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SIR THOMAS MORE AND THE NUN OF KENT

J. Duncan M. Derrett

aid) of Kent has been
held about her and her
In view of her

The story of the Nun (or Holy M
told many times (1), and the views
male associates' probity have varied (2).
and their confessions both before the King's servants
commissioned to enquire into her impostures (3) and in
public subsequently (4) it is idle to waste sympathy upon
her or them. Neither she nor they were martyrs (5), and
the best that can be said in their favour is that they
(as often occurs in religio-political contexts) gilded a
good cause with bad paint, and so discredited in some
measure the side to which they lent their dubious aid.
But the fact that they were hanged (and beheaded) does
not end the matter so far as lovers of Thomas More are
concerned.,

More's dealings with the Nun are peculiar. In Miss
Rogers' Correspondence there are two letters which supply
all the really useful information we have on the subject.
No.192 is More's unctuous letter to the Nun herself (6).
No.197 is the letter to Thomas Cromwell, the King's Sec-
retary, in which More quotes his letter to the Nun -- he
had cautiously kept a copy of it for (it would seem) just
such an occasion (7). No.198, More's letter to the King
himself (8), tells us little more, except that the author
was prepared to call the Nun '"the wykked woman of Canter-
bery" (9). Both the last letters are redolent with what
may be called conscious innocence, i.e. a spirit of self-
justification which defies attempts at inculpation, This
is always an irritating tone, and was one which More prob-
ably adopted deliberately. Bishop Fisher did exactly the
same in his correspondence on the same subject (10),name-
ly his own (much less cautious) dealings with the same
Nun. .

But when we see from this correspondence what care
More took to dissuade the Nun from speaking to him of the
"King's matter" (11), which of course was the underlying
motif of the whole affair, and to prevent third parties
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telling him what the Nun had foretold on the same sub-
ject (12),it is difficult to understand More's behaviour,
and here the biographers are not helpful to us. The prin-
cipal modern biographies, those of R.W, Chambers (13) and
E.E. Reynolds (1k), are committed to a pro-More and an
anti-governmental approach to the great problem of the
period. In 1535 More and Fisher, now Saints of the Roman
Catholic church, were put to death (or "martyred" accord-
ing to the viewpoint) as a result of their refusal, £from
conscientious motives, to comply with the requirements of
the government as then constituted. This is not the place
to debate the rights and wrongs of their position, and
few will now worry on that score, when it is obvious that
More, Fisher, the monks of the Charterhouse and others
that perished then or subsequently for the sake of sim-
ilar causes, did so because they believed that honesty of
action, consistency of conduct with faith,were worth more
than life itself -- a belief which is bound to exact re-
spect from any critic of whatever persuasion on the dis-
puted matters themselves. But the hagiographical approach
has had the effect of slurring over the episode of the
Nun, with which it is fitting to deal in some intensity.
For if More's conduct at that time was unsatisfactory we
should reappraise his character, whether we admire his
self-sacrifice or not, whether or not we agree that Henry
VIII's marriage with Queen Catherine was capable of being
annulled by an English ecclesiastical tribunal, whether
or not Anne Boleyn was really capable of being called
Queen after her so-called marriage with Henry (which was
subsequently itself annulled). Even if we take the view
that More and Fisher were right in objecting to the "di-
vorce'" and that More was right in objecting to the King's
title as Head (on Earth) of the Church of England, we are
not bound to accept that his apparently equivocal dealings
with the Nun did him credit,

To turn first to letter No, 192, it is apparent that
when he wrote it, soon after seeing the woman in person,
he was under the impression that she was worth extremely
respectful language. He compares her to Moses and himself
to Jethro,the first in receiving and the second in giving
advice (15) ; and he apologises for giving her advice un-
asked, Why did he not give her that advice when he saw
her ? Or did he do so ? Perhaps this is merely documenta-
ry proof of his having warned her not to speak publicly
(as she had constantly done) of the King's matter. It is
a common practice to this day to send memoranda of meet-
ings to people we have metand with whom we have discussed
an important subject, that is to say if no minutes or
other records of the meeting have been provided for. What
actually passed at the meeting we can return to presently.
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i This
At any rate More asks the woman to pray for him,
he coild hardly have done unless he had believed her.big
be a worthy person, and this would have been 1mpois1h ¢
unless at the time of meeting her and thereafter he ae
obtained the impression that the wonders told of her wezh
true in substance or in fact, or that, if their tru h
were not certain, inferences drawn from her teachings age
her life remained in her favour. In sum, when he wro e
that letter More believed that a very respegtful appioac_
to her was justified. There are two 90551b1e exp zgzn
tions : (a) that he felt sure from his own opsgrsa n
and from what he had learnt from other qualifie 1pegt
ple (16) ; or (v) that if he did not feel sure he felt 1

