteenth century. The extent of conformity amongst the rural clergy is shown in 
the instance of clerical marriage, which between 1560 and 1576 increased from just 
nine of 129 rural clergy in the deanery to 64 of 121 clergy by the time of the final 
visitation.75 Liturgically rural parishes conformed to the imposition of the reformed 
litanies. At Barrow-on-Soar the 1576 Liber Cleri report notes that the married 
incumbent was ‘well skilled in Latin, moderately versed in Holy Scripture, and a 
teacher in his benefice’.76 In Swithland too, evidence demonstrates conformity to the 
liturgical reforms instigated under Edward. Despite this, the Leicester Archdeaconry 
visitation of 1576 described the same incumbent, Michael Hudson, as ignorant in 
Latin, in some way versed in sacred learning.77 Conformity to the Reformation in the 
rural parishes of Leicestershire, though somewhat under-recorded, was widespread. 
In most cases, rural parish life continued relatively smoothly, despite the imposition 
of complex religious changes during the period.

However, the dissolution of the chantries by Edward in 1547 can be seen to have 
affected the religious life of communities, particularly those who served them. An 
estimated 20 chantries existed in Leicestershire, before their initial closure in 1545 
and final dissolution in 1547–48. Scarisbrick, however, maintains that far from 
destroying a flourishing system of schools and hospitals, the Act preserved what 
was worth preserving.78 This would suggest the greatest impact of their closure was 
on the lives of the clergy who previously served them, many of whom evidently 
conformed and enrolled in parishes. Most were also pensioned off handsomely, such 
as Thomas Branston, the former chantry priest for Queniborough, who received an 
annual pension of £4,79 along with John Benchebow of the former chantry in Syston, 
who was granted a pension of £2.80 As shown by the report of the ex-religious 
and chantry priests conducted in 1554, most had conformed to the dissolution to 
maintain their clerical positions, such as William Shypton, the former chantry priest 
of St. Margaret’s in Leicester, who became the curate of Carlton Curlieu.81 Little 
evidence remains detailing the impact of the chantry closures on their communities, 
but these changes were undoubtedly accepted and adhered to.

73 R. Hutton, ‘The Local Impact of the Tudor Reformation’, in Haigh, English Reformation Revised, p. 
114. 

74 W. Hoskins, ‘The Leicestershire Country Parson in the Sixteenth Century’, Transactions of the 
Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society 21, p. 90.

75 Ibid., p. 108. 
76 Ibid., p. 103. 
77 Archdeaconry of Leicester Visitations (1576). 
78 J. Scarisbrick, The Reformation and the English People (Oxford, 1985), p. 113.
79 Hodgett (ed.), The State of the Ex-Religious and Former Chantry Priests 3, p. 17.
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid., p. 83.
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THE LAITY

Having analysed the impact of the Reformation, and the nature of its reception by 
the religious orders and secular parishes in Leicestershire, consideration can be given 
to its influence and the extent of its acceptance by the laity. This can be assessed by 
the changes seen in wills and bequests during the period, as well as the impact of 
the closure of the county’s vibrant religious guilds in 1547. It is important to look 
at the singular case of opposition towards religious developments demonstrated in 
Leicestershire by a layman, before analysing the evidence demonstrating widespread 
conformity. Unlike the opposition to the later Elizabethan reforms of John Bourchier, 
the former Abbot of Leicester Abbey, the only notable antipathy shown towards 
the religious changes by a Leicestershire layman was an objection to the return to 
Catholicism under Mary. Dickens identified Leicester as having activist Protestant 
groups in more places than might be expected during the reign of Mary.82 The only 
execution for heresy in the county was that of Thomas Moore, undertaken during 
a visitation conducted by Bishop John White in 1556. As with other Protestant 
martyrs who were executed by the Marian regime, Moore’s account was detailed, 
and probably exaggerated by the Elizabethan historian John Foxe. According to 
Foxe, the 24-year-old Moore, the servant of a city merchant, was apprehended for 
speaking certain words, that his maker was in heaven and not in the Pixe (the vessel 
for the host),83 thereby denying transubstantiation. Upon further interrogation by 
Bishop White, Foxe alleges that Moore denounced the importance of Mass. The 
bishop asked: ‘Does thou not believe Christ to be there, flesh, blood, and bone’? ‘No, 
that I do not’, Moore replied.84 Moore was subsequently burned for his heretical 
pronouncements. Arguably, this could demonstrate the ease with which religious 
developments of the Reformation were imposed and accepted in Leicestershire, in 
comparison to other counties, where opposition, whether Protestant or Catholic, 
was far more extensive. Evidence would suggest that this traditionalist perspective is 
a more accurate conclusion when examining the impact of the Reformation in this 
county, and the compliance of the laity. 