itic to appear to be so. . .
p011Ee§ore pggceeding it is desirable to consider which
of these is correct. More, an extremely clever lawye;,
whose shrewdness had been utilised on behalf of wealt 5
clients and on behalf of his country, was no fool, an
was most unlikely to have been Qece1ved_ like any counﬁry
bumpkin., Nor was he in the habit of being bound ?y 93 er
people's consciences, oOT accepting other people's 1 eis
out of deference (whatever he might appear to say ;oht f
contrary). Absolute independence 15 the key to his g az_
jour in all the critical stages 1n his pre@aturely shor
ened life. The follies of Warham and of Fisher, who were
quite certainly duped (17), would not predetermine Morg s
opinions on the Nun. Would More have fqlgned ?especgf or
the Nun which he did not feel ? This is p9551b}e i :
powerful party had stood behind her, and if disrespec
for her would have injured More himself in fame, fort;une(,l
or expectation. But on the contrary E}lzabeth Barton an
her associates were weak people,given importance only be-
cause the commonalty were jinclined to give credence to
her fabrications. More could have neglected her w1tho;t
1oss to himself ; he could simpl have kept quiet. Yet he
chooses to "stick his neck out” as the telling cant p?rgss
of today goes) and writes respectfully to a woman o u
bious worth. Thus it is extremely unlikely that h? wrote
to her in that vein because he thought it politic : 1tH15
much more likely that he believed her to be genun}e}.1 gr
doggerel verses (18) might be crude stuff, and mig tb i
no proof of sanctity, Stlél less inspiration (19), bu
might still be inspired. .
she Bu% how did More Eome to visit her at all ? When
we look into his own account of his meeting with her wg
find some points emphasised. The first 1s important, an
consistent with a lawyer's behaviour. More gives a report
of his own words to the wfathers" of Sion after the meet-
%gg : "how be it... she is never the nerer tryed by that
i

.e. More's liking her very well in her talk), for I
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assure you she were likelie to be verye bad,i
good, erre 1 should thinke her other,y tylg’;iesﬁzp;:gm:g
be proved noughte" (20). In other words,More presumed her
good until she was proved bad, and the conversation had
2ﬁt proved her bad. The presumption had been raised by
L e good reports of her, and by the interest shown in her
1y people not unable to form opinions about possible char-
atans (21). Once a presumption is raised it stands good
untl%h:ebut:eg : and no rebuttal had emerged.
nex act is that More did not see the Nun except
as a result of the "fathers" of Si i i H
The sxact :ords are important (22?0? asking him to do so.
+++ they shewed me that she had bene with them
ﬁhewed me dyvers thinges that some of them mislikédagg
er and in thls.talklng. they wished that I had spoken
Y}th her and saide they woulde fayne see how I shoulde
ike her ; whervppon, afterwarde, when I harde that she
was there ageine, I came thither to see her and to speake
with her myselfe, At which communication had, in a litle
chapﬁl, &her? w§r§ non present but we too..."‘
as More's behaviour incautious ? Looking at i
our present knowledge (it is all too temptingg t: ;Epgzgz
1; was, And Roper, his son-in-law, does not help us to
obtain a correct perspective. More knew that the Nun had
a rep?tatlon for talking of the King's matrimonial proj-
ects ; he also knew that Edward Stafford, third Duke of
Buckingham, had been executed for treason on trumped up
ﬁ;gunds,kone of which was a conversation with a supposed
h yh@on about the succession to the throne. More refers
0 this event in his letter to the Nun (23). The inference
whlcp we are to draw from it was not merely that the Nun
wasd}n danger in Eglking openly of the wrath of God im-
gen 1Eg upon the King for his matrimonial improprieties
ut that all those that consorted with her were in a liké
:gze. é%i this of course included More himself. This is
to easily overlooked.1f we pursue, as Roper begins to do
e law of treason., First of all we must notice that eve-
ry subject was in danger of misprision of treason (if it
could be proved) (24) for talking of treasonable designs;
:g;o:glgtws must gﬁtelzgaf the law relating to High Trea-
was in e O's has been open is~
understanding, for reasons which willpbe ::pga§;:§6(2;§
L;stiy we must obsgrve that More, who was still a membe;
g the Privy Council though he had ceased to be Chancel-
or, was under a cloud through his reluctance to accept
that same matrimonial project, that he jeopardised hgs
safety ultimately by declining, or failing, to attend
ggzgagoéizgés corgnatﬁonk and, because of hié former es-
ness to the King, was the more ite~
ful reproaches from that qua;terif'he assocggzgdtﬁi;gzig,
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or lent his countenance, to someone who was a kind of
ring-leader of anti-governmental agitation. Let us now
look at what Roper says (26) :

"In Continewans, when the
no manner of benefittes winne h
went he aboute by terrors and threates
unto. The beginninge of which trouble grewe
of a certaine Nonne dwelling in centerbury,
and holiness among the people not a litle esteemed ; vnto
whom, for that cause, many religious persons, doctors of
Divynity, and divers others of good worshippe of the laity
vsed to resorte...

"And in shorte space after, she, making a voiage to
the Nonnes of Sion, by means of one master Raynolds, a
father of the same house, there fortuned concerninge such
secretes as had bine revealed vnto her (some parte wherof
seemed to touche the matter of the kings supremacie and
mariage, whiche shortly therevppon folowed) to enter into
talke with Sir Thomas Moore ; who, notwithstanding he
might well, at that tyme, without daunger of any lawe
(thoughe after, as himself had prognosticated before,
(those) matters were stablished by statutes and confirmed
(by) othes) freelyand safly haue talked with her therein;
Neuertheles, in all the comunication betweene them (as in
proces it appeared) had alwaye so discreetely demeaned
himself that he deserved not to be blamed, but contrary
wise to be comended and praised."

This aspect of More's dealing with the Nun is handled
by Thomas More, greatgrandson of Sir Thomas,who sometimes
has useful additions to make, in words showing that he
was fully aware of some inaccuracies that had crept into
Stapleton's Vita, but that he had no means of correcting
Roper's account (27). Yet both were in error, if Sir
More's own account of the matter in the letters referred
to above is to be believed. And as to that, we need have
no doubt. True More omitted to name the unfortunate Dr,
Richard Reynolds (who subsequently was to lose his life
for failure to accept the Supremacy) as the "father" of
Sion who arranged his meeting with the Nun ; but in all
other respects he must have kept very close to the truth,
because he knew that the government's armoury when it canme
to espionage and interrogation could not be evaded, and
that if his account did not tally substantially with those
which could be wrung or wheedled out of weaker vessels he
stood to lose upon the much graver ground of deliberately
concealing the truth. This leaves us in the position that
Roper was quite wrong in attributing to Sir Thomas and
the Nun a conversation about the King's matters.

We now come to the question of the law. Roper (writing
about 1557) evidently thought that his father-in-law was

king sawe that he could by
im to his side, Then, loe,
to drive him there-

by occasion
for her vertue
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fully entitled to talk of the King's affairs with this
Nun, because there was no law at that time to prohibit
it -- a shallow view, and not unlike that which a lawyer
(such as Roper was) might take. Its origin is this. The
statute on treasons (23 Ed.III, c.2 of 1352) did not in
so many words create the crime of High Treason by utter-
ing words hostile to the King's rights and interests, but
in course of time words were taken up, and one of two re-
sults could happen : either they were construed with con-
duct so as to amount to an overt act (pexr overt fait
within the statute of 1352) ; or they were instances of
disaffection which could move the King's council to apply
to the offender punishment such as imprisonment, fine, or
both, irrespective of the statute. By the statute 26 Hen.
VIII., c.13 (1534), passed shortly after the Nun of Kent
and her accomplices were hanged, the law of treason was
statutorily enlarged (27a) ; at the same time by a pro-
cess natural to English law the common law - and what we
may call the conciliar law (applied de facto in the Star
Chamber and elsewhere) was indirectly restricted. An im-
plication which might quite naturally be drawn from the
statute of 1534 was that acts there detailed were not
treasonable previously. But on the contrary the wording
of the Act of Attainder of the Nun of Kent (25 Hen,VIII,
c.12) confirms (28) that even at common law her conduct
and that of her accomplices, construed as the council
deliberately construed it, was treasonable in character.
This aspect was obliterated by the efforts of lawyers to
construe the Act of the following session as if conduct
not included within it were not treason unless it also
came within the plain words of 23 Ed,III, c.2. In the
reign of Mary the Henrician treason statutes were repealed
(1553), and the air was thoroughly cleared. It was neces-
sary for her successor, Elizabeth I, to commence again.
The misunderstanding as to the law operative before the
Act of Attainder of Elizabeth Bartonm, etc., may have been
laudable as well as natural : it was shared by Coke (see
his Third Part of the Institutes, cap.l, p. 14, margin),
who was nothing if not a legal historian. Yet Roper and
Coke, and those who followed them appear to have over-
looked the case of the Duke of Buckingham (which neither
More nor Cromwell did). A debate continues as to why an
Act of Attainder was necessary, if the common law would
have sufficed to punish the guilty parties. Coke thought
that the statute was necessary because the Nun and her
associates had not committed overt acts, but only stirred
up the people and abused the Cardinal and the King 1in
words. This is unrealistic because we now know that the
conspirators' association with the Pope's envoys and at-
tempts to print and circulate books containing the Nun's
prophecies and comminations were unquestionable overt
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i dor
ithin the statute of Ed. III as construed in Tu
:2525w§twhere then lay the need for the attainder Fs :2f
question is complicated by Chapuys', the Emperor s an-
bassador's, letters to his master 1n which he Fw&ces e
fers to Henry VIII's attempts to persuade the ju ﬁe e
action other than that actually taken (29)..Sl?ceft un
had actually told her prophecies to the King's ﬁc: ot
could hardly be held that she had concealed, or t.z e
associates had concealed, these things from him 1 ¥
were treasonable, Thus a charge even of mlspr1530n m:
treason, under which, Coke says, .treasonable gorhst thz
well come, would fail. Moreover it may be urged t il 0
statute, passed by what is frequently (and gn]usityeé_
called a compliant Parliament, was more usefu aé e
tablished at one blow the principle for which Crom el
and the other servants of the King were contgndlng,creatgl
anti-Nun propaganda countered her own aqtl-ggve;nmen al
propaganda, and decisively punished enemies of the :OZn-
policies as an example to others. Yet this does no on
tirely satisfy us, Writers have repeatgd,though]eis aun
quently in this half-century than earlier, that ; et. n
and her associates were unjustly condemned, withou .2
chance to defend themselves, without a chance ev;n to be
heard, and by a travesty of justice (30)., A de'engﬁese
the proceedings of Thomas Cromwell is not populaf.1n ese
days any more than it was at the beginning of this cgz 4
ry, and perhaps it need not be attempted here. ﬁUtd}ffi-
fair to attempt to find out what exactly wvere t eh lK'
culties which the judges w111hha§§dralsed if the King
them as Chapuys says he did. .
consaé;egt that they geired that no jury would convict
the Nun because of her extreme popularity ? That 1s ﬁ
point which is bound to have been raised. But a 2zct
more likely suggestion is the following. In order i-
they should be put to death (for that was what wasbwanh
ed--other lesser penalties could have been imposed by ﬁ_e
council without fuss) their conduct must be brought w1tTﬁn
the statute of Ed.III, and it must be treasonable. ! i
question between the prosecution and a learned and art u_
man like Dr. Bocking would then have been whether to pro
claim openly that the King 1is to be damned for putting
away his "old wife" and taking to himself a new ong ;s
treason, if the law of God, as many suspected, uphel t;e
first marriage and so refused to countenance the secopd.
The open trial of the offenders would therefore_pﬁov; e
them singly or collectively with a platform on which t e¥
could ventilate (much as More d}d later) questions g
fundamental law, How can it ?e.sald to be treason'opgn y
to advise the King for his spiritual good to re€?a1n .rﬁm
an act of doubtful validity ? Opposition to the King might
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be within the council's jurisdiction, but for the accused
to lose their heads they must be surely within the stat-
ute, And this kind of debate was what the King wanted to
avoid, Whether or not a jury could be brought to convict
a woman reputed to be a Holy Maid was one thing ; whether
they should in effect have committed to them the guestion
of the honesty of the King's second marriage was another:
and on both counts the question of treason should be com-
mitted to the High Court of Parliament for them to deter-
mine on grounds of policy as well as law. And they did .
And they found the accused guilty. Was the "rule of law"
(as we now call this concept) violated ? It is extremely
difficult to determine this, since such high matters must
}1e_between the topmost executive and the legislature,and
it is altogether unfair to expect judges to sort such
questions out on the basis of precedent.