This extent of lay conformity to the religious changes can be seen in bequests. 
Although these tend to represent only the wealthier classes of society, they do allow 
us insights into the doctrinal attitudes of the testator and can indicate the extent to 
which, the individual conformed favourably to the religious reforms of the time. 
By the 1530s most Leicestershire wills were composed in English, as opposed to 
the traditional Latin. However, Scarisbrick notes that the wills of the first four 
decades of the sixteenth century show English men and women pouring gifts of 
money into their parish churches.85 Wills composed before the 1540s commonly 
refer to the Virgin Mary and saints; these references disappear over time with the 
establishment of Protestantism. In Nottinghamshire the number of testators omitting 
these traditional acknowledgements increased by 22 per cent between 1537 and 

82 A. Dickens, Late Monasticism and the Reformation (London, 1994), p. 114. 
83 J. Foxe, The Acts and Monuments (London, 1583) 11, p. 1973. 
84 Ibid. 
85 J. Scarisbrick, The Reformation and the English People, p. 3. 
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1547.86 As Leicestershire also appears to have been a largely compliant region, these 
statistics could perhaps be applied to this county. 

John Turville of Thurlaston’s will of 1506 stated that he wanted to be buried 
under ‘finely carved alabaster effigies of an armed man and a lady’.87 This suggests 
he was prosperous, possibly a local merchant. He requests being buried in the 
chancel of the Church of Thurlaston before the image of Saint Saviour.88 Turville 
also indicates his appreciation for the traditional Catholic litanies, by asking for 
‘eight torches and twelve pounds of wax to be made in 24 tapers to bring about my 
body at my Dirge and Mass’.89 This reference to the common usage of candles, and 
elaborate processions in the burial services of the pre-Reformation Church, shows 
Turville’s conforming doctrinal attitudes regarding the Catholic Church’s stance on 
death and the afterlife, which over time was completely eradicated and replaced 
with a far simpler liturgy. This is further consolidated by his payment of ‘money to 
an honest priest to sing for my soul and for the souls of my father and mother, and 
all Christian souls’,90 revealing his Catholic belief in purgatory – a doctrine later 
declared invalid by the Act of Ten Articles (1536). The extent of Turville’s religious 
devotion is demonstrated through several donations to local churches, such as ‘a 
vestment of red velvet’ to Thurlaston Church, and ‘ten shillings of money to the 
work…of the Church of saint Anne of Sutton Bonington’.91 He also donated money 
to the Corpus Christi Guild of St Martin’s Church, Leicester, an indication perhaps 
that he was an active member. This will is a fine example of popular devotion to the 
Catholic faith during the pre-reformation years, and validates Scarisbrick’s opinion 
on the extent to which individuals made bequests to the Church.