. To return to our point : even without the Act of At-
tainder the Nun and her fellow conspirators, after their
confessions before the Archbishop and before the council,
and after the case against them had been fully prepared
from the depositions of other people implicated in their
deceptions, could have been deprived of their property
(such as it was) and confined indefinitely in the Tower
or elsewhere. Had the charges of heresy against them been
pursued (as the bishop-elect of Bangor seems to have
wanted) instead of the crown's charges of treason, they
would have been very severely handled by the Church it-
self. So there cannot be any doubt but that even prior to
the exposures which began in July 1533, Sir Thomas More
placed himself in very great danger by talking, or even
by being suspected of talking, with the Nun on the King's
matter,

The opinion of the governmental party after it was
all over was that Fisher was too pious to distinguish the
Nun's hypocrisy, but that More was too clever to allow
the Nun to besmirch him (Morison : Morus ingendiosior ha-
bitus est quam ut monacha ilLi 04 oblLinene posset). More
and Fisher were trusted not to conceal a treason, but
they urged her to keep quiet, though (it was supposed)
they believed her revelations, So much for subsequent
opinion.

It was not the case that More might safely talk with
her as the law of treason did not then make such talking
treasonable -- a position which is far from the objective
truth in fact -- but that rather provided his motives for
communing with her were legal he could, if sufficiently
adroit, evade the implications which might be placed upon
his talking. It is quite certain that he took a risk,and,
knoglng him, we may safely presume that he took it know-
ingly.
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Roper does not tell us that More was closeted with the
Nun in private,though he must have known that More's let-
ter revealed this, Why does he omit this incriminating
fact ? Evidently because to his readers as to us, and
surely to Cromwell and the other members of Henry's coun-
cil, the fact that two people take care to converse alone
invites a suspicion that what passes is not fit for other
ears,

More's real motive for having a conversation alone
with this notorious lady can be surmised, and it will be-
come evident before this short paper is concluded : he
seems to have wanted to do his particular duty by the
persons concerned and could do this best if he had the
suspect to himself. But he took the risk that those who
might afterwards be aggrieved by her propaganda would as-
sume that he was taking a hand in advising her. A secret
conversation opens the door to suspicion that what will
be spoken of is not above board, especially when the par-
ties have in common an interest which others are already
seeking to regard as treasonable.

Moreover Sir Thomas had gone out of his way to commune
with her., It did not "fortune", as Roper would have it.
They did not "happen" to converse. It was engineered. Sir
Thomas could have been glad to avoid meeting this dubious
person ; but on the contrary he comes back again to the
monastery and is closeted with her,

More explains in letter No. 197 what passed between
them. His account of it is especially interesting as it
tells why he thought well of her. Her objectivity and
modesty, her awareness of the existence of false "inspi-
ration" and bogus visions,and her failure to betray signs
of discomposure when examined by a lawyer experienced in
smooth but lethal questioning of suspected persons, one,
too, known for his ability to cope with heretics and per-
sons of suspected "honesty" in matters of religion (31),
these left him with the presumption so far un-rebutted
that he acknowledged it by the ancient and decisive tes-
timony of paying her to pray for him : "I gave her a
dubble ducate, and prayed her to praye for me and myne,
and so departed from her and never spake with her after.”
(32) . By the gift of the money he proved his belief that
she was a person through whose prayers he might benefit.
And this though tales told of her and by her were fantas-
tic (33), and many of her doings as unedifying as her
prophesyings were crude and dangerous.

Why did More not tell Cromwell whether he warned her
at that meeting not to speak to him or others of the
King's affairs ? Was it because if he told him that he
would have admitted (34) that he spoke of the King's
matter secretly with the Nun ? Or was it rather because
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she had the good sense not to raise that subject, and he
was concentrating on the question of her probity ?

Conjecture will not solve these problems for us, but
a suggestion may be given which would tend to explain his
behaviour, and which takes into account all the evidence.
The King's Secretary and other prominent members of the
government were more or less certain that More was impli-
cated, if only on the fringes, in this conspiracy to den-
igrate the King's matrimonial programme by pseudo-super-
stitious means (35). The fact that he went out of his way
to meet the Nun and thus to give her the satisfaction of
saying that she had communed with More privately told
heavily against him. This was obviously a risk he was
prepared to take. Why did he take it ? = The brutal and
unscrupulous Cromwell and the pliable and unstable Cranmer
were between them a match for the Nun. But until they be-
gan to work upon her and her confederates she had the up-
per hand. She and her advisers were crafty people. She
was as bold as she was fraudulent. She strode into the
King's presence and all but pulled his beard. At that
very time Fisher was the most conscientious and indepen-
dent Bishop and More was the greatest scholar as well as
the most talented layman in the country. If she could get
these natural leaders on her side, her "mission" might
well be accomplished., She had access to Fisher without
difficulty. More eluded her. Clerics who were conscious
or unconscious emissaries of hers attempted without suc-
cess to draw him into admitting interest in her attacks
on the King's second marriage (36), But she would keep on
trying. The "fathers" of Sion were her allies in this,
and they were also friends of More's.

While Elizabeth Barton was reputed to be a nessenger
of the Holy Spirit and was reputed to have messages from
God in her trances, she was relying not on St. Catherine
of Sienna or other faraway saints as her model, but on
the holy women which England herself had produced. Mother
Julian of Norwich (37) and Margery Kempe (38)at once come
to mind., A tree is to be known by its fruit, and our
Nun's sayings were, until the marriage question preoc-
cupied her, pious if reactionary (39). She reproved sin
and exhorted people to fasting (whether or not she showed
an example herself).But when, relying upon her reputation
as a holy nun, she, with her spiritual adviser's conni-
vance, began to espouse Queen Catherine's cause with vio-
lence and immoderation she was likely to lead astray peo-
ple whose adherence had been won by what seemed genuinely
sainty behaviour according to the standards of the time.
This was a dangerous development, irrespective of the
treasonable implications of her propaganda.

Without discussing the merits of Elizabeth's prognos-
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tions regarding the King,More could tell that she was
:igﬁenomenongthe ngture ofg which qeserveq to be testeg,
irrespective of the enquiries 1ns§1tuted 1n.hef less a ;
venturous days. More, as a man with ample_Jud1c1al an
other inquisitorial experience, was an obvious person to
take a quiet interest in the woman, not in order to trap
her or to dismantle her pose, as such, but in order to
satisfy his friends the monks whether their sympathy to-
wards her was unfounded, whether (in short) they had been
duped (40). They had their suspicions, and it would cost
him little to see for himself whether these had any foun-
dation, ‘ . .
o After a careful discussion, during which More will
have kept at least one sharp eye upon her, she emerggd
victorious, and he was unable to detect her in her frauh.
In other words, the basic conformity of the woman to the
"holy maid" r8le was adequately maintained. She deserves
to be congratulated on this, seeing that she was unques-
tionably an adventuress. More remalngd 9nder. a" moral
obligation to approve of her, as he did with his 'dubble
ducate'", but only so far as to assert (as.we have seen)
that the presumption in her favour had remained unshaken.
Thus he could not satisfy the 'fathers'' doubts. But as
for herself he knew her peril,and,presuming her innocent,
he warned her, in the well-buttered letter first alluded
to above, to leave the matters of princes alone and to
confine herself to "suche maner thinges as maye to the
soule be profitable for you to shew and for them (persons
high or low) to know" (41). .

What emerges from this ? Was More imprudent to meddle
with the Nun ? No, provided his conscience was clear, as
it seems to have been., It was his duty to.take the initi-
ative and to try to help his friends at Sion out of their
cleft stick. They had been giving hospitality and aid Eo
the Nun under the impression that she was a '"holy maid",
and had thus fallen victims to her attractive propaganda
against the King. If she could be detected in fraud they
would at once be freed fromtheir predicament. This proved
impossible, and therefore it remained only for him to beg
her to abandon her interference with those high questions,
and so (one infers) to exempt her patrons from suspicion
of treason, which soon, alas !, fell violently upon them.
More "stuck his neck out" for the sake of his clerical
friends and of the silly Nun herself, When this view of
his conduct is taken it is not difficult to understand why
Parliament could not be expected to pass the Act of At-
tainder (42) with his name in it. Hls‘o}d.comrades and
members of Parliament who knew his abilities and his
methods could not suspect him of communing with the Nun
in order to concoct an anti-governmental plot (43), and
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could only imagine his dealing with the woman on some such
carefully planned basis as that suggested here,

On the whole the bizarre episode does not so much tell
against More's prudence (as some have thought) as indi-
cate his certainty as to the correct line of conduct,
Whether a correct line of conduct could keep him alive,
when he did not approve the King's fundamental policies,
he himself doubted, as we know from later correspondence
(44). And we know his cast of mind, If by doing the right
thing he could not remain alive, life itself was of rela-
tively little value to him (45), If the reconstruction
given above is sound More's courage and independence
emerges a little more clearly from his dealings with the
Nun of Kent,