From the 1540s onwards there is a significant change in the religious perspective 
and practice of the laity. This can be seen in the 1548 will of a John Ruding of 
Westcotes, who requests that his body be buried in the parish church of Saint 
Mary’s in the Chapel of the Holy Trinity, a central location in a church where only 
the prosperous could afford to be buried. 92 There are no references to Mary or 
saints, suggesting that Ruding must have conformed to the Edwardian reforms. As 
with Turville, Ruding makes donations to several churches. His bequests do not 
indicate any liturgical significance and are entirely monetary, ‘to the reparations 
of Astley Church in the county of Warwick, six shillings’,93 suggesting he may 
have welcomed the simplification of church ceremonies during the initial stages 
of Edward’s reign. Ruding’s family are mentioned far more than liturgical 
arrangements for his funeral or spiritual devotions. By the time the will of John 
Herrick from Leicester was written in 1589, the Protestant Church of England had 
become firmly established doctrinally. Herrick’s will shows strong conformity and 

86 D. Palliser, ‘Popular Reactions to the Reformation During the Years of Uncertainty’, in Haigh, English 
Reformation Revised, p. 98. 

87 F. Greenhill, ‘Seven Leicestershire Wills’, Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and 
Historical Society 38, p. 10. 

88 John Turville, Final Will and Testament (1506). 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 John Ruding, Final Will and Testament (1548). 
93 Ibid. 
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appreciation for the Protestant faith. There are no references to Christ, Mary and 
the saints, and the language is secular: ‘my body I bequeath to the Earth from which 
it was taken, and to be buried in Saint Martin’s Church in Leicester’.94 Herrick 
does not bequeath anything to the Church, but instead lists several possessions 
which are indicative of his Protestant faith. To his son Thomas he bequeaths 
‘the Bible lying in my hall window and the New Testament’,95 both of which will 
undoubtedly have been in English, and also a version of ‘Mr Calvin’s translation’, 
which would have been in French.96 The possession of such publications indicates 
a strong adherence to the Protestant faith, which is demonstrated further by a 
bequest to his daughter Mary of The Great Book of Martyrs or Monuments, by 
John Foxe. Wills of this period often refer to Queen Elizabeth more than religious 
figures. The 1595 will of Richard Dilkes, another devout Leicestershire Protestant, 
from Kirkby Mallory, begins ‘in the name of God amen in the 13th day of February 
in the 37th year of the reign of Our Sovereign Lady Elizabeth Queen defender of 
our faith’.97 This shows a strong devotion to both the Protestant faith and to the 
Queen personally, unseen in earlier wills. Some of Dilkes’s property had previously 
belonged to Leicester Abbey. 

Wills are invaluable indicators of patterns of change, particularly so when 
developments impacted on both the social and religious lives of the laity. A significant 
change, finalised in 1548, was the dissolution of the religious guilds, some of which 

94 John Herrick, Final Will and Testament (1589). 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Richard Dilke, Final Will and Testament (1595). 

Fig. 4. The Guildhall (John Flower).
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had added to the vibrant popular devotion evident in Leicestershire before their 
closure. As noted by Tittler: ‘[W]e must consider the guilds as a substantive force 
for the maintenance of harmony, order and stability in the pre-Reformation town.’98 
Their role was both social and spiritual. They were concerned to provide for the 
souls of the departed and support the families of the deceased, contributing to the 
sense of identity of their communities.99 

Each of the four major parishes in Leicester had its own guild, such as the Guild 
of the Holy Trinity in the parish of St Mary, and the Guilds of St George and Corpus 
Christi in St Martin’s. The communal strength of these guilds is evident from the 
rules of the Guild of St Margaret and St Catherine, which state: ‘[I]f any brother or 
sister shall be in poverty he shall have the assistance of the association.’100 Many of 
the Leicester guilds gained municipal support as a sign of appreciation for their vital 
role in the spiritual life of the city. Leicester was granted permission for the hosting 
of two markets by Henry VIII, and a generous donation by the Guilds of Corpus 
Christi and St Margaret towards the charter caused them to be ‘registered in the 
town book there to remain as a memorial forever’.101 The Guild of Corpus Christi 
was particularly influential, as they were closely connected with the corporation 
of the town.102 Their influence in municipal matters was referred to in the Guild’s 
Hall Book: ‘[I]f any said brother have any reasonable cause or matter show his 
cause of grief to the Mayor and masters of Corpus Christ Guild.’103 They were also 
substantial property owners. The religious role of the guild was the most important, 
as was shown on their respective annual feast days, which would have been ‘as 
impressive and jubilant as possible’.104 