NOTES

1) - The earliest connected account +to be printed is
Sir Richard Morison's Apomazis Calumniarum (London, 1537:
B.M. 851 i. 11), fols, 73r-76r, Morison was a creature of
Cromwell's. ; G. Burnet, The History of the Reformation
of the Church of England (London, 1850), I, pp.113-116 ;
J. Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials... Religion and its
Reformation (London, 1816) I, pp.277, 280-290) 3 Jeremy
Collier, An Ecclesiastical History of Great Britain
(London, 1714) II, pp. 86-88 ; J,A. Froude, UHdistory of
England... I (London, 1870), pp. 312-326 s II, pp. 51-58,
64-6, 89-96 ; E.E. Reynolds, Saint John Fisher (London,
1955), ch. 21 ; Jasper Ridley, Thomas Cranmer (Oxford,
1962), pp.68-70; J.D. Mackie, The Earlier Tudore (Oxford,
1957), pp.361-3. G.R. Elton is wrong (England under the
Tudors, London and New York, 1962, p.138) in saying that
"Thomas More..,. had always judged the Nun rightly".
K. Pickthorn, Early Tudor Government (Cambridge, 193u4),
I1, pp.217-222, givesa good account. For an interesting
account of the background of one of the Nun's principal
accomplices and fellow-sufferers see G. R. Elton, Star
Chamber Stories (London, 1958), pp. 174 ff.

2) - Froude and others took too favourable a view on
the footing that law was violated in the crown's favour
(which is doubtful), E.J. Devereux, "Elizabeth Barton and
Tudor Censorship", Butff. J.Rylands Lib.49 (1966), pp. 91-
106 believes that the most balanced judgment is not L.W.
Whatmore's "The sermon against the Holy Maid of Kent,"
E.H.R, 58 (1954), pp. 463-475 (which contains J. Capon

alias Salcott, bishop-elect of Bangor's, sermon at Paul's

Cross, 23 Nov. 1533,summarizing the story of the Nun) but
rather A, Denton Cheney, "The Holy Maid of Kent", Taans.
R. Hist. Soe., N.S, 18 (190%), 107-129. In the present
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writer's view the element of fraud, _embellxshed anddb:i:
stered up with an illusion of serving God, 8O pre oom-
nates in the Nun's story as to make her and her ac;‘iCh
plices worthy of the severest puylshment,ag OplnlOﬁ W en
no amount of exaggeration,brutality or malice on the p
of the "prosecution" can as yet weaken.

3) - See Gairdner, Letters and.gapers of the ggtgnTﬁz
Henry VIII, vi, No.l438, p.574; vii, No. 72,_p.N . son
progress of the business is shown 1in L. & P, vi. Nos. .
887, 967, 1333, 1519 (July-December 1533).

- Her confessions are available.at L. & P: vi, No.
1%68uzshe said she showed her revelations t0181r Thgrgg
More "divers times", p.588) and at L. & P. v1.l N?% Je0
(Paul's Cross, 23 Nov, 1533),also Burnet, I, p.%sgu) a en
from Hall), prior to her execution (20 April .d An
evaluation of her confession favograble to the accuse
a whole is made by Gasquet (cit. inf.).

- As would be suggested (to Burnet's d%sgust) .by
Nichg{as Sanders, Rise and Growth of the Anglican cht:T
(London, 1877), pp.11l1-112. - See also F.A, Gasggg;s 2h
ry VIII and the English Monasteries, I(London, ’ .
iv. (Please see n. 5 bis at end of these notes).

Sir Thomas
6) - E.F. Rogers, The Correspondence of 2

More (Princeton, 19u;). pp. 464 ff. The letter appears 1?
modern spelling as No.47 in E.F. Rogers' St. Thomas go§;.
Selected Lettere (New Haven and London, 1961), pp.l8 .

s tters, No.Sl PP.
7) - Corr., pp.480 ff ; Selected Le , 1,
193 ff, In tha% letter he calls her (p.480, line 1%)
"huswife" (= hussy).,

8) - Corr., pp.488 ff; Selected Letters, No. 52, pp.
202 ff.

9) - Lines 27-28,

- Reynolds, Fisher (cit. sup.), pp. 200-208; See
L, éoz.. vi{. Nos: 136, 239, 2u0. Cromwell's lettez to
Fisher (see R.B, Merriman, Life and Letters of T ozﬁf
¢romvell, 1, Oxford, 1902, pp.373 ff:!ln modernzssd SEQ);
ing at Burnet, op. cit.,II, pp.lv-lvii (Records, 951 )
deserves to be read in its entirety. It is impossi Ne 'o
fail to agree with Cromwell's point that if the Nun'' s
"prevelations" had been "for the confirmation aof the King's
grace's marriage" the Bishop would not have given thgmh§o
much credence, Fisher's behaviour lacked balance, and his
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‘excuses are feeble--whether or not Cromwell's arguments
are simply pro forma, the latter carry conviction (the
letter was probably for circulation in Parliament).

11) - No. 192, lines 19-23,

12) - No. 197, lines 40-90, The period was Christmas
1532.

13)

Thomas More (London, 1935), pp.294-299,

14) - Saint Thomas More (London, 1953), pp.282-289,
15) - No.192, lines 12-15,

16) - Morison expatiates on her deception of papal
lepates., Archbishop Warham had been impressed. Cardinal
Wolsey, an unscrupulous and cynical man, had left her
alone., Bishop Fisher had been impressed by the woman. No.
197, lines 15ff, The summary of her career given by Cran-
mer in L., & P, vi, No., 1546 (20 Dec. 1533) (also at J.
Strype, Memorials of Archbishop Cranmer 1 (Oxford, 1848),
PP+332-336) and in the apocryphal Confirmation of Unwrit-
ten Verities (J.E. Cox, ed., The Works of Thomas Cranmer,
Cambridge, 1846, II, pp.65-6 : see pp. 271 and ff, for
Cranmer's correspondence on the subject) emphasises the
Nun's success with the hierarchy. This of course does not
exculpate her, though it may inculpate them.

17) - As emerges from the confessions., See L. & P, vi,
No. 1433 (Capon/Salcott to Lady Lisle, 16 Nov. 1533).

18) - For a specimen see E,H.R.58 (1943), p.472, cited
by Devereux ( ubi cit.) ; Strype (1816), I, 288.

19) - More at No, 197, 1lines 21-26, "a right simple

woman might, in my mynde, speake it of her owne witt well
ynoughe",

20) - No.197, lines 200-205. Also the same idea at
line 225, "tyll she was proved noughte", The principle is
put in Latinin a letter from Christopher Warener (another
duped person) to Cromwell (L, & P, vi, No., 1336, 24 Oct.
1533) : dubia in meliorem partem interpretari debent,

21) - See n, 16 above. Rather uncharitably More points
out that the Proctor of the Charterhouse was unable to
believe in the Nun's imposture even after she had con-
fessed it (supposing the confession had been wrung out of
her by Cromwell ?) : No, 197, lines 216-220,
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22) - No. 197, lines 121-128. Syon, as theyftgegoxszgi
the name, was a place in Middlesex, the seat o B omse
of male and female Bridgettines, founded ;ndi bl Enge
See Dom David Knowles, Religious Houses of t;e znl ng”
land (London, 1940), pp.123, 142. It was he 2 sipport-
gettine foundation in England. The Nun's C £ support-
ers were (not accidentally) the (antz-go;ezﬁzm tal) o
servant Friars. More's keeping company wit
quired some courage.

i i Rogers explains the
- No. 192, lines 30-36. Miss ;
leagg;g facts at.p.uss. n.33. More knegft2;8r§i235a22c232
e ! The man Gold, who was one -
2§iztzf was said by an anonym?us c§11abgzzzo§d3£sgsogy
' L. § P., No. 1467, p.586) to have
:;;{ zné the Nuﬁ was also advised, t? kz;phggri;ieiizgﬁz
" More's discharge", i.e. as prool | N
w£2§ iﬁ contact with hér. Queen Catharln?'slan¥1e:§fiigr
those who communed with the N?n was entirely sz 1Iee
(Chapuys to the Emperor, Spanish Calendar J.v},1 y ;ember‘
p.857, also No. 1153, p.86u4,dated 12th and 20th No ’
1533 ; Reynolds, Fisher, cit. sup., DP.197).

24) - E., Coke, Third Part of the Institutes (various
edns.)’ pp.lu’ 36,

25) - Valuable information is given at G.ISQi El;gzé {ﬁ:

Pudor Constitution (Cambgig%e.f;ggg);eggigi- o% Note ot

ds of the preamble an e f1 .

Z°€2 (1547) (Elton. p»65) and the preamble to 1 Magyéui:d

l. c.1 (1553) (Elton, p.69). But Elton may hzve : zommon

tﬁe uneasy relationship betwee; treaiggggawoinstie fine's

d by statute with the law enic g 8

igxnzgls zhich was much more loose, if more )effecgtzg

Elton, at his Star Chamber Stories iCLt.Tizpéritgggpriv;

the matter.

takes us nearer the heart of vy
i i tables at Oxford to ex

seal issued by the Council to no o8 A 15379 re-

y
ine the abbots of Eynshﬁm and‘0sney in ; (ihe
i ds against us
fers to allegations of speaking wor e they
i igni trary to the allegian

King) and Our dlgnlty," con X t ance e
If a prima facie case we P

ought to bear M amber i 1d have been arranged

d to the Star Chamber a trial wou .

iefore a special commi551?¥ of %é%%zai?g b;ezﬁzngzancg?
by words as an offence ¢ 1 N

%:z:iogmpiisonment as the penalty) see Pickthorn,op.cit.,

II, p.223.
3 knighte ,
- W. Roper, The Lyfe of Sir Thomae More,
ed 26% v wHitzgcoék (E.E.?.8., No0.197) (London, etc. 1935,
.' L[] L]
1958), pp.59-61.
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27) - Thomas More, I : .
(London, 1726), pp. 505f;.L1fﬂ of B8ir Thomae More, Kt.

27a) - Treason b .
37 Hen, VIII, c.10¥ words speedily got out of hand : see

28) - 25 Hen, VIII ¢

. . » ¢.12 (see John Lewis 2

i:ﬁ: 5}02;:.R££imLo¥ggn,f1855.hpp. 339-352, ;nsziz §£42:
. ] ém, s for the full text "

:g::g cz:gplgiﬁles §nd confgderacies of t;e:saié.élz:i

traitérousl er hir complices, aboue mentioned, was

by ElizabZtﬁnd maliciously deuised and practised sy the

e eerab i.., to the intent traitorouslie to destroie

Sur Sovere gg ord, and to deprive him and his lawful

realme. whicgmngiegrgzgﬁ band dignitie roiale of this

eene practised and i i
amongst them for the space of manie years : wh::gglzgg

whole circumstanc : .
act... " € were verie long to be written in this

29) - Discussed by Cheney, op. cit., pp.113, 118-119;
30) - Cheney, ubi cit.