The Guild submitted eventually, along with all the guilds and chantries in 
Leicester, soon after the ascension of Edward in 1547. Visitations were conducted 
nationally to determine the value of the guilds, with the inspection of Corpus Christi 
being mentioned in February 1548 as ‘item paid for two gallons of wine that was 
given to the King’s visitors for chantries and guilds’.105 The valuation of the lands 
belonging to the Guild totalled £28106 and were sold subsequently to Robert Catelin, 
who later became Lord Chief Justice of the Queens’ Bench during the reign of 
Elizabeth.107 The Guildhall was sold to John Pickerill of Norwich.108 The closure 
of these guilds would have been a significant loss to the religious life of Leicester. 
Nevertheless, the seemingly smooth means by which their closure was arranged 
suggests the town authorities readily complied with the imposition; further evidence 
of the extent of lay conformity to religious reform.

98 R. Tittler, The Reformation and the Towns in England (Oxford, 1998), p. 40. 
99 Ibid., p. 39. 
100 Translator unknown, The Rules of the Guild of St. Margaret and St. Catherine, c.1345.
101 Records of the Guild of Corpus Christi (c.1530), in A. Hamilton, ‘The Extant Certificates of Leicester 
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104 T. North, A Chronicle of the Church of Saint Martin, p. 223. 
105 Guild of Corpus Christi, Chamberlains’ Accounts, 1548. 
106 A. Hamilton, ‘The Extant Certificates of Leicester Guilds’, p. 170.
107 T. North, A Chronicle of the Church of Saint Martin, p. 235.
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CONCLUSION

Overall, the evidence confirms consistently the extent to which communities 
complied with, or in some instances appeared to welcome, the religious changes 
imposed on them during these times. The various religious orders in Leicestershire, 
having once been of vital importance to the religious life and economy of the county, 
were in some cases found to be financially and morally impoverished, and in some 
cases were evidently in a state of decline at the beginning of the sixteenth century. 
However, they remained important contributors to the vibrant spiritual and social 
life of the region. Almost all the communities complied eventually and allowed their 
closure, albeit reluctantly in some cases. Most members of these orders appear to 
have adapted to their significantly changed lifestyles: many retired; some joined the 
reformed priesthood and maintained their clerical status. We know not where many 
others went or what was their fate. Clearly, many held on to their Catholic beliefs, 
harbouring no doubt a nostalgia for the pre-Reformation state. Most seem to have 
remained celibate. 

The Reformation and dissolution of the monasteries affected seriously the local 
communities previously served by the clerics. Monastic property was sold to already 
prosperous families, significantly altering the social and religious composition 
of local society. Provision of education, largely for the less affluent, was all but 
destroyed, and religious practice and worship in England was changed forever. The 
closing of the sanctuaries added to the impact on the communities. 

Analysis shows that the Reformation was accepted over time. There was, after 
all, little choice but to do so. In fact, only one example of lay opposition in the 
county has survived, and that was against the restoration of Catholicism under 
Mary. Unlike counties further north, the laity in Leicestershire gradually came to 
terms with the new dispensation. Nevertheless, they would have found the closure 
of the religious and secular guilds hard to take when they were disbanded in 1548. 
These once vibrant and politically influential fraternities had for centuries shaped 
Leicester’s identity and culture.

Although there was occasional reluctance and opposition, both urban and 
rural communities conformed to the reforms in religion and society. They accepted 
the diverse reforms imposed on them, and continued their religious practice and 
devotion. 
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