31) -
to hi&sel?org to Margaret Roper,reporting Cromwell's words
while Chane 1irr.' No.216, 1lines 74-80, More's attitude
Nor 1S esug§ dges not agree with his statement (at
be e i&dgé o) Aswh£g§ other mennes consciences I wil
Supremacy question: in any case referred to the

32) - No. 197, lines 172-3,

33) - More comicall

3 - r y relates how sh i

5 " x she told h

Devii pin Hkengs of 3 bivd) wae flseings ana tlickerin:
er . ines 163-4), -

%gw;zvrlitgg ascharge of hgresy; Chapuys to lhe g:;eigi

20 0° .C » Span. Cal., iv, No. 1153, p.863, So em hat’

5 Viy ngogugélas Salcott, bishop-elect of Bangor °pL ;

. vi, No. 33 (16 Nov. 1533), p.573, Her fantastic pro-

sirpteddin summarised by the anonymous informant at T

Wr ff.: al::aLChgp;ars.of Latters... (London, 1843), pp.

om - A cit.. + Vi, No. 1466 ; and in Strype, Eecel.

34) - "We talked no word
e of the Kin
5233?3 personage ells" (No. 197,lines 16§33)G§;c§.or that
id not actually warn her. plies that

35) - See letter No, 200, lines 133-136. And note that
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of the Nun and her accomplices was

and received the royal assent on
ted in April 1534, More

the Act of Attainder
introduced in January

the 21 March 1534 ; they were execu
knew he was in danger of his life already before the 25

March 1534 (see Derrett, "More's conveyance of his lands
and the law of 'fraud'", Moreéana, 5,(1965), pp.19££). ‘

36) - No.197, lines 70-98,

37) - Whose Revelations of pivine Love was first
printed in 1670, but must have enjoyed fame in the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries.

The Book of Margery Kempe

38) - W, Butler-Bowdon, ed.
published by Wynkyn de

(London, 1940), Extracts had been
Worde in 1501.

39) - She pretended to have been told by an angel to
order a monk to burn his New Testament in English (Strype,
Ecel. Mem., p.282 ; see n. 33 above). Dr. Bocking, her
"ghostly father", received testimonials from those who

found her sayings of great spiritual value.

40) - He was conscious that the duty of a person not
commissioned to investigate differed from that of one so
commissioned : No.197, lines 205-211 : "... allthoughe I
nothinge suspected the person my selfe, yet no lesse then
if I suspected hyme sore, I woulde as farre as my witte
wolde serue me, serche to fynde oute the trothe, as your
selfe hathe done very prudentlie in this matter..."

41) - No. 192, lines 42-3.

42) - Roper, op, cit., pp.64-71 (esp. p.70). More to
Cromwell, No., 195 (Selected Letters, No.50) 3 No. 188,

lines 68~70, B8u.

43) - Roper, p.70, lines 10-12 : the members of the

Upper House wanted to hear More in his own defence: which
the Bill had aimed to avoid.
44) - No. 195, line 18: "... whatsoever should happen

me therein".

45) - Letter No. 214, lines 90-92 "... I say none
harme, I thynk none harme, but wysh euerye bodye good.
And yf thys be not ynough to kepe a man alyue in good
fayth I long not to lyue". Also No. 216, lines 132-3.
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5 bis) - In Theatrum Crudelitatis Haereticorum Nostri
Temporis, Antwerp, 1587 (attributed to Richard Rowlands :
Gibson, Prelim. szltography. No.480) at p.30 of the Eng-
lish section in both Latin and French editions there ap-
pear the names of Edward Bocking and Henry Gold amongst
those defensione Primatus Romanae Ecclesiae per martyrium
consumpti. J. Strype, Annale of the Reformation, III
(London, 1728), p.198, adds the necessary caveant lecto-

res,
¥*

Postscript. Viewing More's situation and behaviour in
1533~5 the present writer feels some doubt as to whether
a closer study of I Peter II. 13-17 (explained recently
by C. Spicq, 0.P., at Jtudia Theologiea 20, 1966, pp.37=-
61, in the light of Christ's own example at Matt.XVII.2u4~
27) would not have urged More to closer cooperatlon with
the government, and to less reliance upon a negative and
cautious attltude, careless of his own safety.

There is a moral duty incumbent upon all men, and es-
pecially those occupying influential positions and serving
as examples to the less prominently placed,not to provoke
their opponents to sin, or +to a course which will bring
the latter into sin. One can sin in ignorance. It is the
Christian's privilege not to insist upon his legal rights
if thereby his fellow-creatures will be forced (in their
ignorance) to injure him. In refusing to insist he is not
betraying his faith, but following Christ's own example--
which was not to ob]ect and to defy, but,whilst maintain-
ing the truth clearly and constantly, to submit to men
(Rom. XV. I-3).These latter must answer for their faults,
and the individual's duty is to inform, exhort,and warn--
but always in love and cooperatively. For a Tudor lawyer
this could be extremely hard. Videant quorum interest.
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